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Buying Cigarettes Is Such a Drag 
Alyssa Mercado 

In romantic comedies, summer jobs are always por-
trayed as life changing, unforgettable, and full of 
drama. However, in reality, most people do not re-
member their first few summer jobs. Whether the 
job was a simple lifeguarding position at a neigh-
borhood pool or a cashier’s gig at a local grocery 
store, these jobs are usually just a means to earn 
some extra money in order to enjoy the summer of 
your dreams with your friends and family. My first 
summer job was working in retail at my local 
Kmart as a Softlines Merchandiser. I was the per-
son on the floor who organized all of the clothing 
racks and shelves, put away carts full of clothing 
returns, and operated the fitting room key. While 
this job was relaxing and tolerable while it lasted, I 
have less than a handful of distinct memories from 
the place. While my first summer job as a retail 
slave was entirely forgettable, my second job was 
anything but; working undercover for the FDA 
buying cigarettes changed the entire course of my 
life.  
 
From June 2015 to September 2015, I was contracted 
by the FDA to go undercover with an inspector and 
buy tobacco products from various locations around 
Orange County, New York. This seemed like a 
good fit for me. Throughout middle school and 
during my first two years of high school, I was sure 
that I wanted to study criminal justice and become 
a crime scene investigator when I grew up. My fa-
ther was a police officer, and since I watched many 
crime shows on television, I decided that this was 
my path. My close friend, Darlene, shared my ca-
reer goal; one day near the end of my junior year of 
high school, she showed me an Indeed.com job 
posting regarding working as an undercover buyer; 
the entire posting made me skeptical. There were 
no prerequisites for the job, and it seemed odd that 
the FDA just happened to be looking for teenagers 
under the age of seventeen to buy cigarettes. While 
I was suspicious, I was still extremely interested in 
the position, and forwarded it to my parents to see 
if they would approve.  

They apprehensively allowed me to go forward, 
and I proceeded to send my sparse resume to Ellen 
Riley, the Administrative Assistant for Infor-
mation Systems and Networks, the company con-
tracted by the FDA to conduct the investigations. 
Three days later, I received an email back from El-
len stating that they were interested in having me 
work as a buyer and would schedule me in for a 
group interview over the phone with me that Fri-
day. I was excited about seeing my dreams of 
working in the criminal justice field come to frui-
tion. After a short phone interview and being hired, 
I was promptly partnered with an inspector from 
my area. I was eager to start my new job as an un-
dercover buyer.  

I met my inspector, Scott, at a reasonable nine in 
the morning. For us, a normal shift would be four 
to eight hours long. I didn’t have to carry anything 
extra with me as I did my inspections: just my ID 
In terms of clothing, I was allowed to wear whatev-
er I pleased, but I mainly stuck to shorts and a t-
shirt. When it was time to start working, Scott 
would pick me up from my home and drive to 
wherever the FDA needed us to go. I would walk 
into the store, followed by my inspector at a dis-
tance, and approach the front counter. I would ask 
for a pack of Marlboro Reds (because that was the 
only cigarette type I knew), and then see where the 
transaction went from there.   

Because I was never allowed to lie about my age, if 
employees asked my age, I had to tell them the 
truth. However, the majority of the time, employ-
ees would just ask to see my ID. Sometimes, the 
associate would ask for ID and turn me down; at 
other times, the associate would not ask for my ID 
and sell me the cigarettes anyway. On rare occa-
sions, a person might ask for my ID, which stated 
that I was seventeen, and then, in spite of the ID, 
allow me to buy cigarettes. Every time I was per-
mitted to buy, the cigarette pack was considered 
evidence. Scott and I would then proceed to fill out 
the necessary paperwork and take photos of the evi-
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dence. This entire process took almost a half hour. I 
worked undercover for the FDA for three months 
before aging out of the position. In those short 
three months, I made over forty buys and probably 
cost many employees their jobs.  

 While an amazing experience, it was also one of 
the hardest things I’ve ever done. At times, work-
ing undercover could be terrifying. I would go into 
some places not knowing whether I would be at-
tacked, yelled at, or arrested (even though I techni-
cally could not be arrested). In addition to having 
objects thrown at me, I sometimes was called horri-
ble names that really bruised my self-esteem; the 
more I worked, the more my social anxiety in-
creased. Even if an employee did not sell me ciga-
rettes and was doing their job, I could still expect 
them to curse at me. A few times, my inspector 
brought me to the city of Newburgh. While there 
on one extremely hot and muggy afternoon, a fight 
broke out in front of Scott’s parked truck. I wanted 
to break down and beg to go brought home; instead, 
I forced myself to remain as calm as I possibly 
could, given the situation. Against my mental 
pleadings, I had to leave his truck as the fight con-

tinued, and walk into the business where I would 
attempt the buy.    

To this day, working for the FDA has been the 
most interesting thing I have done in my short 
eighteen years of life. The work taught me that 
honesty really is the best policy and that the gov-
ernment will always know if something illegal is 
happening. In addition, my job demonstrated that 
while most people do have good intentions, many 
people do not and will do anything for extra cash. 
Even small, family-run business owners who de-
pend on their establishment to keep their families 
afloat are willing to bypass the law and risk ruining 
their entire career. Finally, because of my work 
with Scott, I came to realize that criminal justice is 
not the field for me. Although it ultimately crushed 
my young dreams of being exactly like the investi-
gators I had watched on television, my summer job 
provided me with an insight that I would not have 
arrived at otherwise. Therefore, despite all the 
stress the work caused me, I do not regret taking 
the job.  
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Grandma was a strong, independent woman whom 
many people admired; she was the glue for my fa-
ther’s side of the family. We all knew exactly 
where to find our matriarch with snow white hair 
and wrinkly skin. As she aged, she would sit in the 
window at my Aunt’s house watching all the cars 
pass by, swearing she knew everyone in them, or 
playing with the white stray cat through the win-
dow. However, as time passed, so did her memory 
of all eleven grandchildren and five of her children.  
 
Over time, Grandma’s moments of clarity became 
few and far apart. She hosted holiday dinners for 
the entire family, and we would all hurriedly head 
straight for the living room where she sat in front 
of the window with her nurse. As she sat in her 
wheelchair, all slumped over with her eyes shut and 
her legs crossed, we would tap her leg saying, “Hi, 
Grandma,” and “How are you, Grandma?” She 
would look up slightly, trying to figure out who we 
were while also trying to answer our questions. All 
we got were jumbled sentences and a confused look. 
Sometimes, she would become frustrated with her-
self not being able to say everything she wanted, so 
she would start to curse and raise her voice. Shak-
ing her hand at us as if we were in trouble, she 
mumbled sounds, but no words came out. Still, we 
always tried to engage her in conversation because 
sometimes she had moments of clarity. And when 
she had them, it was like she was the same old 
Grandma. 
 
Her good and bad days were heartbreaking; we all 
coped differently. Laughing helped me through the 
pain. I would go over to her house often and try to 
have conversations. Most of the conversations end-
ed in, “Go over there” or “Go get that.” I would 
reply, “OK, Grandma” or “Alright, I’ll be back.” 
Once I left, I would visit my aunt or my uncle, and 
while sitting at the dining room table watching tel-
evision, I would tell them everything Grandma had 
just said to me so we could have a good laugh. This 
helped me because I saw I wasn’t the only one try-
ing to cope with what was happening right in front 

of our eyes. The meaningful conversations I had 
with Grandma, the ones that resulted in her hold-
ing my hand and telling me not to leave, are the 
ones I will treasure forever. She would look me in 
the face, holding tightly onto my hand saying, 
“Don’t leave.” In these moments that rarely came, 
I felt a rush of happiness. Even though I knew she 
didn’t really know who I was, it still felt good that 
she wanted me with her.  
 
The phone call that came at about 6:30 in the morn-
ing on Sunday, August 7, 2016. I woke up immedi-
ately because the phone never rings that early. I 
could not make out what my mother was saying on 
the phone, but I knew it wasn’t good. I heard her 
say to my father, “That was your sister; we need to 
go to your mother’s house.”  
 
Not knowing whether the emergency was about 
my uncle or my grandmother, I lay in bed with the 
lights off, trying to figure out what was going on. I 
heard footsteps stomping all over the house. It got 
quiet for a couple minutes, and then I heard some-
one in the bathroom. I said to myself, “It can’t be a 
big emergency if mom and dad are still in the bath-
room.” So I fell back asleep. Suddenly, I was being 
shaken awake by my mother and saw my sister 
standing in the doorway. The words, “Grandma 
Jean has passed away” bounced off my walls, shak-
ing my entire room. Tears filled my eyes almost 
instantaneously, and then they fell down my 
cheeks. I got out of bed and walked out into the 
kitchen where my eyes met my father’s, also filled 
with tears. That was the first time I had seen him 
cry. My sister and I ran over to give him a hug. We 
all stood in the middle of the kitchen, crying and 
hugging each other.  
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 Alzheimer’s disease and Dementia changed my 
grandmother forever. But her illness taught me to 
be strong because Grandma was the strongest per-
son I knew.  Her fortitude taught me to never give 
up. Even when she could not make a full sentence, 
she tried with all her effort to communicate. Dur-
ing tough times, I think of my Grandma and feel 
her strength, as when I feel tired during my soccer 
games and push through because of her. I now car-
ry her with me in every good moment we had  
together. 
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When I let people know that I have an English 
bulldog with the uncommon name Elwood, a very 
common question is: “You have another one named 
Jake, don’t you?” For my readers who do not follow 
Saturday Night Live, Jake and Elwood, played by 
Dan Aykroyd and John Belushi, were fictional 
brothers who first appeared as the Blues Brothers in 
skits, eventually starring in their own movie. The 
person I have to thank for this common question is 
my father. For whatever reason, my father decided 
he wanted to name his two “boys” after fictional, 
jazz-playing brothers. 

 

The first time I remember being asked this ques-
tion was at my father’s car lot. My father had just 
gone outside and left me alone with his customer. 
The heavyset man sitting at my father’s desk must 
have seen the multiple framed pictures of my sister, 
Elwood, and me. He looked over at me, and said, 
“That’s a good looking dog! What’s his name?” 

  

“His name is Elwood, like from the Blues Broth-
ers.” This man must have been familiar with them 
because he then asked where the pictures were of 
our other dog, named Jake. With a grin, I an-
swered, “Actually, I’m Jake.” Confused for a sec-
ond, he finally gave an awkward laugh. Little did I 
know at the time how much Elwood would end up 
really being like a brother to me.  

 

I was nine years old when I did what most kids 
dream of doing: convincing my parents to get a 
dog. The search began, and after a few months, we 
found what could be the one. My mother discov-
ered an online ad for Old English Bulldog puppies 
that had been born in Sydney, New York on June 
6. The match seemed almost too perfect. Not only 
was my sister’s name Sydney, but also my birthday 
is on June 7. 

 

During the second week of July, my family made 

the journey to visit the puppies. Shortly after arriv-
ing, we were greeted at the door by Elwood’s moth-
er, a stunning, white, Old English Bulldog with an 
under-bite. I remember bending down to pet her on 
the head, to which she responded with lick on my 
chin. The breeder met us at the door and brought us 
inside, where we found a playpen of bulldog pup-
pies.  

 

I will never forget the first time I saw my future 
brother. Even though he was a mere twenty 
pounds, Elwood was by far the biggest of the litter. 
His baby fat wrinkles were covered in a rich, brin-
dle coat that was mostly black with hints of tan and 
red. Running down the middle of his face was a 
white stripe that drew the eye to his bright-pink, 
puppy nose. When he saw us, he jumped up and 
tried to make his way over to the side of the play-
pen. He was still so young that he could barely 
walk. After a few face plants, he eventually made it 
to the edge of the playpen. He was wagging his lit-
tle, inch-long corkscrew tail as fast as he could. I 
remember laughing because his tail moved back 
and forth only about half an inch, a motion very 
similar to moving your pointer finger side-to-side. 
At that point, I knew we needed to have him; so 
five weeks after the visit, we went back to bring 
him home for good.  

