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The Expository Writing Program offers 

topic-based seminars that help first-year OU 

students to develop their critical reading, 

thinking, and writing skills.

The defining feature of an Expo course is 

the students’ collaboration with their lecturers. 

The faculty in our program are experienced 

teachers with advanced knowledge of their 

subjects and passion for helping students de-

velop their writing. Over the course of the se-

mester, Expo students work closely with their 

lecturer through classroom discussions, exten-

sive written feedback, and one-on-one 

conferences. 

Students who successfully complete an 

Expo course come away with the knowledge 

they’ll need to explore the wider academic 

world that the university has to offer and the 

skills they’ll need to make their voices heard 

within that world.

Brainstorm is the journal of student writing 

published by the Edith Kinney Gaylord Ex-

pository Writing Program at the University of 

Oklahoma. The essays in this issue were writ-

ten by students in Expository Writing classes 

during Spring 2011 and Fall 2011 semesters 

and then revised again for publication. 

The Expo faculty are extremely proud of 

our students and their efforts, and we hope 

you enjoy their work as much as we do.

About Expository Writing
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ela est bien dit, mais il faut cultiver 

notre jardin.”

Debates over this sentence, the last of Vol-

taire’s satirical masterpiece Candide, have raged 

for centuries. The main character of the work, 

Candide, tells the philosopher Pangloss, “That is 

well said, but we must cultivate our garden” (94). 

After a whole book of wandering the globe and 

philosophizing, Candide has decided that the 

search for answers that can never be found holds 

no value, and he devotes his efforts toward physi-

cal labor instead. This is the literal summation of 

the ending, but there have also been innumerable 

interpretations made by critics over the centuries. 

David Siegel summarizes the major dispute be-

tween Voltaire scholars over the ending of Candide 

in his article “Voltaire”: “The meliorism advocated 

in the conclusion of Candide has sparked much 

debate because Candide’s admonition that one 

must cultivate one’s garden is ambiguous: it may 

be read as both an argument for philosophical 

quietism as well as a call for political and social 

reform” (336). The contrast Siegel articulates has 

sparked many questions about Candide since it 

was written: Was the ending meant to be optimis-

tic or pessimistic? Allegorical or literal? Melioristic 

or fatalistic? Meliorism is the belief that the world 

can be made a better place by people’s actions, 

“C
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Candide’s Garden

by Robin Bowman

Robin Bowman is an Aerospace Engineering 

major from Baton Rouge, LA. She wrote this essay 

in the Political Satire course taught by Eric Bosse. 

The Expository Writing faculty voted Robin’s 

essay the “Best in Issue” for 2012.

while fatalists (the base of this word is not “fa-

tal,” but “fate”) accept all things as inevitable, 

and the conflict between these two interpreta-

tions has driven centuries of debate. Despite the 

volumes of writing on the subject, critics remain 

quite divided on the correct way to interpret the 

ending of Candide. Dozens of books and hun-

dreds of articles have been published, each with 

its own interpretation of Voltaire’s intentions. 

However, it seems to have escaped every-

one’s notice that Voltaire may not have known 

his own intentions. Voltaire may have purposely 

left the ending of Candide ambiguous because he 

himself was conflicted on many of the fundamen-

tal issues discussed therein. In parts of Candide, 

Voltaire seems to reject philosophy in its entirety, 

exhibiting a viewpoint known as nihilism—the 

idea that existence is senseless and useless. How-

ever, in other parts he expresses a hopeful desire 

to change society for the better by speaking out 

against intolerance and cruelty. Voltaire seems to 

have held two contradictory ideas simultane-

ously, and so it’s no wonder there is ample sup-

port for both sides of the meliorist/fatalist de-

Portrait of Voltaire (1735) by Maurice Quentin de La Tour.



bate. Like many authors, Voltaire uses his writing 

as a tool to work out his own confusion, and he 

leaves the ending of Candide ambiguous on pur-

pose because at the time he wrote it he was not 

wholly convinced of either side of this argument. 

In fact, when all is said and done, the final lesson 

Voltaire conveys is that it’s okay not to know. In a 

sense, the fierce academic arguments on this sub-

ject are rather ironic, because through Candide 

Voltaire argues that the energy devoted to scho-

lastic debate would be much better devoted to 

cultivating one’s garden.

Candide, the full title of which is Candide, ou 

L’Optimisme [or Optimism], is a satire of a great 

many things, but chief among them is the phi-

losophy of Optimism, which originated with 

Gottfried Leibniz. Optimism (note that the word 

“optimism” here is used in the sense of optimal, 

not in the mood-related sense of being hopeful) 

tries to justify the evils of the world by claiming 

that it is the best among all possible worlds. Leib-

niz said that this must be the best possible world, 

because it was created by an all-powerful and all-

knowing God, who would not create this world if 

a better world could be known to him or could 

possibly exist. Critics frequently assume Candide 

is pessimistic because it seems that pessimism 

would logically follow the rejection of optimism. 

This viewpoint is asserted in numerous texts, like 

Philip Stewart’s Cambridge Companion to Voltaire: 

“Hence Voltaire's putative gloom… propelled the 

narrative in an ever downward spiral toward the 

constricted, 'pessimistic' conclusion which Can-

dide is presumed to be expressing at the end” 

(135). The garden itself, which out of context 

seems like a positive thing, is interpreted by Paul 

Hazard in “Probleme du mal,” as “a symbol of our 

limitations, a stopgap, an admission of defeat, a 

way to shrink, to shrivel, to give less power to 

evil triumphant” (qtd. in Bottiglia, 94). Both of 

these are highly pessimistic interpretations, and 

they leave little room for positivity in Candide’s 

conclusion. 

And still the positive side of the debate has 

gathered much more support in recent decades. 

William Bottiglia, the foremost modern scholar on 

Candide, provides a useful survey of the optimistic 

argument in his book, Candide: Analysis of a Clas-

sic. Among many other critics, Bottiglia cites 

Edme Champion, author of Voltaire: études cri-

tiques, who asks “Is it really so desperate, so sorry, 

this tale, which after an irresistible appeal for tol-

erance, justice, pity, ending, as the life of the Ro-

man emperor, with the slogan salutary: Labore-

mus?” (qtd. in Bottiglia, 95). By laboremus, Latin 

for, “may we toil/endeavor/strive,” Champion 

means that the narrative ends with a demand for 

hard work, and his rhetorical question implies 

that there is nothing pessimistic about that end-

ing. Bottiglia himself, after a staggering number of 

quotes like those above, finally voices his own 

opinion: “And yet it is possible to show that the 

finale of Candide is clear enough in its meaning… 

and that the interpretations of Bellessort, Cham-

pion, Petit, Naves, Lanson, Havens, and Brailsford 

are in concordance with the author’s full inten-

tion” (97). Every one of the listed names refer-

ences a melioristic interpretation by a different 

scholar, and Bottiglia uses all of these sources to 

support his own opinion—that the ending of Can-

dide, when interpreted symbolically, has a positive 

outlook on humanity and is meant as an expres-

sion of hope.

The biggest problem with the melioristic vs. 

fatalistic debate is that both sides act as though 

Voltaire had a single unwavering opinion on the 

issue at hand, which is simply not the case. Derek 

Parker, author of Voltaire, the Universal Man, refer-

ences in passing the transition that Voltaire un-

derwent a philosophical shift from a fatalist to a 

meliorist perspective around the time that he 

wrote Candide. I also found several analyses of 

Voltaire’s body of work which note that over the 

course of his life, Voltaire’s writing also shows 

this transition from a more negative to a more 

hopeful outlook. However, no source that I’ve 

found has addressed the fact that in order for this 
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conversion to occur, at some point Voltaire must 

have been torn between the two sides. This pe-

riod of inner turmoil is evident in the text of Can-

dide, and also in a biographical analysis of Vol-

taire himself. In the end, Voltaire used Candide to 

illustrate a viewpoint that is melioristic, but in a 

different way than most critics realize. 

Throughout Candide, and indeed in all his 

writings, Voltaire consistently satirizes every be-

lief system he comes across, from Catholicism to 

Mancheanism to Franciscan theology. Voltaire 

was famous for his criticism of established relig-

ion, especially the Catholic Church, and he was 

exiled from Paris more than once because of this 

criticism. Stewart claims that Voltaire’s own relig-

ious philosophy: 

confirm[s] the deistic conviction that while 

God exists, he has no relationship to us and 

we can never know his designs. Suffering 

exists not because it is deserved, nor because 

God allows or is unable to prevent it, but be-

cause God, like his universe, is oblivious to it. 

If there is a purpose in anything, it is inacces-

sible to human reason (126).

If Voltaire believed that life’s purpose was inac-

cessible to human reason, then his nihilism is per-

fectly understandable from both a personal and 

literary point of view. At the very end of Candide, 

the group meets a dervish who expresses much 

the same deistic views as Voltaire. This is the cli-

max of the story: all of Candide’s adventures 

have led him to Constantinople, he has finally 

been reunited with his long lost love, the group of 

people with him have each suffered enough for 

one lifetime, and finally their adventures are over. 

In this moment, they approach the dervish to ask 

him the meaning of life, and he treats them like 

the fools they all are: “When his Highness sends a 

ship to Egypt, does he worry whether the mice on 

board are comfortable or not?” (92). This meta-

phor serves both to demean the nature of men 

(here compared to mice), and to purport the deist 

philosophy that, while God created the world 

and set it on its path, he neither knows nor cares 

about the troubles of men. The dervish is terse, 

disdainful, and, most importantly, he holds the 

same deist philosophies as Voltaire. When Pan-

gloss asks him what they are to do, the dervish 

simply replies, “Keep your mouth shut” (92), 

preaching philosophical quietism in appropriately 

few words. This is the philosophical climax, the 

point where the author’s true meaning breaks 

through the satire and makes itself known. If the 

rest of the things said by the dervish are direct 

reflections of what Voltaire would say in the 

situation, it shows that Voltaire also believed, at 

least partly, in this idea of quietism.

And yet, for all the things that Voltaire is fa-

mous for, keeping his mouth shut is not one of 

them. On the contrary, he was an outspoken activ-

ist for freedom of speech and religion, as well as 

for general human rights. For example, when Vol-

taire visited England he made a friend in Admiral 

John Byng, who was later court-martialled and 

publicly executed for insufficiently engaging the 

enemy. Before Byng’s execution, Voltaire tried to 

intercede on his behalf, and afterward, incensed 

by the injustice of Byng’s execution, he spoke out 

against those responsible. He even put a short, 

satirical version of the event in Candide: upon ar-

riving in England, Candide witnesses Byng’s exe-

cution and is offered no other explanation than 

“he did not get enough people killed when he 

had the chance… it is considered useful now and 

again to shoot an admiral, to encourage the oth-

ers” (69). By speaking as though human life is 

worth nothing, useful only for getting results out 

of other people, Voltaire takes the stance of those 

he is satirizing to a heartless extreme, and 

through this satire reveals the real Admiral 

Byng’s death as a tragic waste of life. According 

to Cuffe’s translator’s notes, the last part of the 

quote above—“to encourage the others”—is the 

second most famous line in Candide. And the inci-

dent with Byng was only one example of Vol-

taire’s activism. So, in light of this, it seems 

strange that the final moral of Candide would be 

“keep your mouth shut.” Most critics resolve this 

3
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issue by claiming that Voltaire aimed this only at 

philosophers (the “philosophical quietism” men-

tioned by Siegel), not at those that would speak 

out against injustice. That’s a fair point, but it 

doesn’t resolve the inherent conflict between fa-

talism and meliorism. Voltaire’s Deism led him to 

believe that he could not make a difference in the 

world, and yet if he were truly committed to that 

idea he would not have been so vocal a dissenter. 

Although Voltaire clearly had a problem with 

the particular philosophy of Optimism, in Candide 

he uses it more as a vehicle to mock philosophy 

in general. He thoroughly ridicules Optimism by 

giving it to the most foolish of characters, Doctor 

Pangloss. Through Pangloss, Voltaire reduces the 

philosophy of optimism to the absurd and, in the 

process, makes a more generally derogatory 

statement about philosophers. Over the course of 

the narrative, Pangloss looses an eye and an ear 

to syphilis, is hanged (but survives), vivisected 

(by someone who presumed he was dead), 

beaten, and enslaved. Even after this, when asked 

if he still believes in optimism, he says, “I hold 

firmly to my original views… I am a philosopher 

after all: it would not do for me to recant, given 

that Leibniz is incapable of error” (88). The only 

justification that Pangloss can give for optimism 

is that he would rather pontificate about dogmas 

he doesn’t believe in than admit that he or his 

intellectual idols were ever wrong. Pangloss’s 

absurd and stubborn adherence to his views, de-

spite experiences which prove them to be flawed, 

satirizes both optimism and the behavior of Phi-

losophers in general. The nihilistic deist in Vol-

taire believed that because the answers to all the 

major philosophical questions (what is the mean-

ing of life, why is there suffering in the world, 

etc.) are unknowable, philosophy in itself is a 

waste of time.

In a sense, meliorism has two components: 

philosophy and practice. The philosophy of me-

liorism is the opposite of fatalism. It is the exis-

tential belief that it is possible to improve the 

world through our own actions. A philosopher 

could argue ad nauseum about metaphysics and 

religion and the existence of free will, but he 

would not be practicing meliorism. In practice, 

meliorism means trying. It means working hard 

to improve your own life and the lives of those 

around you, helping people who cannot help 

themselves, speaking out against injustice, and 

fighting for a better world. This was the meliorism 

that Voltaire believed in. Though he wrestled with 

the philosophical implications of meliorism, 

which conflicted with his Deistic beliefs, he never 

stopped trying to improve society. And, eventu-

ally, his struggle with philosophy ended when he 

decided that the answers didn’t matter. Candide 

was content to lay his philosophical queries to 

rest in favor of cultivating his garden, and so was 

Voltaire.

Overall, Candide seems to encompass both 

sides of a philosophical argument, but that was 

because the author was conflicted between the 

two. He felt that fatalism went hand in hand with 

his religious views, but he also hoped that people 

could make the world a better place through their 

independent efforts. Most literary critics through-

out history have seen only one of these two views 

in Candide, and it seems that much like the phi-
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losophers Voltaire mocks in his masterpiece, these 

critics have lost sight of the real point by focusing 

too much on the argument itself. In the end, Vol-

taire didn’t know if work could make the world a 

better place, and he knew there was no way to 

know. And, most importantly, he knew it didn’t 

matter. Spending all one’s time arguing philoso-

phy wouldn’t improve society, even if one even-

tually came to the conclusion that his efforts theo-

retically could improve society. The fundamental 

conflict expressed by Siegel in the first paragraph 

of his analysis: “it may be read as both an argu-

ment for philosophical quietism as well as a call 

for political and social reform,” is not a problem-

atic ambiguity, as Siegel says it is, but a succinct 

summary of what Voltaire wants from us as read-

ers. Siegel (as well as the majority of Candide 

scholars) implies that Voltaire’s two philosophical 

positions are mutually exclusive: a person can 

either talk or not talk, but Voltaire actually says, 

talk about this, instead of that. Devote your ener-

gies toward improving the world we live in, 

rather than searching for answers for questions 

that can never be found. And that includes the 

question of whether the ending of Candide is ul-

timately fatalist or philosophically meliorist.
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ideo gaming is for boys. Don’t agree? 