 

As soon as we convinced him into his crate and 
started the ride home, he began crying. All I could 
think about was how frightening the experience 
must be. I talked to him, and told him everything 
would be all right. Suddenly, he stopped crying. For 
the remaining hour-and-a-half trip, my parents, 
sister, and I all took turns reassuring Elwood. 

 

As the years went by, Elwood grew to an astonish-
ing ninety-six pounds. People often assume dogs 
this large are aggressive and territorial. For Elwood, 
this could not be further from the truth. Elwood is 
the friendliest and least temperamental dog I have 
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ever met. He enjoys nothing more than climbing 
up onto the couch and attempting to sit on people’s 
laps. He then expects his paws or his belly to be 
rubbed until he falls asleep. Refusing him a belly or 
paw rub simply is not an option. Elwood will sit, 
raise his paw, and put it on your lap over and over 
again until you eventually give in and rub either his 
stomach or paw. While he continues to put his paw 
on your lap, he stares into your eyes with what 
looks like a sad look. All I can imagine is him 
thinking, “Come on you know you want to.” 

 

 Even though I knew Elwood was not an aggressive 
dog, I still held out hope that, if provoked, he 
would be assertive. This hope was crushed one 
evening when my mother and I were walking him 
around my neighborhood. We saw a woman out 
with her dog that couldn’t have weighed more than 
twenty pounds. Elwood, completely clueless that 
his sheer size might intimidate this dog, tried to 
run up and sniff the smaller dog. Once Elwood was 
close, the tiny dog turned and attempted to nip at 
Elwood. While one bite from Elwood would have 
cut the smaller dog in half, Elwood did not defend 
himself. Instead, this ninety-six pound dog took off 
in a sprint away from the little dog, which was now 
chasing him. While sprinting away, my dope of a 
dog almost took down someone’s mailbox after 
running into it. At that moment, I accepted that 
Elwood was a gentle giant, completely unaware of 
his pure physical dominance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Until I moved away to college, I did not realize just 
how much joy Elwood has brought me over the 
years. If I were having a bad day, I knew as soon as 
I stepped in the door he would come running to me, 
happy as could be with his little tail wagging as fast 
as he could possibly wag it. Now, he is no longer 
around to greet me, and I miss him. When I think 
back on my life with Elwood, I can honestly say 
that I would not change a single thing about my 
brother.  
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As someone who has played baseball all my life, 
hearing the national anthem before a game is noth-
ing new to me.  It helped me “lock-in,” and to 
know its game time. Before the start of any sport-
ing event, the national anthem has always been 
something that briefly unifies opposing teams and 
fans alike. It enables motivation as fans become 
excited for the long awaited start. However, this 
has changed significantly since the start of the 2016 
NFL regular season.  San Francisco Forty-Niners’ 
quarterback Colin Kaepernick has received signifi-
cant media attention for sitting during the national 
anthem. As the weeks have gone on, different play-
ers have seemed to join Kaepernick’s efforts inside 
and outside of the NFL.   

 

Colin Kaepernick is trying to highlight the unfair 
treatment of people of color in our criminal justice 
system because they do not have the same opportu-
nities as white people.  He states, “I am not going 
to stand up to show pride in a flag for a country 
that oppresses black people and people of color ….to 
me, this is bigger than football and it would be self-
ish on my part to look the other way” (Sandritter). 
Colin Kaepernick and other athletes are not disre-
specting the military or showing hate for America 
while they kneel during the anthem.  Kaepernick 
has brought attention to very important social is-
sues in our country. The athletes who sit during the 
anthem are justified and I fully support those who 
do so. We have to respect the opinions of other 
people as they have a constitutional right to protest 
the national anthem.  

 

The symbol of the American flag and symbols, in 
general, fall to the eyes of the viewer. The flag and 
anthem all mean something different to each of us, 
and those who protest are not necessarily disre-
specting the country as a whole.  Kaepernick sees 
the flag as a symbol of the United States govern-

ment that has failed to be active in the racial issues  

 

of our country. As running back, Arian Foster 
states, “Don’t let the love for symbol overrule the 
love for a fellow human” (Sandritter).  Foster be-
lieves taking a knee is not a sign of disrespect.  Too 
much attention has been placed on respecting the 
flag itself rather than, the people it is supposed to 
represent.   

 

Kaepernick has received numerous racial threats. 
The majority of the reaction for what Kaepernick 
has done comes from white males; even Forty-
Niner fans have posted videos on the internet burn-
ing Kaepernick’s jersey. Critics have taken to social 
media, tweeting estimates of his million-dollar sal-
ary, pictures of his mansion, and mentions of his 
white adoptive parents (Grewal). They are imply-
ing Kaepernick has never lived an oppressed life-
style and therefore has no right to protest. Just be-
cause you do not fall under a certain demographic, 
does not mean you cannot stand up for something 
you feel strongly for.  Some Americans take it per-
sonally when people do not fully participate in the 
anthem, as they see these athletes as traitors to our 
country.  However, Kaepernick is trying to make a 
change, not disrespect our country. Protesting 
should never be seen as simply un-American.  

 

Freedom of speech has always been the foundation 
of the United States of America.  The only instance 
in which free speech is not protected is violating 
our national security, statements to incite panic or 
riot, or sexually explicit material (“Freedom of 
Speech”). We should respect the rights of others as 
speaking out against one’s own country is a part of 
each of our constitutional rights.  The athletes who 
sit during the national anthem are not breaking any 
law as they are protected under the first amend-
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ment. There are sufficient societal issues to assess 
here, rather than attacking athletes who kneel dur-
ing the anthem.     

 

The ability for athletes to protest has always been 
sufficiently limited.  Musical artists can provide 
lyrics in their songs that provoke change.  Writers 
can create editorials that inspire us to think a cer-
tain way.  A few athletes have shown their political 
views throughout history; Kaepernick is definitely 
not the first. One example is from the 1968 Olym-
pic Games:  Tommie Smith and John Carlos were 
Olympic sprinters who won the gold and bronze 
medals in the 200-meter race.  As the national an-
them played, both runners raised their fists; they 
were wearing black gloves and black socks with no 
shoes to symbolize poverty and racial oppression 
(Anonymous).  These two sprinters were high-
lighting many of the same injustices as Kaepernick, 
but they were punished more severely.  Both ath-
letes were booed at, expelled from the games, 
stripped of their medals, and even received death 
threats when they reached the United States 
(Anonymous). This example highlights the deter-
mination Kaepernick has to show his overall point.  
He knows the consequences he may face from the 
Forty-Niner organization and NFL, yet he contin-
ues to protest.  Although the repercussions of pro-
testing have changed, the treatment of people of 
color still must improve.   

 

Even with segregation and literacy tests over half a 
century behind us, racism is still at large in this 
country.  For example, according to McClellan’s 
article, “Kaepernick on Target Regarding Ongoing 
Oppression of Minorities,” both the Sheriff’s Of-
fice in Maricopa Country and Ferguson Police de-
partment admitted to racial profiling against black 
people. Racial profiling should not continue in this 
country. Being black should not automatically infer 
that you are suspicious of a crime. Police officers 
who abused their power have killed far too many 
innocent people.  These officers should be indicted 
on murder charges just as any other case.  

  

Another example of oppression in our country is 
the prevention of black people from voting. States 
such as North Carolina and Texas have recently 
passed laws to prevent voter fraud. The real reason 
to pass these regulations has been to keep minori-
ties from voting, who would usually vote for more 
liberal or Democratic candidates.  One statistic 
from the article “Kaepernick on Target Regarding 
Ongoing Oppression of Minorities” reveals that 
“Out of 40 million votes cast in the state of North 
Carolina there were two cases of voter 
fraud” (McClellan). This is comparable to the use 
of literacy tests during the time of segregation.  
The only absolute way to express opinion and to 
induce change in our country is to vote. Imagine if 
that were taken away from you. These are only a 
few incidences in which people of color are racially 
oppressed and unable to voice their opinions.  The 
athletes who kneel during the anthem are trying to 
give a voice to people of color and present key is-
sues that deserve attention for the benefit of this 
country.    

 

Arian Foster’s statement, “Don’t let the love for a 
symbol overrule the love for a fellow human,” is 
incredibly powerful. Recognizing the good acts of 
people is more important than being patriotic.  Fos-
ter and Kaepernick are trying to convey that the 
American flag represents something different to 
them. Kaepernick does not hate the United States; 
he is just concerned that black people and minori-
ties do not receive the same treatment as whites 
because of the color or their skin.  It is interesting 
to see that each Sunday more athletes take a stand 
by sitting during the national anthem.  

 

A true democracy occurs when all people have a 
voice in a political system.  A person’s race, sexual 
orientation, or political views should have no effect 
on the rights that person is granted. Unfortunately, 
many Americans are attempting to decrease the 
social and economic progress for minorities in this 
country.  Whether they have kneeled, raised a fist, 
or locked arms NFL players have shown that op-
pression in this country needs to end, and giving a 
voice to those who do not have power is essential.   
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My favorite game growing up was Super Mario 
Bros. I was a terrible Mario player, even to this day 
stooping so low as to throw my 6-year old sister 
off cliffs to win. I constantly asked my mom for 
help, amazed that what I could do in a half hour, 
she could do in a few minutes. I loved unlocking 
different colored Yoshis, defeating Bowser, and 
saving Princess Peach, the ultimate goal. It never 
occurred to me, though, why the main objective of 
the game was to save Princess Peach. This was the 
way the world worked. I had no reason to question 
it. If someone had suggested to me that Peach save 
herself, I would have laughed. Peach was a damsel: 
defenseless, weak, and probably dumb, as well. Of 
course, Mario saves Peach; there was no way she 
could do it herself. This belief was probably why 
the game Tomb Raider appealed to me so much. 
Here was a strong, smart, beautiful woman who 
could save herself. However, it did strike me as 
odd that she wore so little clothing. Lara Croft’s 
expeditions would take her to dangerous places. It 
was not until much later in life that I realized the 
Tomb Raider franchise was not marketed to me or 
to young girls. It was, and in many ways still is, 
marketed to a heterosexual, cisgender, white, male 
audience, an audience that may not be interested in 
playing as a female protagonist but would be inter-
ested in a scantily clad, large breasted, woman.  
 
There is a misconception that videogames are a 
male-centric space. According to the authors of 
“Sexism in Online Video Games: The Role of 
Conformity to Masculine Norms and Social Dom-
inance Orientation,” Jessie Fox and Wai Yen 
Tang, “Despite the number of female gamers, vid-
eo games have traditionally been perceived as a 
male space, an activity created by men and for 
men” (314). This belief leaves no room for gamers 
that do not conform to strict roles. Therefore, a 
“strong woman” is only valid if she is oversexual-
ized or a damsel. This perpetuates an unrealistic 
standard of beauty and worth. In short, women are 
only worth noticing and playing if they are impos-

sibly beautiful. This is harmful not only to those 
who consume this type of media, but the people 
with whom they interact, because these ideas about 
beauty and a woman’s role are, in most cases, being 
unintentionally imposed on them.  
 
The media we consume overtly and discreetly in-
fluences our sense of identity and self-worth. Ac-
cording to Elizabeth Behm-Morawitz and Dana 
Mastro, Communications professors at the Uni-
versity of  Missouri-Columbia, and the University 
of Arizona, “the pervasiveness and unique role of 
media in both reflecting and creating culture sug-
gests that media may be an important source of 
learning about gender norms and values” (810). 
Media like television and video games simultane-
ously reflect and create our perception of the 
world, informing us how certain groups of people 
should act. When video games consistently show 
female characters as busty and skinny, it tells gam-
ers that this is how women should look and indi-
rectly shames those that cannot fit this image.  By 
continually undercutting strong women with an 
oversexualized or a frail damsel representation, we 
are further objectifying them and influencing their 
treatment in contemporary American society. Fur-
thermore, this kind of characterization is not al-
ways taken seriously, adding to a misunderstand-
ing of rape and rape culture.  
 
When I discovered Tomb Raider, my mind was ab-
solutely blown. The idea of playing as a badass fe-
male protagonist was inconceivable prior. Lara 
Croft was one of my earliest role models, from her 
incredible strength to her ability to outthink any 
and every situation.  Although Lara Croft was in 
many ways my hero, she was also my enemy. I 
dreamed of having a tiny waist and flawless skin. 
Eventually, I realized that I could never have her 
body, but not before experiencing feelings of 
shame and disappointment. I was failing my hero. 
If I could not be simultaneously thin and voluptu-
ous, then no boy would ever like me. Behm-
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Morawitz and Mastro assert that “Exposure to sex-
ualized images of women can negatively influence 
female self-concept” (810). Lara Croft and Super 
Mario were subtly influencing my perception of 
self and the world around me. Tomb Raider of 
course was not the only contributing factor to this 
worldview, but because I looked up to the main 
protagonist, it played a powerful role. 
 
Lara Croft is smart and attractive, but her attrac-
tiveness is her defining characteristic. Intelligence 
and athleticism do not matter nearly as much as 
appearance. As empowering as it is to have a self-
sufficient female protagonist, her sexualization 
counteracts that empowerment. This is not to say a 
woman cannot be conventionally beautiful and 
smart. She can, but when her appearance is the fo-
cus, like wearing skin tight, impractical clothing, 
her brilliance is forgotten. The character becomes 
something to look at and admire—an object—and 
objects can be owned, thrown, kicked, and beaten. 
They can be won and they can be used for enter-
tainment. In this way, the perception of women 
influences their treatment inside and outside of 
gaming culture.  
 
Lara Croft was designed for white, heterosexual 
gamers by white, heterosexual gamers with no 
room for in-between.  There is a misconception 
that only white males play videogames, so the 
games are primarily a male space. Any deviation in 
this may be interpreted as ruining the fun. Fox and 
Tang similarly claim: “Games are expected to be a 
male activity, and any female presence may seem 
like an encroachment on male territory. Thus, the 
problem for me women playing these games is that 
they are constantly reminded of the intended male 
subject position they are trespassing upon” (318). If 
gaming is only for males, then the mere presence of 
a female that is not either a bimbo, damsel, or both, 
creates backlash. In a male-only space, there is 
pressure to prove masculinity and one of the ways 
to do that is to demonstrate dominance, specifically 
dominance against women. The trope in most vid-
eo games is a muscular, strong, competitive, male 
protagonist who must save a submissive, weaker, 

sensuous damsel. The hero may not always be akin 
to a body builder; Mario is just one example, but 
the heroes are usually male. Consistently depicting 
women as damsels with athletic men as their sav-
iors supports a hyper-masculine culture that de-
grades and mistreats women, both virtual and real, 
especially when the hero is rewarded for his brav-
ery with a kiss.  
 
The sexualization and marginalization of major 
and minor female characters contributes to feelings 
of entitlement and ownership. Successful comple-
tion of a mission validates the masculinity of the 
gamer because of the use of sex as a reward. For 
example, the games The Witcher 2 and Ride to Hell: 
Retribution both include scenarios where the hercu-
lean male hero and male gamer are rewarded for 
saving minor female characters with sex and sex 
scenes. Moreover, saving the damsels in many 
games awards the gamer with experience points, 
which can level up the skills of the protagonist. 
This characterization is  particularly sinister be-
cause it sends the message that if men are nice to 
women, then they are acting like decent human be-
ings, but they can expect something in return. If 
this is not the result, women are met with aggres-
sion and blame, because they are not doing what 
society has prescribed for them. Male gamers are 
entitled to male-only spaces and male-only games, 
where women are only allowed for their entertain-
ment (Dill and Thill 1403). In other words, portray-
ing women as objects encourages gamers to treat 
them as objects to be won, thus promoting a toler-
ance of sexual harassment. If the player does not 
get what he wants, he may feel cheated and believe 
he deserves retribution.  
 
This kind of thinking is one potential reason the 
mere presence of a female gamer creates outrage. 
Instead of being a toy, she is an active participant 
that thinks for herself. An educated woman is a 
scary thing, threatening archetypes and defying 
gender roles while kicking ass in games: “By their 
sex alone, women are considered outsiders and can 
be perceived as violating normative sex role behav-
ior simply by participating in many networked 
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games” (qtd. in Fox and Tang 315). Highlighting 
and criticizing this mentality is often met with sex-
-ual harassment and verbal assault in an effort to 
ostracize the critic, usually a woman. In the article 
“Hypermasculinity and Dickwolves: The Conten-
tious Role of Women in the New Gaming Public,” 
Anastasia Salter and Bridget Blodgett argue that, 
 

From the explicit creation of teams 
to oppose female voices, the reduc-
tion or removal of safe spaces for 
women to participate in the domi-
nant public, and deliberate reframing 
of discourse to avoid common 
ground, women, or feminine sup-
porting others, were made to feel os-
tracized and unwelcome within the 
bounds of spaces owned by the domi-
nant public. (411)  
 

Extreme measures are taken to quiet an outspoken 
voice, which can and will change the status quo. 
However, these attitudes and representations serve 
as a powerful deterrent for any woman or girl who 
may be interested in gaming. Critics like Anita 
Sarkeesian and Zoe Quinn are met with such vi-
cious backlash. Along with threats of rape and mur-
der, their personal information is hacked and post-
ed online, and they have been forced to move out of 
their homes. Furthermore, this kind of community 
harassment pushes away the female gamer and es-
tablishes male dominance. For example, a scholarly 
article from The Journal of Experimental Social Psy-
chology argues that  “When the media presents de-
meaned images of women, they encourage the use 
of power against women. That can mean physical 
or sexual aggression or sexual harassment in the 
workplace or school” (Dill, Brown, and Collins 
1403). There is a lack of cultural understanding re-

garding rape coupled with a lack of understanding 
on rape and consent.  
Rape as a plot device, as a joke, and as an exclama-
tion of victory: Its regular mention is almost casual 
in modern day society. Rape, as defined by the Ox-
ford English Dictionary, is “the act or crime, commit-
ted by a man, of forcing a woman to have sexual 
intercourse with him against her will, esp. by 
means of threats or violence. In later use more gen-
erally: the act of forced, non-consenting, or illegal 
sexual intercourse with another person; sexual vio-
lation or assault.” This is one of the most atrocious 
acts one human can commit against another. Rape 
robs the victim of their body and sense of safety, 
and casts a shadow that lasts a lifetime. Recovery is 
a long, excruciating, process, and when rape is casu-
ally reinforced in everyday culture, it trivializes the 
act itself and minimizes the victim’s pain.  
 
Rape is a reality more possible for some than for 
others, and when it is used as a threat or a joke, it 
can and will encourage those to leave the situation. 
Studies show that women are the victims of sexual 
violence in far greater numbers than men are: “in 
the United States, an estimated 19.3% of women 
have been raped during their lifetimes. An estimat-
ed 1.7% of men were raped during their lifetimes. 
For female rape victims, 99% had only male perpe-
trators” (Breiding 4). Of course, there are cases that 
go unreported for both male and females. Still, 
these statistics are staggering. It is no wonder why 
many women choose not to pursue careers in gam-
ing, when treatment in this environment consists 
largely of threats of rape and violence. According to 
Yee, “women are more likely to cite the game cul-
ture rather than the nature of the game as a deter-
rent to participation.” If we want to change the cul-
ture, we need to not only make room for but also 
acknowledge the female presence. 
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Parents tend to shield their children from the world 
in numerous forms, especially media. There are 
many ways of doing this, from putting parental 
controls on television channels to rating movies 
and not allowing certain ages into theaters. As a 
result, children are protected from physical vio-
lence, language, sex, different sexualities, racial vi-
olence, horror, drugs, and more. Parents tend to bar 
their children from movies containing anything 
that has any degree of controversy, but is this really 
protecting them, or hindering their learning?  
 
In the case of sexuality, there is controversy over 
whether children should watch scenes that depict 
homosexual relationships. Whether it is because of 
religion or intolerance, many parents do not want 
their children exposed to images of homosexuality 
for fear of the child adopting this way of life. There 
has always been an underlying debate about this, 
not just in children’s movies, but also other forms 
of media. However, this issue has become news-
worthy again recently since the release of Disney’s 
live-action rendition of Beauty and the Beast in 
March 2017. In the movie, few scenes directly im-
ply homosexuality, but others hint at the subject 
more often. One of the main characters, LeFou, 
Gaston’s sidekick, seems to be openly gay. Indica-
tions of this include LeFou’s obsession with Gas-
ton, as well as the most apparent scene, when the 
villagers are dancing in the ballroom of the castle 
and LeFou dances with another man (Beauty and 
the Beast). This other man is potentially depicted 
as stereotypically gay earlier on in the film, when 
the wardrobe covers him with female clothes, and 
he seems to enjoy it (Beauty and the Beast). The 
ballroom scene has become one of the most contro-
versial in a children’s movie in quite some time. 
Parents have complained, and even some countries 
have tried to ban it. For example, in Malaysia, ho-
mosexuality is against the law, so it is forbidden in 
movies shown there; In addition, there was contro-
versy with the Disney Company over whether the 

filmmakers would take the scene out of the movie 
or the censorship bureau would ban the movie alto-
gether (Paddock). Many Christians in America are 
infuriated about the scene, because according to 
some homosexuality is considered immoral and 
against the teachings of the Bible. Because several 
religions consider homosexuality a sin, many peo-
ple argue that their children should not be exposed 
to such behavior. Censoring a scene that subtly de-
picts a gay relationship is becoming a significant 
debate that asks us to consider: Is exposing children 
to homosexuality in movies hurting them, or help-
ing them? 
Many people believe that sheltering children from 
the outside world is beneficial, because they do not 
want impressionable young ones hurt or corrupted. 
In the 1930’s, the Payne Fund Studies were conduct-
ed to understand the effects of the motion picture 
medium on children and adolescents (Jowett et al. 
1). Furthermore, scientists considered why parents 
are very strict about the content their children 
could view. Because the cinema had recently be-
come popular, many people were starting to ques-
tion whether their children should be subjected to 
certain images. The intent was to prove that mov-
ies that contained sensitive material were harmful 
to children (Jarvis Jr. 129). Henry James Forman, 
the author selected to publish the Payne Fund Stud-
ies, discovered that “in… pictures the emotional re-
action of adolescents is twice as great as that of 
adults, and that of young children, aged six to elev-
en, three times that of adults” (qtd. in Jarvis Jr. 131). 
Another study at the Universities of Michigan and 
Wisconsin found that 26% of the students in ques-
tion stated that a graphic movie scene that they had 
experienced at a young age still affected them in 
their adult life (DeGroat). In some cases, movies 
clearly do affect people at a young age and continue 
to affect them as they grow older. When it comes 
to homosexuality, parents who are against same-
sex marriage will argue that showing these scenes 
in movies aimed at children could ultimately lead 
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their children to follow that path. An expert in ju-
venile delinquency, William Healy, argues that 
“moving picture theaters are favorite places for the 
teaching of homosexual practices” and that 
“rigorous censorship of perverting pictures” would 
be the answer to corruption by way of observance 
(qtd. in Jowett et al. 27).  Some parents agree with 
this, and want the motion picture industry to cen-
sor scenes that contain homosexual content. This 
could be because of many reasons, whether they be 
religious or societal. Many strictly religious parents 
frown upon the idea of their children being homo-
sexual, and they do not want their children exposed 
to it, the same with people who just oppose homo-
sexuality. Because many people who are against 
homosexuality believe that movies that include it 
could warp their children’s sexualities, they wish to 
censor or remove scenes that depict it. 
 