Neither do the 40% of gamers who are 

women. In fact, women over 18 now 

outnumber boys under 17 in online gaming com-

munities (Yee et al). Yet, in spite of the large per-

centage of female gamers, men outnumber 

women on video game covers 13:1, 60-73% of 

games prominently feature male characters (as 

opposed to 2-12% featuring females), and female 

characters in the games are much more likely to 

be sexualized and much less likely to be playable 

(Phillips et al). This indicates that most game 

companies, at least the ones selling packaged con-

sole and computer games, market primarily to 

males. But is cultivating male players over female 

ones really compatible with these companies’  

objective? After all, cutting out half your potential 

audience doesn’t make good business sense. 

Game companies base their marketing strategies 

on both real and perceived player demographics, 

so perhaps the real question is this: why is video 

gaming seen as a male-specific pursuit? 

The reasons for this are manifold and cycli-

cal—reinforced by as well as reinforcing gender 

stereotypes. Firstly, it is often obvious from the 

games themselves that the expected audience is 

male, either by the lack of playable women char-

acters or the overly sexualized way in which the 

female characters are presented. Secondly, societal 

expectations of passivity and nonviolence in 

V
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Building Characters
by Kelly Barksdale

Kelly Barksdale is a German Major from 

Charlottesville, VA. She wrote this essay in the 

“Transcending Gender” course taught by Eric 

Bosse.

women can cause girls to avoid the multitude of 

violent games, whether or not they enjoy playing 

them, in order to maintain the appearance of 

pacifism. Finally, men vastly outnumber women 

in programming fields, so most games are created 

by male programmers based on what they would 

like to play, which are then marketed specifically 

to the audience the programmers had in mind: 

male players like themselves. The combined re-

sult is a self-perpetuating cycle that alienates fe-

male players from console games and conse-

quently limits female participation in the pro-

gramming fields that create these types of games. 

For the purposes of this essay, I will focus on 

packaged games designed for PCs and gaming 

consoles, which make up the majority of the mar-

ket for video games today. These games can be 

divided into two categories, which I will call 

“free-character” and “locked-character.” Free-

character games allow the player to create and 

customize the character they will play from a  

variety of options, while locked-character games 

require the player to use a pre-defined character 

and point of view—usually following a particular 

storyline. Most MMO (Massively Multiplayer 

Online) games, such as World of Warcraft are free-

character, whereas many action or FPS (First Per-

son Shooter) games are either locked-character or 

have very limited character customizability.

In locked-character games, women disappear 

almost entirely. An excellent example is L.A. 

Noire, which made Amazon’s “Bestsellers in Video 

Games” list by April 23, 2011 despite the fact that 

the release date was May 17. I watched several 

trailers for the game, and I counted 28 men and 3 

women depicted in them. All of the men were 

shown doing something related to the story line. 

Two of the women were dead, and the third was 

only shown screaming. Another game, New Super 

Mario Bros initially looks more promising, featur-

ing mostly genderless turtles, until you realize 

that the storyline is about a guy rescuing a prin-

cess—the archetypal damsel in distress. The por-

trayal of women as nothing more than victims to 



be rescued may not turn away every female 

player, but the implication that women are weak 

or helpless makes it hardly surprising that these 

games are more appealing to male players than 

female ones. 

Call of Duty: Black Ops and Brink are even 

more interesting: although the trailer for Call of 

Duty and the product description for Brink both 

brag about the levels of character customization, I 

have decided to include them in the locked cate-

gory. The trailers for these games claim that “it’s 

completely limitless, the kind of ideas that you 

can come up with for creating your own online 

identity,” (Call of Duty) and a player will be of-

fered “a near-endless combination of looks for 

[his or her] character,” (Brink), but this “limitless,” 

“near-endless” customization does not include 

the ability to make your character female. As far 

as I could tell from the trailers, neither game fea-

tures any female characters whatsoever, despite 

the fact that Brink takes place on an ark described 

as “humanity’s last refuge” (Brink). If humanity’s 

last refuge consists entirely of men, our species is 

surely doomed. One could argue that the com-

plete lack of female characters in Call of Duty can 

be attributed to an attempt at realism, since 

women are not allowed to serve in combat posi-

tions in the armed forces, but why should games 

insist on realism in this regard, when so many 

other elements in video games depend on pure 

fantasy? Games are meant for play, for pretend-

ing, for trying things you wouldn’t or couldn’t 

normally do. By refusing to even imagine the 

presence of women, not only in combat roles but 

in war zones entirely, these games help reinforce 

the societal expectation that all women should be 

passive and leave the fighting to men. 

Many free-character games offer a bit more 

accessibility to female characters, but even here 

gender stereotypes dominate the genre. Many 

free-character games are RPGs (role-playing 

games), in which players create an avatar that 

they use to move around and interact with the 

game world. In many games, players can choose 

between several species, each of which has its 

own strengths and weaknesses. For example, in 

World of Warcraft (WoW), character options in-

clude Worgen, Draenei, Dwarves, Gnomes, Hu-

mans, Night Elves, Goblins, Blood Elves, Orcs, 

Tauren, Trolls, and Forsaken. The amount of 

choice involved in character creation constitutes 

an important draw of RPGs, because it allows 

players to fashion a virtual identity and, in a 

sense, recreate themselves. However, it doesn’t 

take long to realize that the choices these games 

offer to players are more restrictive than they 

originally appear. While WoW allows players to 

choose the gender of their avatar, the basic body 

shape for each gender is fixed, and the physical 

differences between the genders are highly exag-

gerated. In nearly every species, the females are 

far smaller than the males in much starker pro-

portions than the average human differences. As 

you can see in the picture below, the shoulders of 

each male figure appear at least twice as broad as 

the shoulders of each female. In addition, the 

males are all strikingly muscular, while the fe-

males have a distinct hourglass figure. Because 

these are fantasy games, there is no reason the 

creators couldn’t have depicted the genders of 
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made-up species in diverse and unusual ways, 

but they are all strikingly similar. 

This tendency has not gone unnoticed by fe-

male players of WoW. Andrea Rubenstein, the 

administrator of the Iris Gaming Network, wrote 

that, “given such a diverse range of races, one 

would expect that there would be a similar range 

in body types. Instead, the ‘diversity’ in men is 

whether they look like slim bodybuilders or huge 

ones, and for women it reads much like the shal-

low diversity in Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty.” 

Whether or not you think the Dove campaign 

successfully celebrates a diverse range of body 

types, a quick glance through WoW characters 

will support Rubenstein’s complaint about the 

game. Interestingly, as Rubenstein herself notes, 

the species that are farthest from humans are 

more, not less stereotyped. It is as if, given the 

freedom to invent new body forms, the creators 

withdrew ever more firmly into the old western 

ideals of beauty.

Why exaggerate sexual differences? Because 

players like it that way. In earlier versions of 

WoW, the Troll and Tauren races featured genders 

with very similar body models, but players com-

plained that the females were ugly, so Blizzard 

changed them. One could argue that this com-

plaint stems from basic gamer psychology: as 

psychologists Jane Barnett and Mark Coulson 

point out, research has shown that players tend to 

choose “aesthetically pleasing races that appeared 

to represent ‘good’ (e.g., tall and attractive elves) 

rather than ‘evil’-looking green-skinned orcs and 

similar ‘monster’ races,” thus bringing real world 

stereotypes into fantasy games. Because players 

use avatars to represent themselves within the 

game, it makes sense that they would want to cre-

ate characters that will represent them positively. 

But if players simply wanted good-looking char-

acters, why would they only complain about the 

female avatars? The male Trolls and Tauren 

haven’t changed much between versions, though 

they can hardly be considered beautiful. It seems 

that WoW players are willing to accept at least 

some monstrous body types for male characters, 

but are unwilling to accept the existence of simi-

larly monstrous female characters.

Is this because WoW players are predomi-

nantly male? Perhaps. According to The Daedalus 

Project, an organization that conducts surveys and 

examines demographics of MMORPGs, 84% of 

WoW players are male, so in this situation real 

demographics match the designers’ perception. 

But by demanding less variety in the game’s fe-

male characters, the player base has helped to cre-

ate a game world where male players can choose 

a wide variety of body types to represent their 

virtual identities, but female players are locked 

into a vary narrow range of possibilities, all of 

which exhibit highly sexualized physical charac-
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teristics. This creates a cyclical effect in which 

new female players, alienated by the limited 

choices offered to them by the game, might be 

less likely to take it up, thus perpetuating the 

gender imbalance among players.

This effect is exacerbated by the fact that men 

are also more likely to use avatars of the opposite 

gender, so that while only 1% of the male charac-

ters in online games like WoW are played by 

women, fully half of the female characters are 

played by men (Yee). The acronym-loving com-

puter world even has a name for this phenome-

non: GIRL, which stands for Guy In Real Life 

(Lee). Perhaps the simplest reason for male 

gender-bending in videogames is that many guys 

would rather look at a female character than a 

male one. As gamer and blogger Ted Lee writes, 

if a guy is “going to have to stare at a character’s 

backside all day it might as well be attractive.” 

This would certainly explain the tendency for 

female characters to resemble models; indeed, 

some female players point to big breasts and re-

vealing clothing as a way to identify a man be-

hind a female avatar (Slagle). 

Sexual appeal is not the only reason for men 

to play as females, however. Part of role-play is 

getting to pretend to be someone you aren’t or 

allowing yourself to show parts of your personal-

ity that you are afraid to show in real life. In 

modern society, it is more acceptable for women 

to dress and act like men than the other way 

around, but video games provide an outlet for 

men to dress and act like women in a socially ac-

ceptable way. In the virtual world of video 

games, men who consider themselves less stereo-

typically masculine can experiment with femi-

nine traits and styles of interaction without being 

ridiculed. Interestingly, the fact that such a small 

percentage of WoW players are women may help 

to make male gender-bending more acceptable. 

Historically, when women were not allowed to 

act, the theater was a place where a man could 

pretend to be a woman without raising eyebrows. 

Once women began acting, men were no longer 

needed to play women’s parts and were not ex-

pected to want them. Perhaps an influx of women 

in games such as WoW would cause GIRLs to be 

less tolerated. Thus, men who use RPG games for 

gender experimentation may benefit from contin-

ued gender inequality. 

Beyond the character models, though, the 

actual content of these games favors a male 

demographic, and video game companies do very 

little to resist this bias. In the vast majority of 

video games, the action and story revolve around 

violence and war, concepts with heavily mascu-

line connotations. All of the games I have dis-

cussed condone and even reward violence. Brink 

and Call of Duty are shooter games, where the 

point is basically to kill as many people as possi-

ble, WoW and Starcraft both involve battling vari-

ous kinds of foes, and trailers for L.A. Noire sug-

gest that players must use violent interrogation 

techniques and get involved in shootouts. Even in 

Mario Bros, which is rated E (Everyone), players 

shoot fireballs and jump on enemies’ heads. This 

emphasis on violence can deter female players for 

reasons that have little to do with the games 

themselves.  Historically, people have considered 

violence, war, and aggression masculine activities, 

and passivity, nurturing, and gentleness feminine 

ones, but categorizing people is not that easy. In 

fact, observation of girls and boys playing violent 

games has suggested that both are equally enthu-

siastic about killing.  However, the same experi-

ment found that girls, conscious of societal expec-

tations, try to maintain an appearance of nonvio-

lence and passivity, even while destroying mon-

sters, whereas boys use adeptness at gaming to 

impress and gain status among their peers (Walk-

erdine 92). This difference in the way society per-

ceives violence—as appropriate and even admi-

rable in boys but unacceptable in girls—turns 

girls away from violent video games as a means 

of entertainment, not because the girls are intrin-

sically pacifistic, but because society expects them 

to be. Once again, however, the design and mar-

keting strategies employed by game companies 
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only perpetuates this cycle. By incorporating few 

if any female characters, by limiting the depiction 

of female characters to gendered stereotypes, and 

by focusing their marketing on male players, 

game companies only further convince girls that 

violent games are not for them.

In recent years, this phenomenon—of girls 

avoiding certain types of video games because 

they too believe that such things are for boys—

has finally gotten the attention of game compa-

nies, but not to the desired end. Some game com-

panies, realizing that they lose buyers by market-

ing only to men, have begun manufacturing “girl 

games,” but since these games often focus on 

fashion and popularity and comprise only a min-

uscule fraction of the market, some argue that 

such practices are actually a step backward. Imag-

ine: Sweet Sixteen is a prime example. This Nin-

tendo DS game comes in a sparkly pink box with 

the following description: “You're about to turn 

16, and you’ve just joined a new high school. 

How will you become THE girl to know? By 

planning, promoting and hosting the most awe-

some Sweet Sixteen parties ever--including your 

own!” (Nintendo). Now we have a game with 

plenty of girl characters, but we’ve run across the 

opposite problem: this game makes no effort to 

appeal to boys. Game designer Ernest Adams 

writes that, “by creating a category ‘for girls,’ you 

ghettoize the girls... All the games in the pink 

boxes are consigned to one area. Children are 

very sensitive to sex-differentiation issues, and 

often assume that they are mutually exclusive. 

Once a girl learns that some of the software is for 

girls, she's going to figure that the rest of it is for 

boys…Why not just make good games for every-

body?” Good question. 

Perhaps the developers just don’t know how 

to make games appeal to both sexes. The field of 

programming remains heavily male-dominated: a 

survey conducted in 2005 by the International 

Game Developers Association found that only a 

little over 10% of game developers are women 

(Wong). A video about the production of Brink 

showed only one woman on the production team. 

If programmers are creating the kinds of games 

they themselves would want to play, then it 

should come as little surprise that the games are 

geared towards men. Some developers may even 

like to play as GIRLs, and so they have a motive 

for continuing to create games that appeal more 

to guys, in that the current gender imbalance may 

make in-game gender bending more acceptable. I 

expect that by evening out the numbers of men 

and women in computer science fields we could 

move a long way towards Adams’s goal of “good 

games for everybody.” 

It is important to consider that women and 

girls are not the only victims of exaggerated 

stereotyping in these games. Not only do players 

repeatedly see passive, sexualized representations 

of females, but they also see aggressive, muscle-

bound depictions of males. As Ted Lee notes: 

Females in fantasy genres generally fall into 

the magical and religious roles, but they can 

also play as assassins and helpless royalty, as 

powerful paladins or demure druids... But the 

male persona in fantasy is generally hyper-

masculine… infused with the dreams and 

desires of the alpha male in a fraternity. They 

are generally warriors; they are generally 

muscular and powerful; they are usually rash 

and have a destiny to fulfill. 

The feminist point of view from which I and oth-

ers have criticized these games does not exclude 

the similar injustice done to male players, who, 

though at least present in the games, have stereo-

types thrust upon them with equal force. Some 

guys use female avatars simply because they find 

the hyper-masculinity of the males intimidating 

or because they believe the male characters pre-

clude complexity. They and others who use fe-

male avatars for fun may find that increased 

numbers of women players make their gender-

bending less acceptable, but they might also find 

that breaking down the gender biases in the gam-

ing industry opens up a more comfortable variety 

of male characters as well as female ones. 
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Regardless of who it would benefit or hurt, 

though, there is little need to worry about the 

effects of a gender revolution in gaming at pre-

sent. According to research done at James Madi-

son University, the number of women in techno-

logical fields is actually declining (Anderson, et 

al.). However, many institutions have noticed the 

problem and are working toward encouraging 

women to enter the engineering and program-

ming fields. Women in Computer Science (WICS) 

programs have sprung up in schools around the 

country, trying to entice women to pursue de-

grees in computer science and engineering. 