Some people wish to censor homosexuality from 
their children because they are against it, but also 
some people who are in complete support of homo-
sexuality are on the same side of the argument be-
cause of how the media stereotypes it. The stereo-
types for gay men are feminine actions, feminine 
clothes, a higher pitched voice, not being into 
sports, and the list goes on. Acting masculine, hav-
ing short hair, not caring about how they look, and 
more are lesbian stereotypes. Homosexual individ-
uals and their supporters are very offended by these 
terms, as they are demeaning to who they are. Not 
every lesbian or gay man fits that description. 
These undesirable stereotypes are displayed can 
influence how an impressionable child perceives 
homosexuality. If stereotypically gay people are 
associated with negative connotations, young view-
ers may believe that everyone who fits that stereo-
type is bad. In LaPointe and Li-Vollmer’s article on 
gender transgression in animated villains, they dis-
cuss journalists Wrobleski and Huston’s findings 
“that young adolescents had more negative atti-
tudes about men participating in occupations that 
have been stereotyped as feminine on television.” 
Because children are naïve and still learning about 
the world around them, they will be more opposed 
to things that seem out of the ordinary, like a male 
doing a stereotypically female job. LaPointe and Li-
Vollmer discuss Disney villains who are examples 

of transgender or homosexual people, arguing that, 
for example, the villain Ursula (from The Little 
Mermaid) is representative of a drag queen: 
“although she is outwardly labeled as a female, the 
excesses of her femininity combined with her mas-
culine aggression give her the nuances of gender 
transgression” (95). Children will notice this, and 
associate anyone who acts like Ursula does, like a 
drag queen, with the evil sea witch. They go on to 
discuss that many of the physical features that the 
male villains in certain animated movies have, such 
as thinner bones, colorful eyelids, longer eyelashes, 
longer hair, bigger chests, smaller waists, and long 
fingers with pointed fingernails, are representative 
of females (LaPointe, Li-Vollmer 97-98). The fancy 
clothes, feminine gestures, concern about looks, 
and disgust at the touch of the opposite sex are just 
some of the average animated villain characteris-
tics, all of which are stereotypes for homosexual 
and transgender people (LaPointe, Li-Vollmer 99-
103). In “Why So Many Disney Villains Sound 
‘Gay’”, author Hugh Ryan describes the same 
thing: the way some animated villains perpetuate 
stereotypes of queer people. He points out that we 
never actually witness a gay relationship involving 
a villain; “but if by ‘gay’ you mean mincing, sibi-
lant, underhanded villains with a penchant for ex-
travagant hats, there have been many to choose 
from” (Ryan). Because filmmakers portray villains 
with these stereotypes, children could eventually 
start recognizing that when people act flamboyant-
ly as villains do, they are evil.  Essentially, it could 
be misconstrued that homosexual and transgender 
people are bad. Because of this, people who support 
homosexuality may still oppose its stereotypical 
representation in children’s movies. 
 
On the other hand, many people agree that expos-
ing children to homosexuality early on will help 
them to be more accepting of it as they grow older. 
For as long as the movie industry has been running, 
particularly the children’s movie industry and the 
Walt Disney Company, children have been taught 
the meaning of love through watching their favor-
ite movies. Most Disney movies portray romantic 
love as occurring between a man and a woman, a 
prince and a princess, a female animal and a male 
animal. Because of this, children will recognize 
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“love” in real life as only heterosexual. If they see 
two men or two women kissing, they are automati-
cally going to question and judge  because it is not 
what they are used to. Because of this, they will 
grow up to be less accepting of homosexual rela-
tionships. However, if the movie industry incorpo-
rates a variety of relationships into children’s mov-
ies, this would change. According to the Washing-
ton Post, studies have shown that early exposure to 
homosexual characters in movies will lead children 
to be more accepting of homosexuality in the fu-
ture, and many people on Twitter have agreed, say-
ing that they wish that Disney had incorporated it 
into their favorite movies when they were young-
er, so they would know better (Contrera). Incorpo-
rating homosexual relationships in movies for chil-
dren could help them be more understanding and 
accepting in their future lives, such as in high 
school, in college, and in their careers. A study by 
the UCL Institute of Education reveals that “52 per 
cent of lesbian, gay and bisexual 20-year-olds had 
been bullied in [2014], compared with 38 per cent of 
those who were heterosexual”; furthermore, “when 
the same group were aged 14 and 16, those who 
were gay had a 56 per cent chance of being bullied, 
compared with their peers’ 45 per cent” (Davis). If 
children are exposed to homosexuality and non-
binary concepts of sexuality in film, they may even 
be less likely to bully someone for not being heter-
osexual.  
 
Those on the anti-censorship side argue that incor-
porating homosexuality into children’s films will 
help children to learn about it, and become more in 
touch with who they are. Many homosexual people 
grew up not understanding their feelings because 
of the social pressure to   love the opposite sex. For 
most, it is hard to come out to parents, and much 
harder to ask for support. According to Contrera’s 
article on gay Disney princesses, many Twitter 
users agree, “it would have been a huge help for 
them to see gay characters in movies when they 
were young – that they might have become… better 
able to grapple with their own sexuality.” If major 
movie corporations, like Disney, included homo-
sexual relationships in their movies, children who 
are unsure of their sexuality (or unsure of their 
feelings) would not be so lost. They would feel 

more accepted, and not feel alone. In an interview 
with Ricky Camilleri, Glee actor Jane Lynch said, 
“I wish there was a show I could watch every week 
where I would see gay kids… [who are] accepted 
for who they are and, in fact, embraced for 
that” (Brekke).  Many parents and adults who sup-
port the LGBT community are in favor of display-
ing the homosexual relationship in children’s mov-
ies so their children are able to figure out who they 
are at an early age, and to know that they are not 
alone. 
 
 While it is important that religious tradition is 
upheld, it is also important that children are aware 
of other sexualities; and while it is important that 
homosexual people are not stereotyped, it is im-
portant that children have the help that they need 
to understand who they are. What is considered 
appropriate and what is considered inappropriate 
for children’s movies is highly subjective. Most 
people agree that horror, sex, drugs, and profane 
language are  inappropriate for children to view. 
However, when it comes to sexuality and love, 
things become unclear. It mostly depends on the 
bias of the parents based on their origin, and reli-
gious or moral beliefs. That is why, in most coun-
tries, there is a rating system for movies. Specifi-
cally, in America, the rating of “PG” means 
“Parental Guidance Suggested,” meaning, “may 
contain some material parents might not like for 
their young children” (Motion Picture Association 
of America). Disney’s live-action Beauty and the 
Beast is “rated PG for frightening images, peril, 
and some action violence” (IMDb). 
 
Showing various types of love and relationships in 
children’s movies will benefit growing minds. Not 
only will it help children to become better people 
and to be more accepting of every type of sexuali-
ty, but it will help them to understand who they 
are and how they feel. While homosexuality is 
against some religions, parents have the power to 
decide what media their own children should see. 
Because Beauty and the Beast was already rated 
PG, Disney made its potential contents known to 
parents. Censorship is not the answer. The Mayor 
of Topeka, Kansas once said, “If you have a boy 
who can be corrupted by the ordinary run of mov-
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ing picture films you might as well kill him now 
and save trouble” (qtd. in Smith 34). Yes, children 
are very impressionable, but exposing them to all 
kinds of sexualities will help them to better under-
stand the world around them. To shield them from 
reality is to cheat them from learning about and 
contributing meaningfully to their society. Chil-
dren are going to become who they want to be-
come eventually, and it is better to let it happen 
naturally.  
 
Parents who are against homosexuality and refuse 
to expose their children to it are only hindering 
them, because they will eventually figure it out 
when they get older. It is impossible for a parent to 
control the sexuality of their child, or to control 
the answer to the moral question of whether or not 
“changes to the film production… [is] aiming to 
protect children, or control them” is clear when 
they try to censor such scenes from children’s 
movies (Smith 176). The director of Beauty and 
the Beast, Bill Condon, stated in an interview with 
Attitude magazine, “LeFou is somebody who on 
one day wants to be Gaston and on another day 
wants to kiss Gaston… he’s confused about what 
he wants. It’s somebody who’s just realizing that 
he has these feelings” (qtd. in Melas). Children 
and adolescents who are going through a tough 
time accepting their feelings will understand 
LeFou, and realize that they are not alone in how 

they are feeling, which is exactly why homosexu-
ality should be shown to them in the movies. 
Keeping children from seeing violent and graphic 
scenes is a given, but to shield them from some-
thing such as homosexuality that is prevalent in 
society only hurts them. I believe children should 
be exposed to homosexuality at a young age be-
cause three of my family members are lesbians, 
and my best friend is gay. It was so hard for all of 
them to admit their sexual identity to themselves 
because they were bullied, and felt pressure from 
their family members. If they had more support 
and more exposure to homosexual representation 
in films at a young age, things would have been 
easier for them.  Children should feel accepted in 
the world, not confused and excluded so that they 
can embrace who they are, and accept and love 
everyone who may be a little different. 
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Dear Mr. Gianopulos,  

  
First, I would like to thank you for giving me the 
opportunity to share my ideas with you. My name 
is Liliana Vidal-Tapia, and I am a first-year student 
at the State University of New York a New Paltz. 
As I come from a huge city with diverse residents, 
fitting in socially was sometimes a challenge for 
me. Because of this isolation, I have found an es-
cape in films since childhood. As you well know, 
films are visual stories that are created by the direc-
tor that come to life because of the actors and ac-
tresses. Since my youth, I have enjoyed watching 
films because I get the  
opportunity to imagine as if am in the movie and 
am part of that world on the screen.   
 
All the political and social events occurring today 
have made me interested in films about human 
rights. In fact, I believe that we need more movies 
about this topic. I am writing to you because I 
would like Paramount Pictures to produce a histori-
cal film about prison reformer Elizabeth Fry be-
cause she deserves recognition for all of her accom-
plishments.  
 
Before I describe my plans for a film any further, I 
will like to introduce you to this amazing woman. 
Born on May 21, 1780, Elizabeth Fry, was “a British 
reformer and Quaker lay evangelist, who worked 
for prison reform, particularly to relieve the physi- 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
-cal misery and moral degradation of women pris-
oners” (“Elizabeth Fry”).  She was born into a suc-
cessful Quaker family in Norwich, England. Her 
father, John Gurney, was a banker and business-
man who was involved in many charitable activi-
ties, and her mother, Catherine Gurney, was a 
member of the Barclay banking family. Both, were 
also members of the Society of Friends. At age 
twelve, Elizabeth had to face the death of her moth-
er, an event that changed her life (“Elizabeth Fry”). 
After this tragic event, Elizabeth, as an elder child, 
took on the responsibility of caring for all of her 
brothers and sisters. Because of this, she struggled 
with her own life and finding her purpose in it. 
However, things changed after hearing a Quaker 
minister, William Savery, who awakened her and 
inspired her to a religious conversion to strict 
Quakerism (Craig).   
 
Quakerism, which originated in 1650 under the 
leadership of George Fox (“Friends”), became the 
center of her life.  To Elizabeth, her religion was 
founded on silent meditation and was aided by the 
reading of the Bible (“Elizabeth Fry”). She had al-
ways been devoted to her religion, but when she 
was younger, had been afraid to embarrass her fa-
ther with all of her religious devotion. During that 
time, women and men were both allowed to speak 
at the religious services because of the Quaker’s be-
lief in direct inspiration, but Elizabeth did not want 
to seem as if she was so into her religion that she 
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was neglecting the responsibilities she had as an 
elder sister. Fortunately, after Elizabeth married 
Joseph Fry, she was able to pursue her religious vo-
cation. Two years after her father’s death in 1811, 
Elizabeth entered the Quaker ministry. As a minis-
ter, Elizabeth spoke at Quaker meetings, and she 
also enjoyed helping those people in need 
(“Elizabeth Fry”). 
 
Mr. Gianopulos, you now have an insight into the 
interesting childhood and young adult life Eliza-
beth led; however, there is more to her that you 
should know that makes her the amazing women 
she was. Her accomplishments as a prison reformer 
began in the year 1813, after Stephen Grellet, a fami-
ly friend, visited the Newgate Prison and informed 
the Fry family about the conditions he had wit-
nessed and wanted to improve. This conversation 
then led Elizabeth to visit the prison (Craig). Ac-
cording to one source, she would have seen the fol-
lowing conditions at Newgate: “Approximately 300 
women and children were crowded in a women’s 
ward comprising 190 square yards. Hardened crimi-
nals guilty of serious crimes were mixed with those 
jailed for minor offenses. Children lived in the pris-
on with their mothers, in rags, filth, and idle-
ness” (“Elizabeth Fry”). Moved to action, Elizabeth 
first helped by contributing clothes for the women, 
clean straw for bedding, and sewing materials, all 
with the purpose to improve their conditions little 
by little. In addition, she started a campaign to start 
a school for the children who had accompanied 
their mothers to prison. Elizabeth also began in-
forming other people about the conditions these 
women prisoners had to live in (Craig).  
 
In 1816, Elizabeth Fry convinced the imprisoned 
mothers that their children needed a school. She 
began working towards this goal, but many male 
reformers and even her own relatives argued that a 
school would never work because the mothers were 
criminals. Facing this conflict, Fry did not stop 
fighting for what she wanted. Instead, Elizabeth 
searched for more help and support. With eleven 
Quaker women, she formed the Association for the 
Improvement of the Female Prisoners in Newgate, 
and they visited the Newgate Prison to teach the 
female prisoners the Bible, to clothe them, and to 

provide them with funding for a school. The Asso-
ciation’s other purpose was rehabilitation so that 
when their time to leave the prison came, the wom-
en could use their new skills to support themselves 
(Craig). Elizabeth’s work expanded in 1818, when 
she made a tour of prions in northern England and 
Scotland with her brother Joseph John Gurney and 
joined the British Ladies’ Society for Promoting the 
Reformation of Female Prisoners (“Elizabeth 
Fry”).   

 
Elizabeth’s work spread not only in England, but 
also to other countries. She influenced America’s 
early reform work that involved women prisoners. 
She also had an impact on the treatment of prison-
ers being transported to Australia. English prisons 
began to follow her reforms in providing separate 
facilities for women, female guards and officers, 
education, and a better environment. During her 
journey, Elizabeth wrote all her observations, 
Observations on the Visiting, Superintendence and Gov-
ernment of Female Prisoners, a book which  influ-
enced American prison reforms (Craig 142).   

Now you may wonder, why is Elizabeth Fry’s 
work in the 18th century relevant today? Who 
would want to see a movie about her? Actually, 
there have been many recent initiatives seeking to 
reform our current justice system just as during 
Fry’s time. For example, the Raise the Age NY Cam-
paign is an organization that successfully fought to 
have juvenile offenders not be treated like adults 
(this was also a problem in Elizabeth Fry’s day al-
so). The Raise the Age official website notes that 
nearly 28,000 16- and 17-year-olds face the possible 
prosecution as adults in New York’s criminal 
courts each year, mostly for minor crimes (“Get 
the Facts”). Members of this organization included 
formerly incarcerated youth and their families, 
child advocates, service providers, faith leaders, le-
gal services groups, and unions (“About us”).  As a 
result of their campaign, on April 10, 2017, New 
York Governor Cuomo signed into law the Raise 
the Age legislation that was included as part of the 
State Budget. “Thanks to this ‘Raise the Age’ legis-
lation, tens of thousands of New York’s youth who 
make a mistake will be treated in an age-
appropriate manner, offering them an opportunity 
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to turn their lives around” (“About Us”).  

Another reason why Fry’s work with women pris-
oners matters today is because there has been an 
increase in the number of women in jail, and this 
fact has received little attention. The authors of the 
online article “Overlooked: Women and Jails in an 
Era of Reform“ explain, “Since 1970, the number of 
women in jail nationwide has increased 14-fold 
from under 8,000 to nearly 110,000 and now ac-
counts for approximately half of all women behind 
bars in the United States” (Swavola et al.). These 
women “are disproportionately people of color, 
overwhelmingly poor and low-income, survivors of 
violence and trauma, and have high rates of physi-
cal and mental illness and substance use” (Swavola 
et al.). In addition, in most cases, they have been 
found guilty only of lower-level offenses (Swavola 
et al.).  

 
As you see, Elizabeth Fry’s life story would make a 
great film for 2017. Because justice reform is a hot 
topic in today’s world, I believe audiences are going 
to be very interested in this film. The movie will 
uplift people, especially women. Some of the 
themes this film will touch upon are how an ordi-
nary woman like Elizabeth Fry fought for change, 
and how religious conviction can have a huge im-
pact on someone’s life and reform an entire coun-
try.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mr. Gianopulos, I understand that it takes a lot to 
make a film--from money to time to the actors. I 
know that all of these factors can be a problem, but 
I have thought about them. My plan is to start with 
a reasonable budget and also search for grants. I be-
lieve I can get the financial help needed in order to 
start to make this film a reality. I am determined to 
make it happen, but of course, I need your help.  

I would like to thank you again for letting me share 
my ideas with you; I really hope you take my pro-
posal into consideration because this film can be 
your next great film!  

 

Sincerely,  

Liliana Vidal-Tapia 
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Nat Turner’s historical reputation is much disputed 
for several reasons. His rebellion against slave 
owners resulted in numerous civilian deaths, and 
his actions were motivated by strong religious be-
liefs, which may seem strange. Also, enslaved Afri-
can Americans suffered much hardship following 
his insurgence. In spite of all this, Nat Turner is 
thought of by many to be a martyr, and to this day, 
is honored as a hero. Nat Turner was motivated by 
his religion, sense of solidarity with other slaves, 
and his desire to abolish the institution of slavery 
entirely. After a careful consideration of the evi-
dence, I find Nat Turner to be inspiring, not be-
cause of his actions themselves, but because of the 
motivations behind them.  
 
Nat Turner was born on the second of October, 
1800, the property of Benjamin Turner. As a child, 
Turner showed signs of intelligence. He learned to 
read and spell, and he took every chance there was 
to study. His mother and other slaves believed 
Turner was too bright and would be of no use as a 
slave (“Confessions” 2384). Turner was the slave of 
various white owners throughout his life, and his 
last owner was named Joseph Travis. In the sum-
mer of 1831, Nat Turner helped organize and take 
part in an uprising in Virginia that resulted in the 
deaths of over fifty whites of all sexes and ages, in-
cluding the entire Travis household (Wood 1625). 
 
Nat Turner’s story has been retold and transformed 
throughout the years since 1831 partially because the 
number of deaths, both white and black, cannot be 
pinpointed and neither can Turner’s thoughts 
throughout the organization of the uprising. Be-
cause of this lack of information, room has been 
made for various interpretations of the historical 
event. Nat Turner was interviewed in his jail cell 
before his trial by a man named Thomas R. Gray, 
who published this interview as The Confessions 
of Nat Turner: The Leader of the Late Insurrection 
in Southampton, Virginia. This interview is the 
only record we have that comes close to explaining 
the rebellion itself as well as Turner’s motives. Alt-

hough this document is contestable as Gray may 
have modified Turner’s actual words, it is a source 
that scholars examine when writing about Turner 
(Turner and Gray). 
 
According to Thomas R. Gray’s Confessions, Gray 
confronted Turner and asked him: “Do you not 
find yourself mistaken now?” after Turner ex-
plained that God had told him to fight against the 
“serpent” before time ran out, in order for the “first 
to be last and the last to be first.” Turner answered 
Gray’s question with another question: “Was not 
Christ crucified?” (Nat Turner). This exchange 
between the two men demonstrates how important 
religious faith was to Nat Turner. Turner believed 
that with faith comes strength, with strength 
comes courage, and with courage comes freedom.  
 
Turner’s faith led him to realize how sinful slavery 
actually was. He began to study the Bible as a child, 
and his faith only became stronger when he re-
ceived visitations from “The Spirit.” With this 
faith, he felt the strength to preach to slaves on oth-
er plantations in hopes of enlightening them and 
bringing their spirits up. These trips to different 
plantations, along with another visit from “The 
Spirit,” helped Turner identify the real sinners of 
his time: the slave owners (“Confessions” 2384). 
Turner realized that life was not actually supposed 
to be the way it was. His master was not his friend, 
but rather his enemy. When he saw how other 
slaves were living compared to himself, he began to 
plan the insurrection. Turner worked up the cour-
age to round up his most trustworthy friends and 
tell them about what he planned to do in order to 
win their freedom (Higginson).  
 
Turner regularly prayed and read scriptures, both 
Christian and Hebrew, and studied these even 
more after he started getting visitations from “The 
Spirit,” which would recite certain passages from 
the Bible to him. These visits convinced Turner 
that he was destined to make a change and that he 
existed for a great purpose (“Confessions” 2384). 
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Turner shared these communications with the spir-
it with fellow slaves and they, too, were convinced 
that Turner’s wisdom came from God and that he 
had been chosen for something great. Turner be-
lieved in his prophecy so much that he actually 
went back to his plantation after successfully run-
ning away and hiding out for over a month. He 
went back because, while he was gone, “The Spirit” 
appeared again and told him that he should return 
to his master in order to fulfill the great promise 
that was made to him (“Confessions” 2384). 
 
In addition to his passionate religious belief, Nat 
Turner’s solidarity with other slaves motivated 
him to rebel. Nat Turner did not plan his rebellion 
solely based on vengeance, but rather, he saw force-
ful rebellion as a way to free himself and every oth-
er slave. The turning point for Turner that prompt-
ed him to go through with the uprising was wit-
nessing the conditions that other slaves lived un-
der. Then, when he saw what appeared to be drops 
of blood in a field along with a solar eclipse, Turner 
took them as signs from God to execute his plan 
(Higginson). Turner concluded that he needed to 
frighten white slave owners. If the whites were 
scared of another rebellion, Turner felt that they 
would abolish slavery to eliminate the risk of an-
other uprising. Turner wanted the rebellion to 
“begin [...] with a massacre so swift and irresistible 
as to create in a few days more terror than many 
battles, and so spare the need of future blood-
shed” (Higginson). Nat Turner felt that one daring 
act of violence against his oppressors would stop 
slavery.  
 
Critics of Nat Turner sympathize with the women 
and children who were killed and view the rebel-
lion as especially gruesome because children died. 
Some historians think that Turner may have killed 
infants in order to prevent them from crying and 
attracting attention to the event (Nat Turner). 
However, Turner also likely worried about what 
type of adults these children would have grown up 
to be: namely, future slave owners themselves. 
Critics must also consider the death and abuse of 
the women and children under slavery. Although 
the exact number is unknown, countless African 
Americans died, many of them women and chil-

dren, because of the Atlantic slave trade. The fact 
that a handful of white children were murdered is 
certainly tragic, but one must place this fact within 
the context of the system of slavery. 
 