Whether the answer to videogame sexism lies in 

getting women to join the programming work-

force or the answer to the workforce imbalance 

depends on reducing sexism in the games is yet 

to be determined, but one thing is certain: if game 

makers want to create games that appeal to eve-

ryone, they are going to have to start considering 

the interests of both genders more thoroughly 

than they have in the past.
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Since Antiquity, the mystique of music and 

its effect on society and the individual have 

held tremendous importance. Great phi-

losophers such as Plato found that the study of 

music allows “rhythm and harmony [to] find their 

way into the inward places of the soul, on which 

they mightily fasten” (qtd. in Mitchell). According 

to Plato, when one “receives this true education of 

the inner being [he] will most shrewdly perceive 

omissions or faults in art and nature… receive 

into his soul the good… become noble and good, 

justify blame, and hate the bad” (qtd. in Mitchell). 

The fabric of humanity, Plato argues, is explored 

and expressed through music. Self discovery, vir-

tue, perspective, and expression—all of the facets 

of humanism that music unlocks—are not only 

beneficial to individuals but, much to Plato’s 

awareness, they are directly analogous to prosper-

ity in society. But music, just like society, evolves 

and changes as history unfolds, begging the ques-

tion: does our music today still express these same 

humanistic properties? Surely, western society has 

nurtured these humanistic virtues as it has pro-

gressed through time. Renowned musicologist 

Theodor Adorno’s work in the mid twentieth cen-

tury, however, suggests otherwise. 

Adorno’s observations on the emergence of 

new genres of popular music, particularly jazz, in 

the early 1900s suggests that the changes in musi-

cal style that arose in this period were really “the 

after-effect of the Fascist era” on not only society, 

S
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but on music itself (“What Has National Social-

ism...” 373). According to Adorno, the “positivis-

tic matter-of-factness” ideology birthed by the 

fascist era’s totalitarian governmental control 

plagued music with standardized structures that 

restricted freedom of expression in the realm of 

ethereal being that music possesses (“What Has 

National Socialism...” 373). Adorno argues that 

the spread of this ideology instigated a shift in 

society and in music from the sacred to the scien-

tific. This shift resulted in a loss of the humanistic 

effects that “serious” music achieves through 

complexity of meaning. In place of complex 

meaning that achieved humanistic effects, 

Adorno argues, musicians began to favor a stylis-

tic approach, establishing sterile, detail driven 

“popular” music that lingers in western society 

today (“What Has National Socialism...” 376).

It’s true that in the early 1900s there was an 

obvious shift from an antique sound to the more 

modern style that Adorno addresses; radio musi-

cians today have much more in common with 

Scott Joplin’s “Maple Leaf Rag” than Beethoven’s 

5th Symphony. But what is it that occurred? 

Adorno contends that “standardization” nestled 

into musical composition, mainly in outline and 

detail, creating an abundance of low-quality 

Theodor Adorno (right) shaking hands with fellow philoso-
pher Max Horkheimer (photo taken in 1964).



composition without a shred of humanistic prop-

erty. Adorno asserts that popular music became 

so focused on embellishment that musicians are 

now ignorant of music’s whole structure; there-

fore, no tension is built and no complexity is 

thoroughly developed. This ignorance leaves no 

room for the listener to ponder and reflect upon 

the music; it is “predigested” and sickeningly 

declarative rather than metaphoric, symbolic, or 

even expressive (“On Popular Music...” 443). 

Adorno’s argument is easy to sympathize 

with. Who would want to encourage poor, 

cheaply assembled music? And what true musi-

cian wants to abandon his artistic desires to create 

something new in favor of writing a stencil of a 

song that has already been written time and time 

before? This standardization would seem to be 

the destruction of music as an art—if there were 

truth to it. Adorno wants us to believe that mod-

ern music is created in a factory by a generic, 

faceless worker, each detail “function[ing] only as 

a cog in a machine” producing mass quantities of 

cheap goods rather than being assembled on a 

canvas by an artist attempting to form a new per-

spective through humanistic innovations (“On 

Popular Music...” 440). But in shunning the stylis-

tic evolution that newly-emerging forms of popu-

lar music brought in the early 1900s, Adorno fo-

cuses his rancor solely on the compositional 

structure of music, rendering him ignorant to a 

vital aspect: the performance. The emergence of 

improvisations as a major aspect of music in this 

period opened infinite possibilities for musicians. 

With improvisation, a musical composition be-

comes a blank canvas begging to be filled with a 

masterpiece, and each performance paints a 

unique scene. The written piece no longer op-

presses the musician, but rather the musician is 

encouraged to explore humanistic interpretation 

and fill this blank canvas with his own impres-

sions. To put it simply, Adorno’s assertion that 

popular music lacks humanistic potential is too 

absolute. Although he is right to question this 

shift in how music is created, he is too quick to 

declare popular music completely non-

humanistic because of its standardization. Popu-

lar music can indeed employ humanistic quali-

ties.

Before exploring the full scope of Adorno’s 

argument, it is necessary to discuss the value of 

standardization. Standardization of structure is 

nothing new to humanistic arts. Examine any pe-

riod of art, literature, or music and standardized 

structure cannot be missed. Take for example po-

etry’s many different forms. The classic sonnet is 

confined to fourteen lines of iambic pentameter, 

yet poets have created some of their most compel-

ling, creative works within that structure. Do 

Shakespeare’s famous sonnets seem sterile and 

drummed out without artistic implements? 

Adorno contends that this simplistic view of 

structure is the “contamination which makes the 

insight into the basic standardization of popular 

music sterile” (“On Popular Music...” 438). The 

confusion of “mechanical patterns” of standardi-

zation in popular music with the “highly organ-

ized strict art forms” of serious music supposedly 

causes this sterility; Adorno contends that the 

intelligent design behind the laws of the sonnet, 

an accepted true art-form, cannot be equally 

compared to the structure of a standard song in 

its restrictiveness (“On Popular Music...” 438). But 

is it the bindings of the sonnet form that make 

Shakespeare’s sonnets a treasure to the English 

language? Although structure can wield humanis-

tic expression, it is merely one facet of expression. 

The eloquence of Shakespeare’s sonnets is alien to 

their structure; they adhere to the sonnet form 

only in their mechanics. I submit to Adorno in his 

assertion that music has adopted more standardi-

zation, but much like the laws of writing sonnets 

did not restrict Shakespeare’s artistic implements, 

the standardization found in popular music com-

position does not define the music itself; what is 

created within the form is what truly defines it 

and creates the modes of true humanistic expres-

sion.
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This expression of humanism within stan-

dardized structures is most evident in the most 

prominent genre of American popular music the 

early 1900s: jazz. Jazz created a shift towards 

pure, complex, melody-driven music. Although 

jazz’s structural composition is rather simplistic, 

it offers musicians many opportunities for free 

expression through its core utilization of improvi-

sation. Louis Armstrong’s 1928 recording of 

“West End Blues,” for example, is a rather sim-

plistic multi-strain 12 bar blues composition with 

only subtle variation in the intro, the call and re-

sponse segment, and a solo. However, “West End 

Blues” exemplifies such sincere emotion that it 

could stand up to any orchestral work. Even the 

experts agree: musician and writer Ben Sidran 

sees Armstrong as a maverick in the “balance of 

intellectual and emotional content” of this record-

ing (61). This is clear even from the beginning of 

the recording, where Armstrong’s personal touch 

is undeniable: a stately, militaristic trumpet run 

springs forth with authority, only to be immedi-

ately juxtaposed at the zenith with an effortless 

ornamental downward run that says to the lis-

tener, “Let me show you how I do it. Let me show 

you how I can play.” This run leads to the simple 

harmony that smoothly supports Armstrong as he 

exposes his emotion for all to hear. But don’t let 

this simplicity of harmony fool you. Although the 

harmony may not appear unique, Sidran notes 

that, “the variety of Armstrong’s imposition of 

chord substitutions on minimal blues format 

[was] not a strictly worked out assault on Western 

harmonic structure but an evolved, intuitive ma-

nipulation;” his chord progression is not a mock-

ery of “serious” music but a highly regarded evo-

lution (61). As the song continues, the emotional 

tone and the deep feeling in his voice during the 

improvisation make the audience know that not 

only does he own this melody, but also that its 

authenticity cannot be questioned.

This authenticity in improvisation is embed-

ded into jazz music because of the folk roots from 

which jazz was created. Folk music from the 
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Southern United States spread throughout the 

country by adopting “Western song forms and 

incorporating Western harmony” to create the 

new genre (Sidran 59). These folk roots allow mu-

sicians to be truly humanistic because folk music 

is not confined by traditional musical methods. It 

cannot be learned by reading music or by study-

ing at conservatories; it can only be learned by 

ear. It is the music that comes from the emotion of 

the musicians’ soul within the moment. Folk mu-

sic promotes performance as a purely humanistic 

endeavor in which musicians discover what they 

have the ability to play without relying on what 

is provided. There is no music to read; only the 

creative mind playing the music as though it is 

singing. This root in folk is what gives Louis 

Armstrong the ability to gush expression in his 

improvisations.

Adorno dismisses these improvisation sec-

tions as a veil for “pseudo-individualization of 

musical detail [that] creates the illusion of free-

dom” (“On Popular Music...” 445). But Adorno 

again simply cannot see past composition. When 

one considers the factors that allow for improvi-

sation, it becomes clear why Adorno could argue 

that it is falsely individualistic. In order for a song 

to have an improvisation segment, two bounda-

ries must be set: length and tonal key. Without 

both, the improvisation will clash and not fit 

within the context of the song; the predetermined 

length of the improvisation section allows the 

musicians to align, while the tonal key allows for 

the notes of the improvisation to logically fit on 

top with pleasant consonance. Adorno’s argu-

ment finds this freedom within a set boundary to 

not be freedom at all because the limitations and 

rules are collectively dictated, rather than being 

freely chosen by the individual. This “pseudo-

individualization,” Adorno believes, is not a 

product of musicians but has stemmed from the 

oppression of the post-Fascist era, in which re-

striction of everyday life was commonplace. 

But Adorno asserts this as though he has 

never truly analyzed a live improvisation. Before 

the introduction of improvisation, the perform-

ance of music was rigid, with only subtle varia-

tion from one performance to another. Before jazz, 

the composer’s authority was absolute; each note 

was specifically selected, allowing for only mind-

less duplication of the original piece. In complete 

contradiction to Adorno, jazz should be classified 

as the first real break from oppression; jazz critic 

J. A. Rogers, argues that, “Jazz is the joyous revolt 

from convention, custom and authority” (ctd in 

Sidran 54). Improvisation allowed for experimen-

tation, and what could be more humanistic than 

free, exploratory experimentation?

Perhaps if we examine what Adorno finds to 

be truly humanistic music, his argument may 

gain more validity. Adorno treats the Romantic 

composer Beethoven as the idol of “good serious 

music” (“On Popular Music...” 441). What 

Adorno celebrates in Beethoven, and in all “seri-

ous” music, is that “the detail virtually contains 

the whole and leads to the exposition of the 

whole, while, at the same time, it is produced out 

of the conception of the whole” (“On Popular 

Music...” 441). Simplistically, Adorno finds that 

Beethovan’s meaning creates the arrangement of 

the piece. Take, for example, Beethoven’s Appas-

sionata; the piece begins delicately as short bursts 

of segmented chords, circumscribed with care, 

lead into a sky-rocketing leap in momentum 

pushing forward to the recapitulation. The reca-

pitulation varies on the beginning theme but with 

greater complexity and fervor through pounding 

drones and intensity. This approach allows Bee-

thoven to freely attain the desired buildup of 

emotional tension through his arrangement of the 

structure: without the intro, the recapitulation 

could not achieve its desired effect. This attention 

to arrangement is essential in understanding 

what Adorno values in Beethoven. Appassionata 

contains a complexity of arrangement that only a 

true musical genius could assemble. This makes 

Appassionata completely unique, and its unique-

ness subsequently promotes the freedom of indi-

viduality. But this individuality is ironically 
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spawned from a standardized compositional 

structure. Be it in Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, Mozart’s 

Requiem, or Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos, Beetho-

ven’s techniques for building tension were used 

countless times before Beethoven; in fact, they’re 

one of the foundations of orchestral composition.

So what makes Beethoven’s music “serious” 

rather than “popular”? Explicitly, I am not ques-

tioning the genius of Beethoven’s work. Thou-

sands of articles can support Beethoven as being 

among the greatest composers to have ever lived. 

I truly agree with Adorno in his labeling of Bee-

thoven as a renowned composer of “serious” mu-

sic. But under equal examination, I contend that 

Adorno is wrong in finding Beethoven to be more 

humanistic in his compositional aspects than the 

jazz musicians of the early 1900s. Beethoven’s 

composition is no more (and perhaps less) 

groundbreaking than the works of early jazz art-

ists like Louis Armstrong. Beethoven’s genius, 

just like Armstrong’s, is defined by his ability to 

work within a standardized compositional struc-

ture to develop a unique expression, and this is a 

vital aspect of humanism.

In summation, while Adorno sets out to ana-

lyze the stylistic shift in the popular music in the 

post-Fascist era, his conclusions appear biased 

towards his personal musical preferences. Even in 

his own work, Adorno acknowledges that he is 

“not concerned with bad serious music,” leaving 

his argument fundamentally lacking (“On Popu-

lar Music...” 441). In his effort to define what con-

stitutes serious versus popular music, Adorno 

fails to grasp the full scope of his argument and 

simultaneously falls victim to the “matter-of-

factness” ideology he is so critical of. If Adorno 

would have looked past the composition and 

analyzed the performance of popular music, he 

would have understood that structure is simply 

trivial when compared to the thousands of other 

details that music contains. Had Adorno come to 

this realization, he would have accomplished two 

things: he would have more accurately understod 

the free expression in jazz, and he would have 

discovered the humanistic elements within the 

newly evolved structures of popular music. Had 

he accomplished this, Adorno would have real-

ized that humanism has never left music. Music 

has undeniably shifted in its creative approach, 

but this shift never changed music’s cardinal 

purpose: the expression, exploration, and discov-

ery of humanistic achievements. 
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e are going out, Melanie and I, to 

have our first mother-son shopping 

day in months. It’s Black Friday, and 

we need to escape family. Outside, the wind 

blows the chimes over the patio, producing frozen 

drops of metallic sound. Before we leave, she ap-

proaches the upright coat rack by the front en-

trance and grabs one of the coats hanging there 

without another thought or care. Upstairs, I slip 

on my jacket; it’s black leather, without any fur, 

and it gets the job done. Melanie wears a red tur-

tleneck and a slightly worn pair of denim pants 

with rhinestones down the seams. Her hair is up 

behind her face, still wet from the shower half an 

hour ago. And then she wore the jacket.

. . . 

There was a party that night. One of many. 

Each was a requirement for business, attendance 

was both expected and an honor, and invitations 

were signed with India ink. My father gabbled 

about snow and limousines, Strauss, beautiful 

sopranos, and free tickets from fellow bowties. He 

wore black with a shawl-collar and satin lapels, 

anticipating cigars. There was a thin shine stripe 

down the side of his leg, and his buttons were 

replaced with jet studs which, when he stood next 

to my mother, looked like black widows reflecting 

her hourglass frame wrapped in a crimson gown. 

Her fingers blossomed like ivy around the stem of 

a crystal champagne flute which she occasionally 

W
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lifted to her lips, sipped, and set back at her side 

like an unnecessary accessory. Her gold rings 

echoed gold earrings and gold hair that lifted 

from her face and cascaded blonde waves like 

lace linens onto her shoulders. And then she wore 

the jacket.