Another reason many believe that Turner’s actions 
are not justifiable is because they dismiss him as 
just a crazy religious fanatic. However, this belief 
connects back to the fact that most Southern whites 
actually saw themselves as rather benevolent. 
Southern slave owners could not understand why 
slaves would rebel because they thought their 
slaves were happy. This explains of why so many 
Southern whites portrayed Nat Turner as a reli-
gious nut; they believed he used religion to brain-
wash other slaves into rebelling because they did 
not see any reason why their slaves would want to 
rebel (Nat Turner). Of course, Turner’s views on 
slavery were actually rational and shared by many. 
Before his insurrection in 1831, slaves used many 
forms of rebellion. For example, they would pur-
posefully work slower, put flies in their masters’ 
food, run away, let animals escape, steal, and even 
poison their masters in spite (Nat Turner). These 
acts were small, but they were ways that slaves 
could rebel against the system without putting 
themselves and other slaves at risk of death. 
 
Other critics point out that Nat Turner’s insurrec-
tion only made the effects of slavery worse among 
African Americans. The dread of another rebellion 
led, not to freedom as Turner had hoped, but to 
harsher rules against slaves, and the deaths of over 
100 enslaved and freed blacks (Wood 1626). Accord-
ing to Peter H. Wood, Virginia’s state militia, as 
well as white civilians, went on a killing spree of 
their own, killing every African American in sight 
(1626). The South actually briefly considered abol-
ishing slavery, but plantation owners and govern-
ment officials decided not to in the interest of prof-
it. However, this argument overlooks the positive 
results of Turner’s uprising. The North actually 
sped up the emancipation process as abolitionists 
saw the rebellion as a sign of the need for reform 
(Nat Turner). The uprising has also been used in 
the centuries since 1831 as an example of an op-
pressed group responding to their oppressors and 
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 what happens when the oppressed are pushed past 
their limits. 
 
Nat Turner fought for justice in the world that 
was, and in a sense, for the world that would be, 
rather than for his own personal freedom. There is 
no doubt that the deaths of children that Turner’s 
rebellion caused are heartbreaking, but so were the 
deaths of countless African Americans before and 
after the rebellion.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Turner grew up studying every chance he had; he 
was an educated man and thought through his plan 
for a few years before actually executing it. In 
Turner’s eyes, this rebellion seemed to be the only 
answer to the question of freedom. His decisions 
should be seen as a means of survival rather than a 
way to be vindictive towards white slave owners. 
Nat Turner is inspiring—and he should be regarded 
as an American hero— because, to this day, he re-
mains a symbol of standing up for one’s self as well 
as for an entire people.  
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I believe that mathematical reality lies outside us, 
that our function is to discover or observe it, and 
that the theorems which we prove, and which we 
describe grandiloquently as our “creations,” are 
simply the notes of our observations. 
--From A Mathematician’s Apology by G.H. Har-
dy (London 1941). 
 
Mathematics is usually understood as the 
“language of science” that can provide a logical ex-
planation for our surroundings. Nevertheless, this 
explanation discredits the power and magic of 
mathematics because a scientific truth is very dif-
ferent than a mathematical one. It is well known 
that natural sciences use the scientific method, 
where “the example proves the rule” (Gold 177). 
However, a mathematical truth is not the same as 
an empirical truth. An example would not satisfy a 
mathematical rule since “a general statement is on-
ly agreed to be true if we can give a proof” (Gold 
178). The reasonable next question is: Where do 
these “mathematical truths” come from? Even 
though this question seems like a distant philo-
sophical speculation, according to Professor Gold at 
Monmouth University, a teacher’s belief on the 
origin of mathematics affects their teaching. She 
recommends that instructors make their stand on 
the philosophy of mathematics clear before they 
“unconsciously take, and teach, a position” (182). 
Now that I have made clear why this debate about 
math is relevant to education, I will argue in this 
paper that even though mathematics can I believe 
that mathematical reality lies outside us, that our 
function is to discover or observe it, and that the 
theorems which we prove, and which we describe 
grandiloquently as our “creations,” are simply the 
notes of our observations. 
--From A Mathematician’s Apology by G.H. Har-
dy (London 1941). 
 
Mathematics is usually understood as the 
“language of science” that can provide a logical ex-
planation for our surroundings. Nevertheless, this 
explanation discredits the power and magic of 

mathematics because a scientific truth is very dif-
ferent than a mathematical one. It is well known 
that natural sciences use the scientific method, 
where “the example proves the rule” (Gold 177). 
However, a mathematical truth is not the same as 
an empirical truth. An example would not satisfy a 
mathematical rule since “a general statement is on-
ly agreed to be true if we can give a proof” (Gold 
178). The reasonable next question is: Where do 
these “mathematical truths” come from? Even 
though this question seems like a distant philo-
sophical speculation, according to Professor Gold at 
Monmouth University, a teacher’s belief on the 
origin of mathematics affects their teaching. She 
recommends that instructors make their stand on 
the philosophy of mathematics clear before they 
“unconsciously take, and teach, a position” (182). 
Now that I have made clear why this debate about 
math is relevant to education, I will argue in this 
paper that even though mathematics can be under-
stood as a creation of the human mind for making 
sense of the natural world and sciences, mathemat-
ics actually is a phenomenon that exists separately 
from our minds. Simply put, mathematical truths 
are discovered by the outreach of our cognitive per-
ception rather than being inventions of the human 
mind. 
 
First, what makes mathematics so mysterious is 
that the same concepts turn up in entirely unex-
pected relations. There is no rational explanation as 
to why the same pieces of mathematics are useful 
in different circumstances. One example, men-
tioned by Professor Eugene Wigner, is pi (1). Early 
in our K—12 education, we are introduced to pi, the 
ratio of the circle’s circumference to its diameter. It 
is a well-known concept first discovered by the An-
cient Greeks. However, pi ends up in the most un-
related equations and applications that have noth-
ing to do with a circle. Wigner notes that pi is used 
in the Gaussian distribution, a statistical method to 
making accurate predictions about population. 
There is no reasonable explanation for these unin-
tuitive connections, thus explaining why mathe-
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matics often surpasses our limited scope of percep-
tion. 
  
Despite the complexity that comes with the unin-
tuitive connectedness of mathematics, the essence 
of mathematical concepts is highly simplistic. The 
simplicity comes from the coincidental miracle that 
the universe is constructed in such a way that a 
simple abstraction, like integers, is possible. What 
is even more interesting is that these simple con-
cepts can be accurately extended to other less intui-
tive ideas, such as negative or complex numbers. 
Hamming mentions the example of Cauchy’s find-
ing that by “bending the path of integration into 
the complex plane” he could solve real integration 
problems, which had been previously unsolvable 
(85). Cauchy’s example shows us that “bending” 
simple ideas to examine irrational concepts is effec-
tive in terms of solving both real and empirical 
problems.  
 
This simplicity in relation to nature also gives rise 
to the argument that mathematics could be a sepa-
rate entity in the universe, only partly discoverable 
by the human mind and rational thinking. Galileo 
once observed that “[t]he laws of Nature are writ-
ten in the language of mathematics” (Hamming 
83); and went on to argue that the language of 
mathematics, which exists as a separate entity, can 
be easily, almost coincidentally, manipulated to 
write about and understand the laws about nature. 
Professors Eugene Wigner and Richard Hamming 
call this coincidence “the unreasonable effective-
ness of mathematics in natural sciences” (Wigner, 
Hamming). Again, there is no rational explanation 
as to why mathematics, through abstraction and 
unintuitive analysis, somehow provides a con-
sistent and reliable model to describe the universe. 
It is therefore reasonable to say that the universe is 
created in the language of mathematics. 
 
As soon as one argues that mathematics is a myste-
rious entity that is independent from our creativity, 
opposition arises. After the creation of complex 
numbers, formalists and followers of Hilbert began 
to argue that mathematics should follow only strict 
notation and “a decidable property of finite lists of 
formulas” (Giaquinto 123). Professor Giaquinto at 

the University of Liverpool explains Hilbert’s pro-
gram as “a complete formalization of classical 
mathematics and a finitary consistency of the for-
mal systems” (128). Hilbert’s approach implies that 
mathematics can be reduced to formalization and 
that “non-finitary mathematics is manipulation 
from meaningless formulas” (Giaquinto, 129). Hil-
bert tries to unify mathematics, which disregards 
complex numbers or non-Euclidean geometry.  
 
However, mathematics, as a whole, exists outside 
of our cognitive classification, meaning that it is 
ultimately impossible to unify mathematics under 
any complete program. This position is supported 
by the groundbreaking proof, called Gödel’s Second 
Incompleteness Theorem. Gödel’s work shows us 
“the irreducibility of mathematics to finitary com-
putation,” which mathematically disproves Hil-
bert’s approach (Giaquinto 131). The theorem 
proves that there are limits to what pure logical ma-
nipulation of notation can do and limits to how 
much of mathematics we can comprehend through 
intuition and creativity. It can also be derived that 
there are limits to our thinking about mathematics, 
which creates the possibility that there is mathe-
matics beyond our perception. Professor Hamming 
describes this phenomenon as “unthinkable 
thoughts” (89). The Incompleteness Theorem sug-
gests that mathematics cannot be reduced to finite 
computation; therefore, non-finitary mathematics, 
or “manipulation from meaningless formulas” has 
meaning.  
 
Gödel’s Second Incompleteness Theorem does not 
just disprove formalism, but also requires us to re-
think mathematics and philosophy as a whole. The 
theorem states, as far as it can be understood, that 
any consistent and formal system can be proved to 
be consistent if and only if it is inconsistent. This 
theorem puzzles many mathematician and philoso-
phers, and also opens another debate.  Can any 
mathematical object be consistent? Or, why is 
mathematics, as far as we can understand it, con-
sistent despite this theorem? Professor Wigner 
comments on this question and praises the unrea-
sonable and incomprehensible consistency of math-
ematics. He states: “we don’t know why our theo-
ries work so well. Hence, their accuracy may not 
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prove their truth and consistency” (9). In short, 
mathematics cannot be a product of our minds 
alone because there is no rational explanation to 
why mathematics has consistent and non-linear 
connections within itself, like pi, or to why simple 
abstractions, like integers, can be made accurately 
or why our theorems have unbelievably accurate 
applications. Mathematics entails all these features 
that no one has been able to explain with consisten-
cy, leaving room for doubt about their consistency 
and truth. Thankfully, this uncertainty has not 
worked against our benefit, yet. 
  
be understood as a creation of the human mind for 
making sense of the natural world and sciences, 
mathematics actually is a phenomenon that exists 
separately from our minds. Simply put, mathemati-
cal truths are discovered by the outreach of our cog-
nitive perception rather than being inventions of 
the human mind. 
 
First, what makes mathematics so mysterious is 
that the same concepts turn up in entirely unex-
pected relations. There is no rational explanation as 
to why the same pieces of mathematics are useful 
in different circumstances. One example, men-
tioned by Professor Eugene Wigner, is pi (1). Early 
in our K—12 education, we are introduced to pi, the 
ratio of the circle’s circumference to its diameter. It 
is a well-known concept first discovered by the An-
cient Greeks. However, pi ends up in the most un-
related equations and applications that have noth-
ing to do with a circle. Wigner notes that pi is used 
in the Gaussian distribution, a statistical method to 
making accurate predictions about population. 
There is no reasonable explanation for these unin-
tuitive connections, thus explaining why mathe-
matics often surpasses our limited scope of percep-
tion. 
  
Despite the complexity that comes with the unin-
tuitive connectedness of mathematics, the essence 
of mathematical concepts is highly simplistic. The 
simplicity comes from the coincidental miracle that 
the universe is constructed in such a way that a 
simple abstraction, like integers, is possible. What 
is even more interesting is that these simple con-
cepts can be accurately extended to other less intui-

tive ideas, such as negative or complex numbers. 
Hamming mentions the example of Cauchy’s find-
ing that by “bending the path of integration into 
the complex plane” he could solve real integration 
problems, which had been previously unsolvable 
(85). Cauchy’s example shows us that “bending” 
simple ideas to examine irrational concepts is effec-
tive in terms of solving both real and empirical 
problems.  
 
This simplicity in relation to nature also gives rise 
to the argument that mathematics could be a sepa-
rate entity in the universe, only partly discoverable 
by the human mind and rational thinking. Galileo 
once observed that “the laws of Nature are written 
in the language of mathematics” (Hamming 83); 
and went on to argue that the language of mathe-
matics, which exists as a separate entity, can be eas-
ily, almost coincidentally, manipulated to write 
about and understand the laws about nature. Pro-
fessors Eugene Wigner and Richard Hamming call 
this coincidence “the unreasonable effectiveness of 
mathematics in natural sciences” (Wigner, Ham-
ming). Again, there is no rational explanation as to 
why mathematics, through abstraction and unintui-
tive analysis, somehow provides a consistent and 
reliable model to describe the universe. It is there-
fore reasonable to say that the universe is created in 
the language of mathematics. 
 
As soon as one argues that mathematics is a myste-
rious entity that is independent from our creativity, 
opposition arises. After the creation of complex 
numbers, formalists and followers of Hilbert began 
to argue that mathematics should follow only strict 
notation and “a decidable property of finite lists of 
formulas” (Giaquinto 123). Professor Giaquinto at 
the University of Liverpool explains Hilbert’s pro-
gram as “a complete formalization of classical 
mathematics and a finitary consistency of the for-
mal systems” (128). Hilbert’s approach implies that 
mathematics can be reduced to formalization and 
that “non-finitary mathematics is manipulation 
from meaningless formulas” (Giaquinto, 129). Hil-
bert tries to unify mathematics, which disregards 
complex numbers or non-Euclidean geometry.  
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However, mathematics, as a whole, exists outside 
of our cognitive classification, meaning that it is 
ultimately impossible to unify mathematics under 
any complete program. This position is supported 
by the groundbreaking proof, called Gödel’s Second 
Incompleteness Theorem. Gödel’s work shows us 
“the irreducibility of mathematics to finitary com-
putation,” which mathematically disproves Hil-
bert’s approach (Giaquinto 131). The theorem 
proves that there are limits to what pure logical ma-
nipulation of notation can do and limits to how 
much of mathematics we can comprehend through 
intuition and creativity. It can also be derived that 
there are limits to our thinking about mathematics, 
which creates the possibility that there is mathe-
matics beyond our perception. Professor Hamming 
describes this phenomenon as “unthinkable 
thoughts” (89). The Incompleteness Theorem sug-
gests that mathematics cannot be reduced to finite 
computation; therefore, non-finitary mathematics, 
or “manipulation from meaningless formulas” has 
meaning.  
 
 
 
 
 

Gödel’s Second Incompleteness Theorem does not 
just disprove formalism, but also requires us to re-
think mathematics and philosophy as a whole. The 
theorem states, as far as it can be understood, that 
any consistent and formal system can be proved to 
be consistent if and only if it is inconsistent. This 
theorem puzzles many mathematician and philoso-
phers, and also opens another debate.  Can any 
mathematical object be consistent? Or, why is 
mathematics, as far as we can understand it, con-
sistent despite this theorem? Professor Wigner 
comments on this question and praises the unrea-
sonable and incomprehensible consistency of math-
ematics. He states: “we don’t know why our theo-
ries work so well. Hence, their accuracy may not 
prove their truth and consistency” (9). In short, 
mathematics cannot be a product of our minds 
alone because there is no rational explanation to 
why mathematics has consistent and non-linear 
connections within itself, like pi, or to why simple 
abstractions, like integers, can be made accurately 
or why our theorems have unbelievably accurate 
applications. Mathematics entails all these features 
that no one has been able to explain with consisten-
cy, leaving room for doubt about their consistency 
and truth. Thankfully, this uncertainty has not 
worked against our benefit, yet. 
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As a millennial, technology is an essential part of 
my life; from education to interpersonal communi-
cation, it has become a necessity in modern func-
tionality. Author Jennifer Egan addresses the im-
pact of technology on human identity in her Twit-
ter short story “Black Box.” As the story progress-
es, Lulu’s narration allows us to get inside the head 
of someone who has become partly electronic, elu-
cidating technology’s physical and emotional ef-
fects on her. In short, Egan is illustrating that tech-
nology dehumanizes us. Technology replaces the 
importance of emotion with computations. “Black 
Box” is set in a future where humans cannot con-
front what they have done to the world or each 
other, so they simply separate it from their emo-
tional consciousness. Through Egan’s manipula-
tion of tone, word choice, and structure, we see 
how humanity could lose empathy if we equate 
fellow humans with technological value. 
 
Through tone, Egan’s story reminds us that human 
beings are impressionable, and that with an influx 
of technological advancements comes societal 
change.  Lulu’s detached, robotic tone, intentional-
ly devoid of feeling, shows us firsthand how we 
might be if we allow technology to become such a 
vital part of us. Lulu has been conditioned to sepa-
rate herself from any personal feelings because 
they make her weak, and stop her from reflecting 
on her mission. In block fifteen, Lulu mourns the 
person she used to be, but her description of the 
situation might not lead us to believe she is emo-
tionally affected by it. She says, 
 
You will reflect on the fact that you must return 
home the same person you were when you left. 
You will reflect on the fact that you’ve been guar-
anteed you will not be the same person. You will 
reflect on the fact that you had stopped being that 
person even before leaving. (87) 
 

Lulu talks about her own experiences in second 
person, as if someone else is doing them. This al-
lows her to relay the very difficult action she must 
take for her mission, without letting it crush her 
spirit. The repetition in her statements causes her 
experiences to come across as “html text,” or com-
puted thought rather than the inmost thoughts of a 
complex human being.  
 
Lulu embarks on a life-threatening mission, and 
agrees to engage in any activity that her Designat-
ed Mate desires, yet she does not allow herself to 
feel the weight of the situation. There are very few 
moments when she recognizes the life that she 
longs to return to, but in box twenty, she flatly 
states, “Reflect on the many reasons you can’t yet 
die: You need to see your husband. You need to 
have children” (Egan 89). These desires are vastly 
important, and yet, like a 140-character tweet, the 
thought is simply sent out to the cosmos without 
elaboration. She only thinks of these desires in the 
first place because she recognizes anxiety welling 
up within her and refuses to feel it. Her Personal 
Calming Device allows her to turn inward mo-
mentarily, but she is still on the job and returns her 
focus to the high stakes mission immediately.   
 
The technologies in this story allow Lulu to record 
what happens and to communicate this to her em-
ployers. These also detach from her former self so 
that she can complete the tasks unhindered by per-
sonal baggage. Using simple words to explain fu-
turistic technologies, Egan makes the story under-
standable to a wide audience, without sacrificing 
the potency of the world that she creates. In Box 
38, we learn that the “beauties” are not regarded for 
their humanity. They are useless without their 
electronic additives, according to the description of 
the Primal Roar device: 
 
When you find yourself cornered and outnum-
bered, you may unleash as a last resort, your Pri-
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mal Roar. The Primal Roar is the human equiva-
lent of an explosion, a sound that combines 
screaming, shrieking, and howling. The Roar must 
be accompanied by facial contortions and frenetic 
body movement, suggesting a feral, unhinged state. 
The Primal Roar must transform you from a beau-
ty into a monster… Deploy your camera flash re-
peatedly with Roaring. (95) 
 
This device makes the person a physical explosion 
of animalistic terror. Its actual purpose is dehu-
manization. Egan does not need to elaborate on 
how the device is physically manifest in the per-
son’s body with technical jargon; her opinion of 
technology still comes across without it. The use of 
these devices robs the beauties of their humanity, 
not the physical installation of them. They also 
turn the women turn into artificial, primal animals 
with a mechanized kick. This implies that human 
methods of problem solving are inferior or power-
less in comparison to the destruction of a bomb or 
ferocity of a beast. Human dealings have proved 
insufficient in this future world, but the adaptabil-
ity of technology has become a necessary advance-
ment. 
 
While most people today don’t have a recording 
device in the ligament behind their right knee, 
most have smartphones that record and distribute 
information about their lives more often than they 
realize. Social media is our Black Box. When the 
story was first written on Twitter, the sentences 
were unfolding in real time. Separated in each 
tweet without designation, the sentences may have 
seemed unprompted and disjointed.  The New 
Yorker grouped lines together to form a more cohe-
sive storyline, which evoked sets of mental scenes. 
The tweet format presents the plot in a current, 
urgent way. Concise, computed thoughts contrib-
ute to the less emotionally descriptive, more robot-
ic tone but even so, there is variation between 
short, narrative sentences and more poetic, com-
plex breakthrough statements peppered throughout 
the story. One such example comes from black box 
twenty: 
 

The moon’s calm face can make you feel, in ad-
vance, that you are understood and forgiven. The 
sea is audible against the rocks well before you see 
it. (89) 
 
The first statement creates an image that recurs 
multiple times as the story unfolds, allowing the 
reader o feel the full and human relief that Lulu 
experiences when she sees the moon. Immediately, 
she shifts back to her narrator role. We witness 
sudden bursts of vulnerability before Lulu contin-
ues to relay the mission. 
 
The immediacy and bluntness of each statement 
conveys Lulu’s authoritative power. In box twenty-
one, Lulu explains how being a beauty is the new 
heroism. The usual sentence-by-sentence break-
down continues to give her authority, and the repe-
tition of the phrase “in the new heroism” contrib-
utes to her powerful voice. Lulu discusses technolo-
gy and humanity in this block as well: 
 
You are one of hundreds, each a potential hero. 
Technology has afforded ordinary people a chance 
to glow in the cosmos of human achievement… 
You are an ordinary person undertaking an ex-
traordinary task… In the new heroism, the goal is 
to merge with something larger than yourself. In 
the new heroism, the goal is to throw off genera-
tions of self-involvement. In the new heroism, the 
goal is to renounce the American fixation with be-
ing seen and recognized. In the new heroism, the 
goal is to dig beneath your shiny persona. You’ll be 
surprised by what lies under it: a rich, deep crawl 
space of possibilities. (91) 
 
This new heroism is only possible when individu-
alism is abandoned. Technology is greatness, while 
humanity is a detriment. Lulu is spitting back the 
propaganda she’s learned as immediately as Google 
answers our search questions. This speech encapsu-
lates the dehumanization Egan warns will come 
from the total integration of technology. The ex-
clusivity of this futuristic mindset is shrouded by 
the possibility of what technology affords us; yet, 
when reviewed carefully, we see that if we surren-
der to technology there is only one potential reali-
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ty: artificiality. There is hypocrisy in Lulu’s com-
parisons of the shallowness of humanity with the 
expansive chasm of technology. The “shiny per-
sonas” and narcissisms are infrequently the sum-
mation of each being because humanity is deep and 
complex. Technology can only do so much for us; it 
becomes the scapegoat of the futuristic people be-
cause it is less complex than true humanity. 
 