Fitted at the waist and sewn from glossy 

white leather; around the collar and behind her 

neck a pillow of fox fur, grayed slightly like ashes 

on a bed of snow, framing my mother and her 

diamonds on either side like bold parentheses 

across her chest; sleeves, playing a burlesque 

game with her watch like effortlessly flowing 

window drapes. Wearing the jacket, she was 

Norma Desmond, she was Nu Descendant un Es-

calier. The look, the fit, her posture—slightly 

Nu Descendant un Escalier [Nude Descending a Stair-
case] (1912) by Marcel Duchamp.



curved inward—all dancing together to music 

from silent films. Soon she would vanish through 

the door, always smiling, waving goodnight, and 

insisting she bring her champagne. 

Whenever she wore the jacket I knew I’d re-

ceive money for delivery pizza. They were going 

to be out late, and I’d be in charge of the house, 

my sister, our bedtimes, and the television chan-

nels. She and my father would leave, laughing 

with anticipation and agreeing upon acceptable 

conversation topics for guests, usually with 

champagne still in her hand.

. . . 

Both mom and dad had left for the day and 

my younger sister was still at dance practice, or 

perhaps staying late at an after-school program. I 

was left at home with my curiosity. I knew the 

jacket hung in the hallway closet behind a white 

door near the entranceway in the foyer, across 

from the staircase and next to the old candelabra 

hat rack, in sight from anywhere in the living 

room and slightly visible from my room at the 

top of the stairs, where I stood. The house was 

quiet, save for the background hum of cartoon 

soundtracks in the den, like music for Blanche 

Dubois. I slowly opened the closet door and saw 

the coat hanging among other jackets like a street-

lamp alone in a birch forest, a snow-white moth 

resting on dead leaves, Apparition of a Face and a 

Fruit Dish on a Beach. Just out of reach, it was easy 

to grab with some footing from a kitchen stool. 

All I wanted was to see it, or maybe only to touch 

it. At first I merely caressed its enticing fur, gently 

weaving my fingers through the chaste fox hair. 

Then, carefully withdrawing it, I took the jacket 

down and carried it like a veteran flag to the mir-

ror on my mother’s bedroom armoire. And then I 

wore the jacket.

The leather, almost oily like chilled butter, 

slipped onto and around my shoulders and sat 

larger than it should, especially around my hips. 

It was too big for me to wear and yet just right for 

the mirror. Childishly twirling; the collar and lin-

ing perfumed with old cinnamon and the rust of 

candlesticks stored on the shelves just above the 

hangers; sleeves falling past my fingers; fur com-

ing nearly over my ears, brushing into my hair; 

fitted at my thighs and almost to my knees; 

leather struggling to retain its old beauty, as 

though rendered on loosened canvas. The zipper 

was scored slightly and difficult to maneuver, and 

it wouldn’t go any higher than my chest, catching 

the fur in its teeth. I didn’t have champagne or 

heels, and I wasn’t Norma Desmond. I was me, in 

a coat that didn’t fit, standing defeated at my 

mother’s mirror. 

The jacket was around my shoulders and 

zipped slightly more than halfway up my waist. 

The days of Mom waltzing into limousines, smil-

ing with her champagne fireflies, had passed, and 

all that was left was this ill-fitting memento. I’d 

wanted nothing more than to wear that jacket, but 

in the end I think I just wanted her.

. . . 

I came home from college to an empty house, 

save for a new dog out back. My sister was away 

at school and my father was at work, no longer 

interested in Strauss or any business with Knights 

and Roses, nor snow and sopranos. My mother 

was out with her dad, moving him into another 

home with people who treated him like another 

patient. I entered from the back door, through the 

sun room, across the living room and foyer. Look-

ing around, the walls were covered in the shad-

ows of overgrown plants outside, weaving varia-

tions of Pinturas Negras. Antique pieces of furni-

ture had been replaced with imitation commodi-

ties. Old trinkets and collectables I remember 

from my grandparents’ houses rested on book-

shelves, burrowed under blankets of dust. There 

was no noise, no music. As I unpacked for my 

stay, the smell of spiced candles reminded me of 

my time in this house and how brilliant it once 

was, how wonderful and aristocratic everything 

had once appeared to be. I noticed on the floor, 

across from the staircase and next to the old can-

delabra hat rack, there was an old lump of leather 

and fur. I picked it up, shook out the dust, and 
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placed it on a hook. And then the hat rack wore 

the jacket.

The fur, wilting from age, resembles dust on 

silk peonies. Buttery leather, fading and crackling 

like mosaic eggshells; fitting losing shape, wrin-

kled into jagged crow’s feet; the lining, frayed 

into shreds of unwoven crimson fabric, exposes 

the untreated hide from the inside like bone; the 

flimsy zipper moving in a dysgraphic contour; 

unruly and overgrown fox hair surrounds the 

collar like shih tzus shaking dry; the pockets gape 

open like starved koi; the jacket whimpers and 

sighs, naked and unnoticed. 

Like the house, the jacket became less cared 

for with age. The thought never occurred to me to 

try it on now. Instead, I stood there somewhat 

saddened and repulsed. I was the only one in the 

house that would acknowledge the jacket on the 

floor, and I don’t think anyone noticed it had 

been picked back up, either. The old white jacket 

hung near the front doorway for almost a week, 

motionless as strange fruit, until today; 

. . .

Melanie clutches the jacket between her fin-

gers and forces herself into its over-worn sleeves, 

gripping the zipper and tugging it up her chest.

We are going out, Melanie and I, to have our 

first mother-son shopping day in months. It’s 

Black Friday, and we need to escape family. Out-

side, the wind blows the chimes over the patio, 

producing frozen drops of metal sound. Before 

we leave, she approaches the upright coat rack by 

the front entrance and grabs one of the coats 

hanging there without another thought or care. 

Upstairs, I slip on my jacket; it’s black leather, 

without any fur, and gets the job done. Melanie 

wears a red turtleneck and a slightly worn pair of 

denim pants with rhinestones down the seams. 

Her hair is up behind her face still wet from the 

shower half an hour ago… 

There are days when I wonder just how the 

world changes from childhood, and how things 

that seemed so perfect before are actually only 

ordinary. There’s nothing truly special about my 

mother’s old jacket—as it would turn out, she 

replaced it a little over a year ago with a similar 

model that she keeps stashed behind the hallway 

closet door. Between uses, the jacket became just 

another part of the aging house, and only it seems 

worth remembering when she was wearing it. 

The jacket alone was just an elaborate frame 

without a painting. In the end, the leather and fur 

never mattered in the first place.

We are going out, Melanie and I, to spend 

time together, because we never did that often 

enough. Before leaving, she approaches the up-

right coat rack by the front entrance and grabs 

one of the coats hanging there without another 

thought or care,

and then she wore the jacket.
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emory is fading. In his youth, he was 

powerful and energetic, ready to 

lend a hand in any intellectual task. 

At his peak, Memory was relied on, trusted, and 

nearly worshipped by all. However, times 

changed and Modernity moved into town, bring-

ing with him gadgets and gizmos that appeared 

to surpass, at a far cheaper cost, anything Memory 

could provide. Memory and his dwindling sup-

porters fought against this inexorable tide, but 

Modernity and his new media proved irresistible. 

Now, Memory is largely seen as an archaic and 

unnecessary artifact at best and a dangerous 

criminal that stifles creativity at worst. Battered, 

bruised, and beaten, Memory is an all-but-

forgotten shade of a previous era.

More than two millennia after their first ap-

pearance in the Phaedrus, Plato’s worst fears about 

the memory-weakening nature of externalization 

are finally coming to fruition. From Gutenberg to 

the Internet, each quantum leap forward in the 

world of media has triggered a significant step 

backward in the role personal memory plays in 

our lives. One of the hardest hit areas is educa-

tion, where memory techniques are demeaned as 

rote and often condemned or ridiculed as some-

thing “Tiger Moms” demand of their children in 

their insistence on perfect test scores. Especially in 

the past couple of decades, with the ever-

M

20

The War against Memory: 

New Media and Learning
by Devin Hughes

Devin Hughes is a Finance and Risk Man-

agement Major from Edmond, OK. He wrote this 

essay in the “Media Shifts” course taught by 

Kathryn Steele.

increasing role of digital media, the trend in edu-

cation and even in our broader culture has been 

to shun the art of memory in favor of “creativity.” 

However, despite this intolerance, memory is a 

critical facet of learning and life itself that must 

be retained and reinstated to a level of promi-

nence in the classroom and our lives. If we do not 

restore memory, we run the risk of losing this 

critical ability.

Most of us generally think of memory as the 

simple act of remembering a piece of information. 

However, memory is much more than this. Mem-

ory is a process; it moves data from short- to 

long-term storage, where it provides the founda-

tion for problem solving, synthesizing informa-

tion, and, most importantly, creativity. Most of 

our day-to-day interaction with the world relies 

on short-term memory. New data and facts are 

perceived and then stored in this temporary hold-

ing area, ready to be drawn upon for immediate 

use. However, this mental storage bin does not 

have infinite capacity, so old information is 

quickly shunted out of the way for new, more 

current and useful data. To retain old informa-

tion, the data must be transferred to long-term 

memory. This transition, which is not an easy 

process, requires constant and repetitive recall of 

the information. The piece of information must 

feel significant to us and become ingrained in our 

minds, until drawing upon the data becomes sec-

ond nature. Only then will the information be 

fully transferred to long-term memory. 

Long-term memory is the human equivalent 

of permanent storage. Once information is there, 

it stays. Think of riding a bike: once the long and 

occasionally painful process of learning how to 

ride is completed, the knowledge of how to do it 

stays with us for the rest of our lives. In essence, 

the information becomes a part of us. This data 

stored in long-term memory serves as the foun-

dation for mental functions. Without it, these 

functions cannot operate. Not using long-term 

memory would be like trying to operate a com-

puter without saving any files. Accomplishing 



relatively simple tasks in the short-run would be 

easy. However, drawing on a diversity of infor-

mation, synthesizing it, and then using it to create 

a unique solution to a complex problem would be 

next to impossible.

From Plato to Web 2.0

To shed light on just how far our memories 

have devolved, a basic understanding of the key 

turning points in the history of memory is neces-

sary. It all began at the dawn of history, memory’s 

youth. The first seismic shift in the world of 

memory was the advent of alphabetic writing. 

Before this invention, if a scholar wanted to re-

member something (such as the entire Iliad and 

Odyssey), he was left with no choice but to memo-

rize it. With the new tool of writing, the scholar 

could now record all of this mental information 

externally, just in case his memory failed him at 

some point. Writing allowed culture and collec-

tive memory to be stored in a more trustworthy 

place than the human mind. However, Plato, who 

lived in this era of change, (429-327 B.C.E.) fore-

saw the dangers of too heavily depending upon 

writing and voiced his concerns in his Phaedrus. 

Phaedrus opens with a tale of Theuth, an 

Egyptian god who invented almost everything 

related to academia. Presenting his invention of 

writing to Thamus, the god who rules Egypt, 

Theuth claims that writing will make men wiser, 

while also giving them better memories. Thamus, 

not at all impressed, chastises Theuth for his 

clouded vision and enumerates how men will use 

writing as a remedy, becoming weak-minded as a 

result (1). Throughout the rest of Phaedrus, Plato 

expounds upon the mind- and memory-

weakening nature of writing and strongly argues 

against allowing writing to play a significant role 

in scholarly endeavors. 

Plato’s fears about the collapse of memory 

failed to materialize, for a variety of exogenous 

factors, over the following centuries in the classi-

cal and medieval eras. In fact, the classical era 

was marked by a golden age of memory. Books 

and scrolls were still relatively rare, forcing schol-

ars and nobility—the only people with access to 

these works—to remember what they read and 

heard. As a result, the classical and even medieval 

worlds abounded with scholars who had amazing 

memories. For example, St. Augustine had a 

friend “who could recite Virgil by heart—back-

ward” (Foer 96). There were generals in these pe-

riods who could remember the name of every 

soldier in their armies and scholars who knew 

entire libraries by heart (Foer 95). Although not 

every scholar or general in classical times had a 

spectacular memory, such exceptional individuals 

demonstrate that the advent of writing did not 

strike the deathblow to memory or even harm it. 

Theuth, it appeared, was right.

However, Plato’s predictions began to mani-

fest in Western culture with the advent of Guten-

berg’s printing press, which heralded the arrival 

of modernity. With the sudden explosion of rela-

tively cheap texts, it was no longer necessary for 

scholars to rely so heavily on memory. Instead of 

mental libraries, scholars could keep physical 

ones that required only a moderate amount of 

money and a lot less mental effort. As the printing 

press became more efficient and books became 

even cheaper, the value of memory slowly de-
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clined. Writing itself became more of a crutch as 

its use began to spread among the general popu-

lation. By the time the typewriter was invented, 

the art of memory was clearly on the losing side 

of history. The final deathblow to a weakened 

memory, however, was the advent of digital me-

dia.

With the rise of digital media, people are 

reading less and even losing the ability to read 

(Crain 134). Although reading itself does not nec-

essarily help build memory, as numerous studies 

suggest, not reading does have a substantial 

negative influence on the art of memory. Reading, 

for the most part, is a slow process that allows the 

reader time to absorb and fully understand the 

material being presented. Digital media, on the 

other hand, floods our brains with information, 

allowing neither time nor space to transfer most 

of the information to long-term memory. Even if 

we attempt to control this flood by visiting rela-

tively simple websites such as The New York 

Times, we are still bombarded with advertise-

ments, popups, add-on messages, friend’s activ-

ity on the site, and a bewildering array of links. 

Consequently, our brains cease trying to retain 

the flow of information, weakening long-term 

memory and the rest of our mental functions. For 

example, as Bryan Appleyard, a British journalist 

and author, emphasizes in his piece “Stoooopid 

… Why the Google Generation Isn’t as Smart as It 

Thinks,” the digital age can be seen as the age of 

perpetual distraction. Not only can our brains not 

keep up with the flow of information, but our 

cognitive functions also undergo a massive 

amount of stress even trying. He points out that 

“interruptions take up 2.1 hours of the average 

knowledge worker’s day.” This startling statistic 

only highlights how large the information over-

load has become, a trend that is devastating for 

memory. More distractions equate to less ability 

to focus and less time comprehend what we read, 

both of which are critical foundations of memory. 

Without time and focus, memory atrophies, 

weighing down the rest of our mental faculties.

The Culprit

The war against memory rages at the transi-

tion from short- to long-term memory. Instead of 

encouraging the building of a long-term founda-

tion, today’s technology provides an artificial da-

tabase that appears to supplant the need for long-

term memory. When presented with the choice 

between using technology or strenuously cultivat-

ing long-term memory, our brains naturally 

choose the path of least resistance and accept the 

artificial foundation. However, like most mental 

functions, the ability to transfer data from short- 

to long-term storage requires practice to maintain. 

Without practice, this conduit collapses, causing 

long-term memory to devolve to the point where 

it is reliant on external aid, weakening our syn-

thesizing, problem solving, and creative capabili-

ties. As a result, if the artificial foundation is re-

moved, any mental functions built around it 

crumble.

However, some scholars contend that what 

we are witnessing is not the devolution of mem-

ory, but just the benign externalization of the per-

sonal mental process and a shift toward collective 

memory. In his article “The Web Means the End of 

Forgetting,” Jeffery Rosen, a law professor at 

George Washington University, contends that the 

Internet and social networking sites such as Twit-

ter and Facebook create a database of collective 

memory. Every time a person updates his status 

or tweets, this information is stored and can be 

called up by the general public. Search engines 

such as Google allow people to peruse almost any 

subject they desire. Humanity’s collective mem-

ory seems almost endless. The boom in technol-

ogy allows for amazing databases, providing a 

stunning amount of easily accessible information, 

which benefits society’s ability to search for and 

process information. 