As Lulu goes about her mission, Egan highlights 
the technological advancements that affect not only 
how Lulu completes her mission, but also who she 
is. With current progress, we similarly risk devel-
oping a loss of empathy and individuality.  Egan’s 
decision to tell the story on Twitter was a bold 
move because it could have contradicted the idea 
that technology robs humans of our meaningful 
expression. She manages to write a story with a co-
hesive plot, packed with significant themes, and 
fully developed characters through a medium that 
has been associated with derision and disjointed-
ness. Not only is her story a commentary on our 
ability to communicate as humans through technol-
ogy, but it simultaneously demonstrates excellent 
communication through the very medium she criti-
cizes. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Egan manipulates how we view our abilities and 
ourselves in a dark and twisted future. She ulti-
mately affirms that deeper meaning is buried under 
the guise of computations and social media. Tech-
nology has created some personal distance, disasso-
ciation, and dehumanization. However, through 
the artistry of an author like Egan, complexity can 
be expressed in such a medium, restoring connec-
tion. 
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New York City has played an important role in 
popular music for decades. The Velvet Under-
ground and Bob Dylan alike got their start in the 
city in the 1960s, while the 1970s brought the Ra-
mones and Blondie, with the Wu-Tang Clan and 
Jay Z emerging in the ‘90s. Another generation of 
musicians was growing in New York in the early 
2000s, when the devastating September 11th attacks 
induced an emotional trauma that shocked the en-
tire nation. Bands in that young generation of Indie 
rock musicians were profoundly affected, which is 
shown in the music of scene stand-out acts the 
Strokes, Interpol, and LCD Soundsystem. While 
many sought to control the musical reaction to the 
monumental event with the intention of making it 
neutral and sensitive to a mourning public, the or-
ganic musical reaction could at times be anything 
but safe, as the albums by the young bands, and 
their overall musical style, reflected both the sad-
ness and the love they felt for their hometown. 
 
The popular music of the late 1990s and very early 
2000s often eschewed traditional rock conventions 
entirely, with pop-country and hip-hop dominating 
music sales, and radio airplay and the Billboard 
charts topped by the likes of Shania Twain and 
Usher. Breaking this trend, the Strokes and Inter-
pol both formed in New York City in the late 1990s 
(alongside many less-successful contemporaries 
like the Yeah Yeah Yeah’s and T.V. On the Ra-
dio), drawing inspiration from earlier groups like 
Joy Division and the Velvet Underground.  Enjoy-
ing local celebrity status until the release of their 
debut albums, the Strokes entered the public eye in 
2001 with Is This It (triggering such tremendous 
critical acclaim that band members actually grew to 
resent the positive reviews); Interpol emerged a 
year late with their album Turn on the Bright 
Lights, earning fame for their sharp appearance as 
much as their musical talent. Both bands were New 
York City residents at the time of the 9/11 attacks, 
made evident in their music. 

Chronologically, the Strokes burst out of the New 
York scene first, releasing Is This It in the summer 
of 2001 in Australia, Japan, and the United King-
dom, scheduling the domestic release for Septem-
ber 25, 2001. Several singles were released ahead of 
the album, among them “New York City Cops,’’ 
an instant fan-favorite that tells the story of a ro-
mantic encounter with an overly-confident girl 
who deals in unspecified illegal activities. The cho-
rus of the song contains the lines, spoken by the 
female character, “New York City cops/ they ain’t 
too smart!” (17-18) and the band decided, in the 
wake of the 9/11 attacks, to replace it with the song 
“When It Started” out of respect for NYPD offic-
ers who served the city during the attacks, a move 
TIME declared indicative of “good 
taste” (Nugent). Principal songwriter Julian Casa-
blancas describes the aftermath of the attacks as “a 
dark, dark time,” stating that “everything took a 
backseat” in reference to the band’s career after 9/11 
(Stern). The members of Interpol expressed a simi-
lar sentiment; drummer Sam Fogarino said, of see-
ing the towers fall, “For a minute, it just seemed 
like: ‘forget everything… it was weird in the band, 
too. For a short period of time, it felt like, ‘Let’s just 
shake hands and move on. We’re not doing a rec-
ord.’” Bandmate and bassist Carlos Dengler added, 
“’I was also partying a lot then, and when you par-
ty that much, you feel irrelevant to the meaning of 
things; things hit you with a very sick center. And 
9/11 is no exception to that. I really wondered: 
‘How could anything go on?’” (Edwards). The 
comments reveal the previously carefree nature of 
both bands’ members, and how the 9/11 attacks 
changed their outlook on both their music and per-
sonal lives.  
 
Interpol’s debut was not directly affected by the 
attacks, as it was released the following year, but it 
does include the song “NYC.” “NYC” at first, 
seems to fit with the rest of the band’s gloomy, Joy 
Division-influenced material.  
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However, a thorough listening reveals the way it 
stands out from the rest. Musically, it is perhaps 
the most anthemic song on the album, the closest a 
post-punk rock song could ever be to a ballad. Lyri-
cally, it is a salute to the city that singer/
songwriter Paul Banks saw suffer in 2001. “New 
York cares,” (9) he sings in a tone that is more me-
lodic than any other track on the album. While the 
song may not have been conceived as a direct re-
sponse to the attacks, it certainly embodies the spir-
it the band observed in the aftermath. “For a few 
short weeks in New York, everybody was your best 
friend. Everybody had your back,” declares Foga-
rino, commenting on the social atmosphere of a 
city reeling from a unique trauma (Edwards). 
Dengler asserts in the same interview that, while 
all the songs on the album were written before 9/11 
and were not directly about the attacks, “the unin-
tentional meaning they take on isn’t any less of a 
meaning.” The album was recorded in November 
of 2011, and, if nothing else, the song’s inclusion on 
the album alone makes it significant. When listen-
ing, it’s difficult to ignore the meaning the band 
has imbued this song with, even if it wasn’t origi-
nally by design. 
 
Of course, Interpol was hardly the only New York 
band to recognize its hometown; LCD Soundsys-
tem, a dance-rock band led DJ and songwriter 
James Murphy is defined, in part, by its New York 
residency. While the band’s nine-year career, be-
ginning in 2002 and ending in 2011, has been filled 
with adulation, their crowning achievement is the 
album Sound of Silver, released to enormous re-
sponse and unanimous favor in 2007. The final 
song on the album is a departure from the electron-
ic influence of the other tracks. “New York I Love 
You but You’re Bringing Me Down” is yet another 
anthemic tribute to a city that is unconditionally 
beloved by its residents. In fact, the only reason it 
“brings him down” is the change the city has un-
dergone in recent decades. “New York, you’re per-
fect/ please don’t change a thing,” (15) Murphy 
sings, displaying his New York pride for all listen-
ers to hear, again reflecting the pride and together-
ness many in the city felt in the years following the 
attacks. 
 

However, LCD Soundsystem reflects New York 
culture in more than just their name-dropping. The 
band’s obvious influences are both punk rock and 
dance music. Punk rock was arguably born in New 
York City in the 1970s, when the Ramones debuted, 
and the disco rhythms and beats that surely origi-
nated in New York’s famous disco clubs like Stu-
dio 54 in that same period exist in the steady 
rhythms of LCD Soundsystem’s music. Similarly, 
the Strokes’ sound is an amalgamation of the Vel-
vet Underground (also an influence on LCD 
Soundsystem; Velvet Underground founder John 
Cale himself has covered their song “All My 
Friends”) and Television, a lesser-known, punk-
influenced band that emerged from New York, 
again in the ‘70s. These New York influences 
evoke a sort of nostalgia when listening to the new-
er bands, one that meshes well with the pride for 
their hometown that the bands express through 
their lyrics. The effect of this combination on the 
listener is a reminiscence for a bygone era of New 
York history, resulting in a deeper affection for the 
city. While this is not a direct result of the attacks 
on the World Trade Center, it is evidence of a sort 
of feedback loop between societal attitudes and cul-
ture; culturally significant events influence artistic 
expression, which, in turn, shapes the way people 
think and feel, inspiring them until it is eventually 
difficult to distinguish the different reactions from 
one another. Eventually, artistic expressions and 
their surrounding emotions become an integral part 
of our societal attitudes. 
 
The presence alone of a musical reaction to the 9/11 
does not inherently distinguish these bands; rather, 
differences exist between this musical phenomenon 
and other examples of political expression in the 
tone of the response. For example, there was a mas-
sive cultural reaction to the Vietnam War in the 
1960s and ‘70s. The conflict in Vietnam was not 
any more political than 9/11. The controversial is-
sues of the Patriot Act, national security, and Is-
lamophobia became national hot-button issues just 
the same as the American presence in Southeast 
Asia. Hence, the music of the Vietnam War did 
take on a much more political tone compared to the 
music in reaction to 9/11; while the latter remained 
centered around the resilience of the human spirit 
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and healing through communication and soli-
darity, musical interpretations of the Vietnam 
conflict focused adversely on political issues, 
instead. Political commentator and documentar-
ian Kerry Candaele describes the evolution of 
protest music in this era through the transfor-
mation of teen pop idols like Bobby Darin and 
Dion DiMucci who, from 1962 and 1969, went 
from easy going, family-friendly performers to 
protest leaders through music. Candaele asserts 
Jimi Hendrix’s performance of “The Star-
Spangled Banner” at Woodstock in 1969 as the 
“high water mark” of the movement, calling it 
an “act of exorcism, as Hendrix’s guitar mim-
icked with frightening accuracy the screams of 
those who died in Vietnam,” comparing it to 
Picasso’s Guernica for its “angry and accusatory 
tone.”  
 
In contrast, the response to 9/11 has not echoed 
the critical and negative exclamations seen dur-
ing the Vietnam War. In response to a traumat-
ic attack, the role of music can be exemplified 
by the Concert for New York City, a benefit 
following the attacks. As musicians from 
around the world gathered to perform for the 
law enforcement officers and firefighters who 
responded to the attacks, and for the families of 
those who gave their lives, the songs played live 
became “ineffable statements of public unity,” 
according to noted film critic Jeannette Catsou-
lis, in a review of the film later released of the 
concert. The spirit of community and together-
ness evoked by the music aided in the healing of 
the city, and solidified hopefulness in many; 
some performances, such as Billy Joel’s rendi-
tion of “New York State of Mind,” one of his 
signature songs, have become iconic.  
 
In fact, the only facet of the musical reaction to 
the attacks that people have criticized is an at-
tempt to stifle the organic processing of grief 
through music. Clear Channel Communica-
tions, a media conglomerate that at the time 
owned more than 1,500 radio stations, issued a 
list of songs deemed “questionable.” Music com-
mentator and journalist Neil Strauss published 

an article for the New York Times in 2001, cov-
ering the ban as the story broke. Published just 
eight days after the attacks, Strauss concedes 
that some songs, like Soundgarden’s “Blow Up 
the Outside World” would have been 
“insensitive” to play on the radio at the time. 
However, he provides examples of numerous 
songs like Neil Diamond’s “America” and Si-
mon and Garfunkel’s “Bridge Over Troubled 
Water” that seem to be appropriate in their mes-
sages of national pride or helping others through 
troubling emotions—demonstrating that even in 
the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, peo-
ple turned to music to coping with tragedy. 
 
Music has become an outlet for emotional ex-
pression. Happiness and grief alike can be ex-
pressed through song, and as our nation grieved 
following the September 11th attacks, so did our 
music. Massive cultural trauma warranted a 
massive cultural response; therefore, music and 
9/11 are tied together in the consciousness of 
many, either due to the use of music to unite a 
sorrowful populace, or for the influence the at-
tacks had on the music coming from New York 
City. Ultimately, the attacks on the World 
Trade Center and our musical response demon-
strate the unshakable ties music has to our atti-
tudes toward difficult events and the uncertain 
future they create, toward the past and the foun-
dation it lays, and toward one another in our 
collective humanity. 
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