However, this technology can be destructive 

on the personal level, especially in regard to 

memory. In their article “Toolforthoughts: Reex-

amining Thinking in the Digital Age,” David 

Shaffer and Katherine Clinton present a scientific 
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examination of digital media and its influence on 

the mind. They contend that person and object 

now act as a single unit in the process we call 

thought. Instead of an object being a separate en-

tity in an interaction, the authors explain that the 

object is merely an extension of our mental will, 

much like our hands and feet (285). Furthermore, 

they argue that this type of interaction is a direct 

result of the digital age and is a relatively new 

phenomenon. With the advent of computers and 

other electronic constructions, objects take on an 

ever-increasing role by not only influencing how 

we think but also by shaping our subsequent ac-

tions. As a result, Shaffer and Clinton contend, 

we should not treat these objects as separate from 

our cognitive functions in our interactions with 

them.

For instance, think of using an iPad (or some 

other piece of technology). When we interact, it 

does not passively obey our every command. In-

stead, the device asks questions, adapts, and 

trains us how to use it more efficiently. In shaping 

how we interact with it, the device fundamentally 

changes how we think. Our brains adapt to the 

way the technology uses information and adjusts 

accordingly in order to achieve greater efficiency. 

Eventually, by working and playing with the de-

vice enough, we understand how it operates. 

When we finally move this information to long-

term memory, using it becomes second nature. In 

essence, the technological tool becomes an inte-

grated extension of our will—a part of us.

If their redefinition of thought is correct and 

applied to memory, Plato’s worst fears have al-

ready come to pass. Humanity in the Western 

world is so reliant on technological aids that we 

are now interconnected with them to the point of 

being inseparable. In other words, without tech-

nology and new media, we would be completely 

lost. This reliance on technology, in turn, breeds 

mental weakness. Instead of using our brains to 

remember the most basic of things and execute 

fundamental tasks, we now rely on our silicon 

selves to do all of the work for us. Without men-

tal exercise, other cognitive functions, such as 

creativity, atrophy along with memory, creating a 

downward spiral of mental debilitation. This 

leaves our un-exercised brains floundering when 

we are actually forced to remember something 

more important than where in the world we left 

our car keys.

No Quick Fix

Some scholars argue that technology and new 

media can fix what they have wrought, and sev-

eral attempts have been made to fill the growing 

void of personal memory. All of these attempts, in 

some form or another, rely on the same basic 

principle: completely surrender our memory 

functions to technology, completing the externali-

zation process.

One proposal to our memory crisis is “life-

logging.” Gordon Bell, a computer scientist for 

Microsoft, has proposed a process of recording 

everything one does with a camera, scanning all 

of one’s possessions, and then amassing every-

thing into a large personal database (Foer 157). 

Now, rather than having to remember what he 

said in a particular email, for example, all he has 

to do is remember what day he composed the 

email and some general keywords, vastly reduc-

ing his mental workload. In essence, his techno-

logical approach is the ultimate anti-Platonic re-

sponse to our declining memories.

Although Foer’s invention does improve his 

memory, if you consider mind and machine to be 

one, the ramifications for his problem solving and 

creative capabilities are most likely dangerous. 

Without effort, personal memory atrophies. The 

same is true for the rest of the brain. By allowing 

a machine to do all of the mental heavy lifting, 

our brains become lazy and, as a result, creativity 

and other mental processes are stunted. Without 

the firm foundation provided by memory, every-

thing else collapses. 

A less extreme approach is explained by New 

York Times writer Clive Thompson in his article 

“The Pen That Never Forgets.” In his piece he 

illuminates one of the ways technology and new 

media are attempting to repair some of the dam-
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age they have wrought on memory. The “smart-

pen,” a product made by livescribe, is a pen that 

records lectures, or whatever else you want it to, 

while keeping track of your written notes in rela-

tion to the lecture. The technology is designed to 

combine the best of the audio and written worlds. 

If used properly, the pen allows students to write 

down only key words or phrases at critical points 

in the lecture without fear of losing any of the 

material. The pen, in essence, remembers every-

thing in the lecture. It seems that all we have to 

do is sit back and enjoy the show, with little to no 

effort on our parts, a trap that is easy to fall into. 

The smartpen has the potential to exacerbate 

mental laziness and accelerate the decline of 

memory. Rather than focusing on what we are 

listening to, our minds would use it as a crutch. 

In fact, the smartpen and similar technologies are 

not just crutches; they are replacements. Whereas 

a crutch requires some sort of mental faculty to 

operate, a replacement places only an iota of 

stress on our cognitive functions. These technolo-

gies are not designed to aid memory, but to ex-

ternalize it. With externalization, our real memo-

ries deteriorate and become solely reliant on a 

mechanical “photographic memory.” Eventually, 

if the trend continues, humans will not have to 

remember anything. This state, which lacks the 

basic foundation memory provides, will most 

likely have a significant negative impact on other 

cognitive functions, such as creativity.

However, a more fundamental change is oc-

curring in our minds. In his article “Is Google 

Making Us Stoopid?” Nicholas Carr opines that 

new media and computers are fundamentally 

altering the way we think. Carr, a writer who fo-

cuses on the effects of technology, explains that 

before the advent of computers he was able to 

read long and complicated pieces of literature 

without losing interest or being distracted. Not 

anymore. Now, he claims that after two or three 

pages, his mind begins to wander, searching for 

something more entertaining to do than reading a 

book. He is not alone. Many of his friends who 

are also in the top echelons of the writing and 

literary world are feeling the same mental shift 

toward something similar to ADD. The Internet, 

Carr contends, is at fault for this change in think-

ing. With the ability to surf in the space of a cou-

ple hours across more information than anybody 

could comprehend in a lifetime, our brains have 

adapted to the flux of information by becoming 

more adept at skimming while simultaneously 

losing the ability to sustain focus.

Being able to sustain focus is critical for 

memory to survive. Memory requires time and 

patience to work, something which the Internet 

and skimming do not facilitate. Part of the reason 

scholars in classical Rome and Greece had such 

excellent memories was the mind-numbing 

amount of time they would spend poring over 

and analyzing a single book or scroll. Today, our 

brains are not equipped to remember a lot of ma-

terial we have only glanced over. Instead of trying 

to remember the flood of information we expose 

them to, our brains simply don’t bother, causing a 

decrease in our overall ability to remember.

Sustained focus is also a fundamental ingre-

dient of creativity. As Malcolm Gladwell outlines 

in his book Outliers, the greatest geniuses of the 

20th century spent years focusing on the single 

subject they would eventually reinvent. From the 

Beatles to Bill Gates, Gladwell states that nearly all 

creative minds spend at least 10,000 hours of sus-
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tained focus in their given field before they attain 

mastery, which is the necessary foundation for a 

creative breakthrough (41). 

Creativity, as this massive amount of time 

suggests, is not a spur of the moment phenome-

non. Creativity is the end result of a process, one 

that begins with long-term memory and requires 

cognitive functions such as synthesizing informa-

tion and problem solving to complete. As Samuel 

Coleridge stated in his Biographia Literaria, 

“[Imagination], first put in action by the will and 

understanding… reveals itself in the balance or 

reconcilement of opposite or discordant qualities: 

of sameness, with difference; of the general with 

the concrete; the idea with the image; the indi-

vidual with the representative; the sense of nov-

elty and freshness with old and familiar ob-

jects…” (94). In other words, imagination—much 

the same as creativity—is solidly built on a foun-

dation of hard work that drills information into 

long-term memory until we fully understand it. 

From the base provided by understanding, we 

synthesize the information, creating an amalga-

mation of different elements. This amalgamation, 

in turn, allows us to see connections that previ-

ously eluded us and use the information to dis-

cover unique solutions to problems. This is crea-

tivity—the ability to reconcile “discordant quali-

ties” and create the spark of a new idea. Without 

the firm foundation provided by long-term mem-

ory, it cannot exist. 

The Onslaught Against Memory

Today, a broad culture war is being waged in 

the educational system and elsewhere against the 

last remnants of memory. Simultaneously, a fierce 

debate in the scholarly world is raging over the 

influence modern media has on our ability to 

learn. Both the war and the debate have the po-

tential to profoundly influence the educational 

system, the place we all discover how to treat 

knowledge and information as we learn how to 

think about almost every subject. Unfortunately, 

as scholars James Gee and Jaron Lanier indirectly 

show, both sides of this debate seem determined 

to shun memory. 

Gee and Lainer both rest their arguments on 

the value modern media places on the very eso-

teric term simply labeled “creativity.” Gee, a pro-

fessor of literacy studies at Arizona State Univer-

sity, chronicles his experience with “good video 

games.” In his article “Good Video Games and 

Good Learning,” Gee seeks to illuminate the 

many cognitive areas in which video games are 

actually superior to typical education. Through-

out the article, he illustrates how many video 

games are better adapted to teaching humans 

than most school curricula. Unlike a textbook, 

which presents facts mutely, a video game inter-

acts with us, makes us explore and take risks, re-

quires us to think through many different scenar-

ios, and allows creativity. This, he contends, is far 

closer to life than learning from a textbook, since 

real world scenarios often require risk-taking and 

creativity to solve difficult problems. Gee argues 

that schools should at least recognize what these 

games have to offer, if not embrace them entirely. 

However, Gee fails to note that although 

these video games may be challenging, they pro-

vide little motivation for developing crucial 

memory skills. For example, he has an entire sec-

tion dedicated to extolling the virtues of informa-

tion that is “Just-in-Time” or “On Demand” (think 

of little popup screens that will warn you right 

before you do something terribly wrong). These 

features, which may come as a relief to overbur-

dened video game players, only cater to our 

mind’s desire do nothing strenuous. Gee’s main 

contention, that good video games inspire creativ-

ity and risk taking, assumes mental weakness 

rather than strength and overlooks the subse-

quent cost in our ability to remember. Also, but 

less obviously, creativity and risk taking require a 

strong memory. Memory serves as a foundation, 

the fundamental structure that everything else 

relies and is built upon. However, as previously 

mentioned, this mental foundation does not just 

magically appear on its own, ready for creativity 

25

Hughes, “The War against Memory”



and other mental faculties to build on it. Memory, 

especially long-term memory, requires strenuous 

effort and time to strengthen and solidify. Video 

games supplant this process. Rather than build 

the foundation on its own, the brain uses the arti-

ficial base provided by the game (in the form of 

“Just-In-Time” and “On Demand” information) 

as a crutch. Once the artificial foundation leaves, 

the entire structure collapses. Creativity and risk-

taking cannot stand alone, a fact that many 

schools and scholars forget in the modern era.

Rather than viewing digital media as a poten-

tial source of the creative power desperately 

needed in classrooms, Lanier’s Does the Digital 

Classroom Enfeeble the Mind? contends that the 

digital age is staunching the flow of creativity. 

Lanier, a computer scientist and author, explains 

that most schools are now teaching to the test, 

and digital sources are only worsening the trend 

by turning students into sources of statistics. He 

further contends that all the time spent in the 

classroom is now used to memorize numerous 

facts, rather than learning how to use and ma-

nipulate this same information. As a result, stu-

dents are no longer learning how to solve prob-

lems and think critically, a trend that carries im-

plications far beyond the classroom.

Lanier’s argument, although right about the 

dangers of teaching to the test, fails to diagnose 

the larger and more important trend. As Joshua 

Foer, a freelance journalist, notes in his book 

Moonwalking with Einstein, “Schools have deem-

phasized raw knowledge (most of which gets 

forgotten anyway), and instead stressed their role 

in fostering reasoning ability, creativity, and in-

dependent thinking” (194). As Foer proceeds to 

illustrate, this shift away from raw knowledge is 

actually a terrible mistake: “If one of the goals of 

education is to create inquisitive, knowledgeable 

people, then you need to give students the most 

basic signposts that can guide them through a life 

of learning” (194). Learning these basic signposts 

requires memorization. However, schools are 

clearly failing to provide this basic foundation, as 

evidenced by troubling statistics such as the fact 

that two-thirds of American seventeen-year-olds 

do not know when the Civil War took place (Foer 

194). 

In other words, we are not turning students 

into a horde of number crunching, memorization 

zombies, as Lanier fears. Just the opposite is true: 

little number crunching or memorization occurs 

in schools out of a pervasive fear of somehow 

damaging the creative genius inside us all. In-

stead of memorizing the Periodic Table for exams, 

teachers often hand out cheat-sheets so students 

can focus on more important areas such as how 

the different elements react with each other. This 

assumption of mental weakness over strength 

breeds mental weakness, a trend that is getting 

worse, not better. As a result of not emphasizing 

memorization to learn the basics of each subject, 

students are forced to cram what seems to be a 

horde of meaningless facts and statistics into their 

seldom used memory faculties when standard-

ized test time rolls around. This cycle of deem-

phasizing memory followed by cramming not 

only damages the reputation of the art of memory, 

but also has a negative influence on students’ 

cognitive abilities and the test scores themselves. 

By demeaning memory as merely teaching to the 

test, educators are only damaging their students’ 

test scores and, more importantly, the ability of 

their students to succeed in life.

A Glimmer of Hope

In Moonwalking with Einstein, Joshua Foer 

chronicles his experiences during his quest to be-

come the United States memory champion. As he 

delves into the world of memory, he meets people 

who can memorize a deck of cards in less than 

two minutes, recall thousands of random digits, 

and recite entire books. As remarkable as these 

stunning and almost superhuman feats are, the 

most amazing part is Foer’s contention that these 

mental athletes are almost entirely normal (aside 

from being a bit on the geekish side). Few of these 

athletes are genii, and almost none of them had 
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excellent memories before they start training. So 

what separates them from the rest of us? Not 

much. As Foer proves by winning the US mem-

ory championship in his first competition, the 

only difference between us and them is a recogni-

tion of how our brains use memory and a lot of 

hard work.

Despite his cheery outlook that “anybody can 

do it,” Foer’s description of the history surround-

ing the art of memory is extremely bleak. Before 

Gutenberg and the invention of print, writing 

was used as an aid to memory, not a crutch or 

replacement. Scholars were forced to remember 

most of what they read, since books were ex-

tremely rare. This would allow them to draw 

connections between books that would, in turn, 

spark creativity. Rather than digging through a 

library to find an important work or study, they 

could just remember it. Even the most unremark-

able scholars of that era were well versed in the 

art of memory and could give even the best men-

tal athletes of today a run for their money. This 

comparison emphasizes just how far our memo-

ries have fallen and how much we rely on tech-

nology. It’s not that our brains, which have re-

mained more or less the same for the past 10,000 

years, are now incapable of such feats. We just 

don’t try anymore and, as a result, rely solely on 

external resources to compensate for our laziness.

Can memory regain what it has lost? Doubt-

ful. Although there is no reason why some ex-

traordinary and committed people can’t repro-

duce the same mental feats that were common in 

the classical era, technology is just too tempting. 

There is no longer a need for scholars to have en-

tire libraries memorized when computers can do 

it far more easily and economically. However, 

even if the levels of memory in the classical era 

are unnecessary and too time consuming to de-

velop in today’s high tech world, we should not 

completely surrender the art of memory to a 

bunch of number crunching machines. If we con-

tinue to follow this trend of externalization, our 

memories and minds will atrophy, moving us 

toward an age of total dependence on machines 

and creative stagnation. Memory is too important 

to completely externalize, a fact we shouldn’t for-

get.
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ny American who has eaten a winter to-

mato, either purchased at a supermarket 

or on top of a fast food salad has eaten a 

fruit picked by the hand of a slave.”

-Florida’s Middle District Attorney Douglas 

Molloy, loosely quoted in Barry Estabrook’s 

Tomatoland (75).

Why can you buy a taco from Taco Bell for 89 

cents when, at other restaurants, the cost for al-

most the same meal is significantly higher? In or-

der for many fast food restaurants to sell their 

food for such low prices, they demand that 

vegetable-growing companies sell them produce 

at an extremely low price. To meet this demand, 

growers lower the wages of their field-workers. In 

the tomato industry, this means that tomato pick-

ers receive almost no pay and suffer inhumane 

living conditions so that their employers can sell 

produce to fast-food corporations as cheaply as 

possible, allowing you and me—the consum-

ers—to buy a quick, cheap meal. Consequently, 

citizens in the “Land of the Free” continuously eat 

food produced by slaves in their own country. 

Americans could take a major step toward living 

in a truly free country if we took advantage of our 

power over the food industry and chose to stop 

supporting the companies that perpetuate slavery. 

Living in the 21st century, it might seem im-

possible to believe that slavery still exists in 

America. When you think of slaves, you might 

picture people dressed in rags and working in 

“A
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chains on an 1850s plantation. To understand 

how the concept of slavery relates to today’s to-

mato pickers, we must understand what classifies 

a person as a slave. Kevin Bales and Ron Soodal-

ter, experts on modern-day slavery, have devised 

three criteria for recognizing slavery: they say 

that a type of work qualifies as slavery if the em-

ployer has complete control of the employee, if 

the employee performs labor for little or no pay, 

and if the employer exploits its employees in or-

der to make a profit (Bales and Soodalter 13). To 

understand how tomato pickers meet these crite-

ria, consider the experience of Antonio Martinez, 

a former modern-day slave.

Antonio Martinez left his father and siblings 

in Mexico after meeting with a contractor who 

promised Martinez that he could earn $1700 do-

ing construction work in California. But after the 

contractor smuggled him across the border, Mar-

tinez found himself on his way to Immokalee, 

Florida to work in the tomato fields at the pay 

rate of $150 a day (Bales and Soodalter 49). Upon 

arrival in Florida, the man driving Martinez and 

other Hispanic workers stopped to negotiate 

prices with the man in charge of the tomato plan-

tation; it was at this time that Martinez realized 

he was being sold like an animal. Once Martinez 

Tomatoes on sale at a Trader Joe’s market in Los Angeles



was on the tomato plantation, the shack where he 

and other workers slept at night was only un-

locked when it was time to go to work in the 

mornings. The overseers never left the workers 

alone, and they threatened them with violence or 

death if they attempted to escape (Bales and Soo-

dalter 50). After their employer deducted various 

“fees,” such as rent and the cost of the bus ride 

there, Martinez and his coworkers’ salaries 

amounted to almost nothing. Martinez was held 

under the complete control of his employer, per-

formed hard labor for almost no pay, and was 

exploited by his employer (Bales and Soodalter 

50). Thus, his experience as a tomato-picker in 

Immokalee meets Bales and Soodalter’s three cri-

teria. It may be the 21st century, but America has 

not yet rid itself from slavery

Slavery in vegetable fields stretches across 

America—since 1997, more than 1000 people 

have been found working under slavery condi-

tions on American farms (Barclay). But slavery is 

especially prominent in the tomato fields of Im-

mokalee. Florida tomato farms produce one-third 

of the tomatoes bought and sold in the United 

States, most of which grow on Immokalee farms 

(Estabrook 19). Even in the harshest weather, 

Immokalee produces and ships tomatoes to gro-

cery stores and fast food chains around the nation 

(Bales and Soodalter 45). Douglas Molloy, the 

District Attorney for Florida’s Middle District, 

has called the conditions of tomato pickers in 

Immokalee “ground zero for modern-day slav-

ery” (qtd. in Estabrook 75). Similarly, reporter 

Eliza Barclay writes, “Tomato pickers make up 

some of the worst treated and lowest paid farm 

workers in the U.S.” (Barclay 2). The farms in 

Immokalee corner the tomato market by cheating 

their employees out of fair wages, consistent 

working hours, and proper living conditions. 

Immokalee tomato farms claim to pay all of 

their employees at least minimum wage (Bales 

and Soodalter 45). However, they pay their to-

mato pickers according to how many buckets of 

tomatoes they fill. The pickers earn about $25 per 

ton of tomatoes they pick, with a ton consisting of 

about 63 buckets full of tomatoes. For these work-

ers to make the standard $7.25 an hour that the 

law requires the farms to pay their employees, 

they must fill about two hundred buckets in one 

day, which will probably take them about twelve 

or thirteen hours (Bales and Soodalter 46). Since 

not every tomato-picker can work bent over out-

side in the intense heat of Southern Florida for 

twelve or thirteen hours, they often do not end up 

earning a full minimum wage. 

Immokalee tomato farms also cut costs 

through the housing they provide for tomato 

pickers. The only available housing for tomato 

pickers is in broken-down trailers, tiny huts, and 

dumpy little apartments (Bales and Soodalter 45). 

About fifteen trailers crowd onto a single lot, and 

each trailer houses up to twelve men, each of 

whom pay a rent of $50 a week to their employer. 

The workers sleep on mattresses that fit in the 

trailer by laying side-to-side on the floor. The 

growing companies can therefore make $600 dol-

lars a week off of one little beaten-down trailer.

As consumers, we might assume that since 

writers like Estabrook, Bales, and Soodalter have 

exposed the injustice that workers face in Immo-

kalee, the food companies who rely on Immoka-

lee tomatoes are already taking the necessary ac-

tions to change their system. Surely, now that 
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corporations know what their demands for cheap 

produce lead to, they will do what they can to 

stop promoting slavery. However, certain corpo-

rations remain hesitant to sign onto efforts to im-

prove working conditions of Immokalee tomato 

pickers. Four supermarket chains, including 

Trader Joe’s, are resisting a movement for fair 

food led by a grass-roots organization called the 

Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW). On May 

11, 2011, Trader Joe’s published a letter to its cus-

tomers explaining why it refuses to sign the 

CIW’s “Fair Food” agreement. In the letter, the 

company claims that the agreement the CIW 

asked it to sign is “overreaching, ambiguous and 

improper” (“A Note to Our Customers…”). While 

they claim to “have great concern for the rights of 

all who work to provide products sold in our 

stores,” and that they “have developed a solution 

to this matter that provides workers with an ‘ex-

tra penny per pound,’” Trader Joe’s still refuses to 

adhere to all of the CIW’s requirements (“A Note 

to Our Customers…”). Instead, it accused the 

CIW of “spreading misleading and not factual 

information” about its company. Trader Joe’s has 

made claims that “it will only buy from Florida 

tomato growers abiding by the Fair Food Code of 

conduct” and “that it is already paying a penny 

per pound ‘Fair Food Premium’ to improve to-

mato pickers wages” (“A Note to Our Custom-

ers…”). However, as of May 2011, the CIW has 

seen no proof of these claims (“Point-by-Point 

Response…”). The CIW concludes that “until 

Trader Joe’s agrees to work with the CIW—as 

nine leading food corporations have already 

done—those claims are just words” (“Point-by-

Point Response…”). 

While one would hope that the claims Trader 

Joe’s has made are true, one must agree with the 

CIW that the company could possibly be making 

these claims just to soften their public image and 

could throw them away once the CIW’s protest 

ends (“Point-by-Point Response…”). The fact that 

Trader Joe’s and three other companies are hesi-

tating to comply with activists’ efforts to offer fair 

wages to these workers, despite the published 

proof of worker exploitation in Florida, suggests 

that these companies are more concerned with the 

way the public perceives them than they are 

about truly changing the labor practices of their 

tomato suppliers. While these companies con-

tinue to resist, workers continue to be exploited 

and enslaved in Florida fields. 

Immokalee workers currently do what they 

can to better their situation, but their efforts can 

only go so far. The CIW has succeeded in getting 

two famously brutal Immokalee employers, César 

and Geovanni Navarette, sentenced to twelve 

years in prison (“About CIW”). They have also 

persuaded several fast food companies to raise 

the cost of tomatoes so tomato pickers can receive 

higher pay (“About CIW”). And, through deter-

mined investigation, discovery, and prosecution, 

the CIW has helped to liberate over 1000 enslaved 

Immokalee workers (“About CIW”). However, 

the CIW cannot fully succeed if they fight alone, 

and that’s where we as consumers must come in. 

The CIW has found that the most effective way to 

increase the wages of Immokalee workers is to 

persuade the corporations that buy produce from 

the growers to raise their prices, and this can only 

be done with consumer participation. As Antonio 

Martinez, the former slave whose experiences I 

described above, points out, “there is more and 
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more consumer participation in the struggle, and 

it makes the campaign that much stronger” (qtd. 

in Bales and Soodalter 50). Since there are still 

corporations ignoring the presence of slavery in 

the fields that grow their produce, the best way to 

get them to change their ways is for consumers to 

pressure them to do it.

Because we buy their products, consumers 

like you and me hold the power over whether 

food chains will continue to cause people to be 

put into slavery. A four-year boycott of Taco Bell 

led by student, religious, labor, and community 

organizations finally convinced the chain to raise 

the price they were willing to pay for Immokalee 

tomatoes (“About CIW”). The case of Taco Bell 

proves the impact consumer participation can 

have if we choose to get involved. Bales and Soo-

dalter emphasize the urgency of consumer par-

ticipation when they write, “It is within our grasp 

to end slavery in America once and for all, but 

each of us has to reach for it; if we wait for it to 

handed to us, people will live and die in slavery 

for many years to come” (253). If we choose to 

take advantage of the power we have and stop 

buying from food companies until they raise their 

prices and promote better fair working condi-

tions, the companies will have no choice but to 

comply with our demands. As consumers, we 

essentially hold the key to unlock the chains re-

stricting these workers.

When a company uses slavery to obtain in-

gredients sold in their products, you support that 

slavery every time you buy from that company. 

Farmers’ markets, restaurants, and grocery stores 

that obtain produce fairly are not difficult to find, 

if you are looking them. If you chose to support 

companies that purchase only fairly obtained 

products, you could finally put an end to this ex-

ploitation that is taking place in your own coun-

try. You have this power now because your eyes 

have been opened, and now that you are aware, 

you must act. How many restaurants and super-

markets that you patronize currently help to 

throw innocent people into slavery? How much 

are you willing to pay for your tomatoes?
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ne of the most amazing things I ever 

witnessed was the miracle of birth. I 

stood outside of the operating room 

with my face pressed up to the viewing glass, 

watching the doctor meticulously working under 

the florescent lights. His careful hands delicately 

performed a Caesarian section on the mother ly-

ing on the operating table. A few minutes later, 

emerging from the small abdominal incision was 

a tiny, healthy, beautiful… bulldog.

My best friend’s bulldog, Annabelle, had just 

given birth by C-section (a routine procedure for 

the breed) to deliver a single pup. The valued 

standards of the breed inhibit vaginal birth be-

cause the mother’s hips are too narrow for the 

pup’s large skull to pass through unobstructed. 

Bulldogs’ physical build not only prevents natural 

birth, but also natural mating. Because their large 

heads make male bulldogs too “top heavy” to get 

up onto their back legs and impregnate a female 

naturally, Annabelle had to be artificially insemi-

nated. The physical traits carefully bred into bull-

dogs over the years also give them life-

threatening breathing problems, trouble regulat-

ing internal body temperature, shorter than aver-

age lifespans, and a plethora of skeletal problems. 

But hey, their smushed faces and awkward, 

stumpy bodies sure are cute. 

O
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Finicky dog owners expect breeders to mold 

many dog breeds to fit their own aesthetic stan-

dards. However, while breeding dogs to possess 

certain physical characteristics may be please dog 

fanciers’ eyes, doing so puts the dogs at risk for 

multiple health problems that can condemn them 

to chronic pain and ultimately shorten their lives. 

Owners and breeders are abusing their domi-

nance over animals by creating “perfect dogs” 

that often primarily serve as fashion accessories 

and status symbols rather than companions. 

Bulldogs are prime examples of this repressive 

breeding. In order to ensure the survival and 

quality of life of the breeds they claim to love, 

both pet owners and breeders need to prioritize 

animal welfare and stop altering their physical 

appearance to suit their aesthetic tastes.

According to the United States Humane Soci-

ety, there are 78.2 million dogs in American 

households ("U.S. Pet Ownership Statistics"). Of 

these dogs, nearly forty million are purebreds 

(Robins). Clearly, the popularity of dog owner-

ship in America is dominated by the trend to pos-

sess a recognizable, dignified breed. The Ameri-

"Sid," the British Bulldog Mascot of the Footscray Western 
Bulldogs, an Australian football club.



can Kennel Club defines a dog as a purebred if 

“the sire and dam of a dog are members of a rec-

ognized breed and the ancestry of a dog consists 

of the same breed over many generations” (“Fre-

quently Asked Questions”). Dedicated dog fanci-

ers may argue that owning a purebred guarantees 

the dog’s temperament and health, since the 

owner can track the pedigree of a purebred rather 

than risking the uncertainty of a mixed-breed 

dog’s background. But while some genuinely 

concerned dog owners may select purebreds as 

companion animals for these reasons, many of 

the millions of purebred dog owners have more 

trivial, selfish reasoning behind their purposes of 

dog ownership.

Purebred dogs often serve as living, breath-

ing fashion accessories. A recent study of dog 

owners conducted at the University of Melbourne 

showed that many of the participants chose their 

dogs for superficial reasons. The majority of 

owners were primarily concerned about their 

dog’s aesthetic traits (size, color, facial features), 

while only some valued internal properties: intel-

ligence, individuality, and other personality char-

acteristics. Researchers found participants pre-

ferred small dogs because they are commonly 

associated with cuteness and helplessness—an-

other feature favored by superficial owners. Par-

ticipants reported finding pleasure in activities 

that made them feel more like a parent than an 

owner, such as taking care of the dog, dressing up 

the dog, and carrying the dog (Beverland, Fran-

cis, and Ellison 492). This study suggests that 

rather than viewing a dog as an addition to the 

family or a companion, most pet owners’ desires 

and expectations for their dogs are egocentric: 

they value their dogs’ appearance—picking the 

breed solely based on its cuteness rather than 

temperament or intelligence because of how it 

affects their own appearance and status.

Proud owners’ childlike treatment of dogs is 

explained in Jeffery Nash’s article, “What’s in a 

Face?” Nash explains, “[the] bonds of affection 

form between humans and animals whenever 

people dominate and modify animals, making 

them dependent on humans for their very exis-

tence” (365). An example of this is seen in bulldog 

owners. They select their dog because of its aes-

thetically pleasing features—the flattened, 

wrinkly face and round body stacked on top of 

shortened legs—and finance the medical bills for 

the underlying health problems created by those 

genetic defects. 

Bulldog owners obviously take pride in their 

canine dependents because they pay for their 

adoption, kennel club registration, medical bills, 

and other expenses like dog shows, grooming, 

accessories and toys. The money and effort these 

owners invest in their dogs lead them to become 

status symbols. According to Nash, “the character 

and appearance of their dogs [reflects] their own” 

(365). The breed and quality of their dog becomes 

symbolic of the owner’s lifestyle and importance.

The idea of using a certain breed of dog to 

inflate one’s social standing is not a modern 

trend, but rather a persevering fashion in English 

and American culture. Dogs such as the Cavalier 

King Charles Spaniel have been painted seated at 

the sides of their noble English masters for hun-

dreds of years (“The Cavalier King Charles Span-

iel…”). But the real obsession with the purebred 

prestige originated in the Victorian era. A breeder 

at the time summarized the power of owning a 

purebred in Victorian society: “Nobody who is 

anybody can afford to be followed about by a 

mongrel dog” (Ritvo 227). Many 19th century aris-

tocrats took up the pastime of “dog fancy-

ing”—selectively breeding dogs by prioritizing 

aesthetic standards over of the traditional, practi-

cal functions of the breed. Because dogs had 

greater variation in physical appearance than 

other domestic animals, it was easy to differenti-

ate between noble breed standards. By the late 

1800’s, wealthy owners wanting to ensure they 

possessed a top dog created Kennel Clubs. Regis-

tering one’s dog with a Kennel Club meant it was 

regarded as one of the finest specimens of the 

breed, which in turn increased the owner’s repu-
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tation (Ritvo 238-242). The breed and history of 

one’s dog could distinguish one’s standing in the 

social hierarchy.

No breed has evolved as a more distinguish-

ing symbol of social class than the bulldog. Ac-

cording to historian Sandy Ritvo, “the history of 

the bulldog and bulldog fancy in the nineteenth 

century epitomized the way in which pedigree 

dogs could represent the aspirations of their 

compulsively respectable owners” (245). The dog 

fancying boom marked the humble beginnings of 

bulldog we know today: within the nineteenth 

century, the bulldog was transformed from a 

cruel sporting dog associated only with the lower 

classes to the ultimate refined upper class breed. 

Like its name suggests, the bulldog’s original 

purpose was bull-baiting, a cruel sport confined 

to the working class where several dogs were re-

leased onto a bull or other large animal to attack 

it until its death. Upper class elitists viewed the 

sport as proof of the division of morality and 

taste between the classes. Thus, the bulldog sym-

bolized the essence of the working class: they 

were hard working, simple, tough, and com-

pletely disregarded by the upper class. The sport 

of bull-baiting and the lower class status of the 

bulldog prospered until the mid 1800s, when 

bull-baiting was finally outlawed (Ritvo 245-247). 

With the enforced ban on the sport, bulldogs 

faced extinction because their popularity plunged 

with its absence. But the ban occurred at the 

height of the dog fancying boom, which pre-

sented breeders with the opportunity to trans-

form a lower class sporting dog into a of status 

symbol for the wealthy.

In 1864, a small group of bulldog admirers 

took upon themselves the task of preserving the 

breed’s noble qualities: courage, intelligence, te-

nacity, and strong athletic stature. But in order to 

transform the bulldog into a suitable upper class 

pet, the dog fanciers had to conceal the traits 

characteristic of the bulldog’s origin as a sporting 

dog. The furious, fighting tendency of the bull-

dog had to be “bred out” of the breed’s standard 

by selecting dogs of calm temperament to mate 

and nurturing the pups early to suppress their 

aggressiveness (Thompson 221). By retaining 

bulldog’s desired qualities and breeding out the 

characteristics associated with lower class activi-

ties, dog fanciers created a smaller, calmer dog 

better suited to upper class owners. They then 

created exclusive Bulldog Clubs that launched the 

craze of the bulldog at the end of the nineteenth 

century. The breed acquired a following of 

wealthy aristocratic admirers, and from there the 

craze quickly migrated to the United States (Ritvo 

245-247). The Bulldog Club of America was 

founded in 1890, and soon afterward several large 

and prestigious universities like Georgetown, the 

University of Georgia, and Yale adopted the dog 

as a mascot (Dearth). Within a few decades, the 

bulldog was reformed, cut off from any associa-

tions with its working class history, and refined 

into a breed for the elite.

Today, the bulldog continues to be a status 

symbol. Just as the breed was a coveted posses-

sion for the wealthy in the nineteenth and twenti-

eth centuries, bulldogs are still proudly owned 

and displayed by modern-day, trendsetters such 

as George Clooney, Reese Witherspoon, and Mar-

tha Stewart. Bulldogs can be seen in every media 

outlet: blockbuster movies, primetime television 

shows, and even in BMW’s Mini Cooper’s adver-

tisement campaign. Not only have bulldogs con-

tinued to win over Hollywood’s affection, but 

they have won over rest of America’s affection as 

well. In 2010, they were the sixth most popular 

dog in the United States (Denizt-Lewis 6). By 

owning a bulldog, an owner can appear to be 

trendy and give others the impression they are 

well off, as English bulldogs can cost upwards of 

$6,000. Being seen with a bulldog on a leash can 

enhance one’s reputation and social cache. 

Unfortunately, dog owners’ prevailing desire 

to have an elite, choice dog comes at the expense 

of the animal’s health. In a little over a century, 

the bulldog has been degraded from its once 

strong and fierce reputation to a dysfunctional, 
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debilitated lapdog. When humans view a dog as 

a symbol of social statuses and a possession, what 

would stop them from going to extremes to have 

it look the absolute best? This ideology is too 

common of a problem in dog breeding—shaping 

the dog’s appearance to fit humans’ desires, often 

while disregarding the negative consequences to 

the breed. Bulldogs have gone through one the 

most aggressive physical devolutions of any dog 

breed due to humans selectively altering their 

appearance.

This rapid transformation is evident in writ-

ten breeder records, illustrations, photographs, 

and even preserved skeletons from throughout 

the breed’s history. In the early1800’s, bulldogs 

were sporting dogs and had bodies to match. 

They were extremely muscular and resembled 

mastiffs or pitbulls rather than the round, stumpy 

bulldogs of today (Thompson 220). Most weighed 

close to one hundred pounds - about the size of a 

modern day Rottweiler (Nash). The breed also 

had a short muzzle, but not nearly the flat-faced 

appearance of present day (Thompson 220). 

While it is unclear what breeds defined the 

early bloodlines of bulldogs, the foreshortened 

face and chunky body of the modern breed are 

the result of multiple genetic deformities. All of 

the dominate bulldog characteristics—their 

shortened muzzle, round body, large head, and 

short, bowed legs—are mutations that were bred 

into the breed’s standard (Nash). Such defects as 

chondrodystrophy (shortened bone growth) of 

the skeleton and dwarfism of the limbs were birth 

defects dog owners found attractive, so the breed 

standard was altered to include them. In order to 

conform and quickly advance these features, se-

vere and excessive inbreeding was used (Thomp-

son 222-223). The bulldog we recognize and glo-

rify today, with its flattened face and the slow 

moving, plump body, is far from the athletic and 

regal stature of its ancestors because humans de-

cided that was what the dog should look like and 

took steps to ensure every bulldog looked that 

way.

Of course, quickly warping a dogs’ physical 

make up, especially by means of inbreeding, in-

evitably creates negative health side effects. 

Transforming a one hundred pound dog to nearly 

half its size in the short span of a century is not 

healthy. A study published in the Journal of Veteri-

nary Internal Medicine found that bulldogs suffer 

the most deaths of any dog breed due to respira-

tory illnesses. They are also the breed with the 

second highest number of deaths due to congeni-

tal heart failures (Denizt-Lewis 3). As mentioned 

earlier, artificial insemination and Caesarian sec-

tion are necessary for the breed’s reproduction 

because their large head and narrow hips make 

natural reproduction nearly impossible. Almost 

all bulldogs suffer hip dysplasia—a bone abnor-

mality causing severe arthritis—at some point in 

their lives. Other major health concerns are joint 

conditions such as patellar luxation, shoulder 

luxation, and elbow dysplasia, which predispose 

the dogs to dislocate joints. They are also prone to 

multiple skin and eye problems such as eczema, 

infections in their skin rolls, mange, cataracts, and 

dry eye. A particularly worrisome eye condition 

found in bulldogs is cherry eye, where the gland 

under the inner eyelid becomes visible and in-

flamed (Dearth). Many, if not most, of these con-

ditions are directly caused by the physical charac-
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teristics that were deliberately bred into the breed 

standard. 

One of the breed’s most serious health issues 

comes from its exaggerated shortened muzzle, 

which creates a wide range of breathing problems 

that can be life-threatening. Dr. John Lewis, pro-

fessor at University of Pennsylvania’s veterinary 

hospital, provides an analogy for the respiratory 

problems of bulldogs: Lewis explains that for a 

human to experience the breathing difficulties 

that bulldogs suffer, it “would be as if we walked 

around with our mouth or nose closed and 

breathed through a straw” (Denzit-Lewis). Be-

cause of these breathing difficulties, bulldogs 

have difficulty regulating heat, so they cannot 

tolerate extreme weather and suffer from strokes 

quite regularly. For instance, The University of 

Georgia’s mascot, Uga, is naturally on the side-

lines at the school’s football games every Satur-

day in the fall, but unlike most mascots he spends 

the games lying in an air-conditioned doghouse 

on top of bags of ice to make sure he stays con-

scious. 

It should come at no surprise that this long 

list of health concerns affect the bulldog’s life-

span. According to the Journal of Small Animal 

Practice, a bulldog’s life expectancy is not much 

longer than six years—the life span of an average 

dog is closer to twelve or thirteen (Denizt-Lewis). 

Bulldogs live shorter lives because of the physical 

traits humans selected for them to be desirable 

pets. The standards bulldogs are held to, and the 

ways humans have shaped them to fit those 

standards, are cruel and demeaning.

The modern-day bulldog is a contradiction. 

Jeffery Nash describes it as a cultural creation 

“ambiguous of nature and society.” In no way is 

it natural for dogs to struggle to breathe or to be 

unable deliver—or even conceive—their own 

pups. Appreciating an animal for its physique or 

beauty is not wrong, but endangering its health 

and physiological functioning in pursuit of that 

beauty is exercising aggressive domination with 

no regard for the animal. With the power humans 

have to control animals’ health, appearance, and 

overall fate, breeders foremost must breed with 

the animal’s best interest in mind, ensuring it the 

fullest and healthiest life possible. 

A positive step towards achieving better 

health and quality life for the bulldog would be 

for breeders to take action on the breed’s genetic 

makeup. While it is impossible to regress the 

breed back to its original bull-baiting physique, 

breeders can eliminate the birth defects that en-

danger the dogs health by diluting down the mu-

tated genes in the bulldog’s gene pool. For exam-

ple, two bulldog breeding pioneers have success-

fully introduced new genes by cross-breeding and 

created two bulldog variants that have signifi-

cantly fewer health problems. One is the Olde 

English Bulldogge, created by David Leavitt. In 

1971, Leavitt started introducing different breeds 

into the bulldog gene pool via a breeding scheme 

developed for cattle at Ohio State University 

(Thompson 223). He bred Bullmastiffs, Pitbulls, 

and American Bulldogs with his English Bull-

dogs. After nine generations of breeding, he cre-

ated a dog closely resembling the nineteenth cen-

tury bull-baiting bulldog (Leavitt). The second 

new bulldog breed is the Victorian Bulldog cre-

ated by Ken Mollett. Simultaneously with Leav-

vit’s breeding in the United States, Mollett 

worked to breed healthier bulldogs through his 

own methods in England. He breed exclusively 

Kennel Club of Great Britain registered Staffords, 

Bullmastiffs, and Bull Terriers with the healthiest 

possible English Bulldogs (Jenkins and Mollett). 

Both Leavvit and Mollett have boasted their suc-

cess creating a healthier bulldog that suffers from 

fewer ailments while still maintaining the person-

ality and demeanor cherished in the breed. In par-

ticular, these bulldogs have longer muzzles and 

legs, which changes the animals’ appearance but 

significantly reduces respiratory and joint prob-

lems.

Breeders have made efforts to improve the 

bulldogs’ health; now the real responsibility lies 

with the owners. Are dog owners willing to make 
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the sacrifice of having a less cartoonish pet in or-

der to enjoy an animal that has a healthy, func-

tional life? Unfortunately, the answer for a major-

ity of bulldog owners remains no. When a pri-

mary reason for owning a dog is for its fashion-

able appearance, most owners will not be satis-

fied with a fashionable looking breed. Ideally, 

dog owners should prioritize health over physical 

features, but when owners treat their dogs as ex-

tensions of their pride, they will not want to 

compromise the quality of their status symbol. As 

long as the stumpy, flat-faceed bulldog waddles 

in the spotlight of pop culture, nothing else will 

do.

Watching Annabelle’s C-section birth felt like 

I was waiting for the arrival of human baby. My 

best friend Chelsey had been waiting for months 

for the bulldog puppy’s birth, and she could not 

have been more excited. Reflecting on that mo-

ment, I cannot help wondering about how my 

friend, an ethically strong person I have known 

for most of my life, could do this to her dog. The 

puppy she purposefully brought into the world 

will encounter multiple health battles in its inevi-

tably shortened life, and Chelsey had full knowl-

edge of this. Many dog owners claim to treat their 

dogs as children, but no one would intentionally 

breed a deformed baby knowing it will have 

chronic, life-long problems. In fact we do the very 

opposite for our human children: we try in every 

way to prevent birth defects from occurring and 

attempt fix any that develop despite our best ef-

forts. Yet thousands of dog owners seek out 

breeders to produce an unhealthy pet for them 

for the sake of trendy aesthetics. While I have 

seen the happiness bulldogs have brought to my 

friend’s life, I cannot accept that the social appeal 

of owning a bulldog outweighs the physical bur-

dens our society has placed on these dogs. Fash-

ion and cuteness are frivolous human desires, 

and they certainly do not justify breeding an un-

healthy animal.
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 Nightmare on Elm Street, Wes Craven’s 

1984 horror film, is the type of film that 

conjures up many horrifying images, the 

most common being Freddy Kruger, a horribly 

burned child-killer with razor-sharp knives for 

fingers who stalks and kills his victims in their 

darkest nightmares. There is, however, another 

image that is just as important to this film as 

Freddy: the family of the 1980s. In a 1980 speech 

about the state of the family, Edward Cornish, the 

founder of The World Future Society (a group de-

signed to study how contemporary social trends 

will shape our future), described the traditional 

two-parent family as “the basic unit of society” 

(120). Cornish’s views echoed the thoughts of 

many social conservatives in the 1980s, who saw 

the traditional family as an essential component 

of a healthy society and single-parent homes as a 

growing social problem. Through A Nightmare on 

Elm Street, Wes Craven responds to this debate by 

suggesting that the perceived need for a tradi-

tional family is essentially misguided. By offering 

the audience examples of one traditional and two 

non-traditional families and revealing all of them 

to be inadequate, Craven claims that an individ-

ual’s quality of life is not determined by the type 

of family he or she has but by the quality of care 

and support that individual receives from his or 

her family.

In the 1970s and early 1980s, divorce rates 

rose all across the country, and women entered 

A
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the workforce in high numbers. In light of these 

trends, social conservatives such as Cornish be-

lieved that the family unit was in danger of being 

“abolished” (Cornish 120). In January of 1981, not 

long after Cornish made his speech on the crip-

pled state of family, Ronald Reagan assumed the 

presidency, bringing conservative ideas such as a 

“commitment to religion and family” into the 

oval office (Torr 18). Aided by the lackluster 

presidency of Jimmy Carter, Reagan was able to 

promote these ideas to a relatively wide audience. 

Regan had a special affinity for the traditional 

“nuclear family” (one with two married parents, 

a working husband, a homemaker wife, and 

roughly two kids), and his administration heavily 

promoted this model.

So why would social critics and the president 

want to promote the traditional family versus any 

other type of family? At the foundation of this 

argument is the idea that the “traditional family, 

based on ties of blood and marriage, is the ‘natu-

ral’ basis of society” (Cornish 120). In this view, 

any large-scale deviation away from the tradi-

tional model would result in a society that would 

be shaky at best and, at worst, would fail com-

pletely. This idea found particular support in the 

1980s, when Americans saw success as the most 

Fan-created image of Freddy Krueger, the supernatural vil-
lain from Wes Craven’s A Nightmare on Elm Street.



important virtue. The conservative Christian 

movement of the 1980s, which was closely tied 

with the conservative political movement, also 

promoted the traditional family view through 

their support of abstinence and their disapproval 

of cohabitation outside of marriage. Both of these 

beliefs promote marriage before starting a family, 

a view that naturally favors the traditional family 

structure. Between the efforts of the conservative 

political movement and the renewed Christian 

movement, this idea was at the forefront of 1980s 

ideals.

In keeping with their promotion of the tradi-

tional family, conservative politicians and social 

activists associated single parents, especially sin-

gle mothers, with a range of negative images. Ac-

cording to historian Maxine Baca Zinn, many 

conservatives saw welfare and antipoverty pro-

grams “as the cause of illegitimate births, female-

headed families, and low motivation to work;” all 

of which were linked to the “disintegration of the 

traditional family structure” (306). These ideas 

stigmatized single parents and created the wide-

spread view that single parent households were a 

threat to American society as a whole.

A Nightmare on Elm Street explores these ide-

als of the American family through the three dif-

ferent family units presented in the film. Through 

Tina and Nancy’s families, the film seems to con-

firm many of the negative stereotypes associated 

with divorced parents, single mothers, and 

single-parent households. However, the tradi-

tional family presented through Glen seems no 

better. By presenting all of these families as in-

adequate, Craven seems to contradict the conser-

vative view by arguing that no family model is 

prefect.

The first family the film depicts in any detail 

is Tina’s. Tina lives with her mother, and her fa-

ther is never mentioned in the film at all. Al-

though Tina’s mother only appears briefly in the 

film, her one scene reveals a great deal about 

Tina’s home life. In this scene, Tina wakes up 

from an especially terrible nightmare screaming, 

and her mother comes to check on her. She seems 

for the most part indifferent to her frightened 

daughter, even after taking notice of rips in her 

nightgown that were (unknown to her of course) 

caused by Freddy during the nightmare. In fact, 

all she says to the terrified Tina is, “you either got 

to cut your fingernails or you got to stop that kind 

of dreaming.” A man then comes up to Tina’s 

mother begging her to come back to bed, so she 

rushes back, unconcerned. The only other men-

tion of Tina’s mother and her “boyfriend” is the 

following night, when they fly off to Las Vegas for 

a mid-week vacation. Tina is therefore left on her 

own to care and fend for herself.

Tina’s situation presents the alleged conse-

quences of a single-parent household. According 

to the conservative view, working mothers and 

single-parent households create weaker bonds 

between parents and children, which prevents 

children from receiving the care and nurturing 

they need. Her mother’s indifference to Tina’s 

apparent fear shows this lack of nurturing, and 

Tina’s lack of surprise at her mother’s sudden 

vacation suggests that she’s used to this kind of 

behavior. Pat Gill, in his article “The Monstrous 

Years: Teens, Slasher Films, and the Family,” sug-

gests that this kind of abandonment is also a 

common occurrence in many slasher films of the 

1980s. Gill remarks that “parents… are generally 

absent” and tend to “go on vacations without the 

kids” (18). This depiction of absentee parents re-

flects a society that refuses to see the single-parent 

home in a positive light. According to the model 

promoted by President Regan and the conserva-

tive movements, only traditional families could 

provide children with the constant care they need, 

whereas single parents are inevitably discon-

nected from their children. Thus, according to 

stereotypes of the 1980s, a single mother cannot 

provide a solid and healthy home environment 

for her children, either because she works too 

much or, as in the case of Tina’s mother, she’s 

simply too careless and selfish.
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Furthermore, Tina’s mother’s obvious sexual-

ity could very well have influenced Tina’s choice 

to become sexually active at a young age. This 

has severe consequences in the context of a 

slasher movie. As Carol Clover explains in her 

book, Men, Women, and Chainsaws, “postcoital 

death… is a staple of the genre” (33). Clover ex-

plains that this custom of slashers dismembering 

their young victims after they have sex reflects 

society’s fear of teenage sexuality, especially 

teenage female sexuality (33). Following custom, 

Tina is brutally murdered directly after having 

sex with her boyfriend, Rod. Furthermore, while 

the abstinent Glen perishes later in the film, 

Tina’s death is depicted much more brutally and 

violently than Glen’s. Unlike Tina, the audience 

does not actually see Glen’s death at Freddy’s 

hands; rather, he is pulled into his bed during his 

nightmare, and immediately afterward blood 

gushes up from the bed into the air. However, 

Craven goes out of his way to show us the horri-

ble fate that Tina endures, and the timing tells us 

that that this fate is a result of the sexual promis-

cuity she learned from her mother. Her mother’s 

sexuality reflects the growing independence of 

women during the 1980s and the fear that social 

conservatives felt towards single mothers. Ac-

cording to the conservative stereotype, single 

women, with their newly discovered freedom 

and independence from their marriage, would 

selfishly neglect their children in favor of their 

own needs. Tina’s mother does just this by mod-

eling the sexual behavior that gets Tina killed and 

then taking off for a random vacation to Las Ve-

gas instead of helping Tina to cope with her terri-

ble nightmares.

The second non-traditional family in A 

Nightmare on Elm Street (and also the most com-

plicated and dysfunctional family in the film) is 

that of Nancy, the main character and lone survi-

vor of the film. Nancy is the only child of di-

vorced parents. Her father is the town’s sheriff, 

and as such he is charged with solving the mur-

ders of Nancy’s friends. Throughout the film, he 

remains stubbornly aloof to Nancy’s pleas for 

help and to her nightmares of Freddy Krueger, 

but despite this, Nancy’s relationship with her 

father appears to be held together by a much 

stronger bond then what is presented in the 

movie. This can be inferred from Nancy repeat-

edly calling her father “daddy” versus any other 

name for a father, which suggests a closeness be-

tween the two of them. She also continually turns 

to him for protection, even after she fails to con-

vince him of Freddy’s existence. However, with 

Nancy living with her mother after the divorce, 

her father seems to have begun to disassociate 

himself from her. While he does express love for 

her, he manipulates her when she is most vulner-

able: the morning after Nancy sees her best 

friend, Tina, covered in blood and torn to tatters 

by Freddy. To catch Tina’s fugitive boyfriend Rod, 

whom he believes is guilty of Tina’s murder, 

Nancy’s father uses his daughter as bait. Fur-

thermore, he does so without regard to her well-

being and without seeming to feel any remorse 

for his actions. He grows softer towards Nancy as 

the movie progresses, but his stubbornness re-

mains throughout, which suggests that 1980s so-

ciety viewed the single father with as much nega-

tivity as the single mother.

Nancy’s mother, Marge, plays a much bigger 

role in the movie. Unlike Tina’s mother, Marge is 

a working, single mother who seems to care for 

Nancy and have only the best intentions in mind 

for her. However, her behavior changes drasti-

cally when she learns that Nancy and her friends 

are having terrible nightmares about a man 

named Freddy. She tries to reassure Nancy that 

her nightmares are no more real than any of her 

other dreams, but she grows more secretive at the 

same time. Eventually, the viewer learns that 

Marge has a very deep connection to Freddy: 

years ago, she was among the parents in the 

neighborhood who gathered to kill Freddy Krue-

ger, who was accused of killing at least twenty 

kids. After killing Freddy, Marge kept his claw as 

a disturbing memento in the basement of their 
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house. Despite knowing that Freddy Kruger was 

a real person who may remain a real threat to 

Nancy and her friends, Marge refuses to tell her 

daughter any of this until Freddy has killed Tina 

and nearly killed Nancy herself. Instead of help-

ing her daughter to defeat a mutual enemy, 

Marge chooses to stay silent, which only endan-

gers Nancy.

While the film presents Tina’s mother as self-

ish and Nancy’s father as manipulative, Nancy’s 

mother is portrayed as simply weak. When she 

should be assertive and help to battle Freddy 

with her daughter (particularly since it was par-

tially her fault that Freddy was after Nancy and 

her friends), Marge turns away and hides her 

guilt with alcohol. This reflects a real concern for 

divorced women: according to a study conducted 

by Dundee Cramer, a professor in the Depart-

ment of Social Science at Loughborough Univer-

sity, “[married women] [drink] significantly less 

than…divorced [women]” (Dundee 10). In the 

context of the film, though, Marge’s drinking and 

guilt turn her into another stereotype of the lazy, 

detached single mother. She spends much of the 

latter half of the movie lying on the couch, usu-

ally sleeping and doing anything she can to dis-

connect herself from reality. The only way Marge 

truly attempts to aid Nancy is by placing bars on 

every window in the house. This completely fails 

to address the problem, though, since bars can 

only protect Nancy from a threat outside the 

house. With a killer such as Freddy, who knows 

only the boundaries of Nancy’s dreamscape, put-

ting bars on the windows actually aids his mur-

derous quest by locking Nancy in her home, 

where she cannot receive any outside help.

Marge’s weak and misguided attempts at 

help, combined with her father’s aloofness, force 

Nancy to act alone in her fight, and this causes a 

transformation in Nancy’s role within her house-

hold. With her mother emotionally comatose and 

under a permanent alcoholic buzz and with her 

father relentless in his ignorance, Nancy assumes 

the role of head of household. As Gill observes in 

his article, this is also a fairly common occurrence 

in slasher films:

[Parents] may constrain their children, but 

they never teach them. The adolescent heroes 

in slasher films are cool, resourceful, and in-

dependent, but the grim events that unfold 

suggest the psychological and physical price 

they pay for their freedom from parental in-

trusions and the precocious self-reliance they 

are forced to develop… [they] must face their 

horrors alone… they must save themselves 

and their world on their own (19).

In the context of Nightmare on Elm Street, this pa-

rental neglect represents the harshness with 

which 1980s society viewed divorce and the 

single-parent home. Both of Nancy’s parents 

prove to be incapable of caring for their only child 

at this pivotal and dangerous moment in her life. 

This is especially true for her mother, since it is 

her home that Nancy lives in, and, in fact, the 

movie suggests that Marge deserves the most 

blame for Nancy’s predicament. Marge’s apparent 

weakness allows Freddy to get closer and closer 

to Nancy, to the point where Nancy must not only 

protect herself but also her incapacitated mother. 

While Nancy transforms into the epitome of a 

strong, independent woman, her mother remains 

the inferior, stereotyped 1980s single mother.

Based solely on the examples of Tina and 

Nancy, A Nightmare on Elm Street would seem to 

reinforce the conservative fears regarding nontra-

ditional families that were prominent in the 1980s. 

The film’s one traditional family, Glen’s, would 

initially seem to support this view as well. Glen’s 

parents are married, relatively happy, financially 

stable, and it can be inferred that his father is the 

primary provider for the household. They seem to 

care for their son and have a good relationship 

with him. Glen’s financial needs are taken care of, 

and he even has some creature comforts that his 

friends do not, such as a car and a portable TV. 

Furthermore, Glen himself seems more well ad-

justed than his friends. Unlike the promiscuous 

Tina or emotionally troubled Nancy, Glen appears 

to be a wholesome teenage boy with good social 
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standing, and he is not sexually active. Granted, 

this abstinence is only partially voluntary—there 

is a scene that suggests that he wants to become 

sexually active with Nancy, but she refuses. 

However, Glen refuses to seek a sexual relation-

ship with anyone else during the course of the 

movie, which suggests that he is committed to his 

girlfriend, and this allows him to retain his virtu-

ous teenage boy persona. All of these aspects set 

up the stereotype of the nice, traditional family: 

married, loving parents who produce an absti-

nent, emotionally stable son.

But even within this ideal family structure, 

we see alarming imperfections. For example, 

Glen’s parents have trouble accepting his matura-

tion and try to overprotect him at a time in his life 

when he needs to have more freedom. They re-

fuse to acknowledge that Nancy is his girlfriend, 

instead referring to her as his “friend.” On the 

surface, this seems like a good thing, as it shows 

their desire to protect their son from maturing too 

fast, something that Tina’s mother fails to do with 

disastrous consequences. However, their refusal 

to accept that Glen is mature enough to even have 

a girlfriend suggests that though they care and 

provide for him, they still see him as a child and 

not someone who is approaching adulthood. This 

may not seem disastrous, but in the context of the 

Nightmare story it results in Glen’s bloody death. 

Nancy and Glen form a plan to keep each other 

awake, but Glen’s parents interfere with this by 

disconnecting Glen’s phone, thereby preventing 

Nancy from reaching him and saving his life 

when he falls asleep. His parents do this because 

they refuse to believe that the threat in Glen’s 

dreams is real; instead they conclude that their 

son just needs sleep. Again, this seems like simple 

parental concern, but in the context of the movie 

it makes them no better than Tina’s mom or 

Nancy’s parents. As Tony Williams claims in his 

book, Hearths of Darkness, the parents in A Night-

mare on Elm Street are “weak, manipulative, and 

selfish” (229). Glen’s parents can definitely be 

viewed as manipulative and selfish, since they 

contradict his own wishes out of a belief that they 

know what’s best for him. When Glen really 

needed his parents to listen, they chose to ignore 

him and Nancy, which led to his death. Glen’s 

family reveals that even the traditional family can 

have negative aspects. If parents try to shelter and 

restrict their children too much, they can actually 

endanger their development rather than nurture 

it.

The examples of Nancy’s weak and manipu-

lative parents, Tina’s selfish mother, and Glen’s 

overprotective parents present the notion that no 

family is perfect. This provides a concrete contrast 

to the perfect image of the traditional family 

promoted by Reagan, Edward Cornish, and many 

others in the 1980s. However, I believe that Cra-

ven is attempting to do more with his film than 

simply assert that all families have flaws. Rather 

than focusing on the status that comes with being 

married, being a parent, or being both, the film 

argues that we need to concentrate on providing a 

strong home environment that promotes strong 

family dynamics. As the film reveals in an ex-

treme way, when we fail to do this, not even the 

celebrated traditional family stands a chance 

against the darkest and most sinister of evils. 
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While the film offers no example of a model envi-

ronment for a family, it does offer many examples 

of poor family environments that we should 

avoid.

In the 1990s, America would lean away from 

the conservative ideals that dominated the 80s. 

With a Democratic president in office for the ma-

jority of the decade, liberal approaches to parent-

ing like those First Lady Hilary Clinton promoted 

in her book It Takes a Village began to catch on. A 

ripple effect of this can be seen in our sitcoms of 

today. Sitcoms like Modern Family offer us exam-

ples of many different types of families, all of 

which have flaws but also provide a stable, nur-

turing environment for their children. The com-

monality between these sitcoms is the belief that a 

strong home environment is best, no matter what 

type of family creates it. While social status re-

mains as or even more important to us than it did 

in the 1980s, the images of family we see in to-

day’s sitcoms are a stark contrast to A Nightmare 

on Elm Street. Perhaps we have learned to accept 

the wide variety of families we see in our society, 

rather than denouncing them because they are 

not a certain type. This can only be credited to an 

evolving society that has come a long way since A 

Nightmare on Elm Street was released twenty-

seven years ago.
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