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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 2014 and Fall 2014 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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lthough South Asians make up less than 

1% of the US population, this minority 

certainly isn’t underrepresented at the 

Scripps National Spelling Bee. In fact, Indian par-

ticipation in the spelling bee has increased tre-

mendously over the years and continues to do so. 

For example, of the 281 participants in the 2014 

Scripps National Spelling Bee, roughly one fourth 

were Indian Americans. Furthermore, in the past 

ten years, eight of the Scripps National Spelling 

Bee champions have been of Indian descent, in-

cluding both winners of the 2014 competition. 

New York Times writer Joseph Berger claims that 

“excellence in a number of fields has always had a 

cultural tinge,” but the Indian American commu-

nity’s infatuation with the bee raises the question: 

Why are more and more South Asians striving for 

success in an activity so quintessentially American 

as the spelling bee?  

The bee fever that swept the Indian American 

community broke out after Balu Natarajan won 

the Scripps National Spelling Bee in 1985. As the 

first South Asian speller to take the title, his vic-

tory inspired a wave of hopefuls to take part in 

A
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The Identity Paradox: How 

the South Asian Community 

Has Embraced the Spelling 

Bee
by Ankitha Gangarapu

Ankitha Gangarapu is a Biology major from 

Flower Mound, TX. She wrote this essay in the 

“Games People Play” course taught by George 

Cusack.

The Brainstorm Selection Committee voted 

Ankitha’s essay the “Best in Issue” for 2015.

what ESPN has dubbed the “standing sport.” 

Today, that same bee fever sustains organizations 

such as the North South Foundation and South 

Asian Spelling Bee, which regularly hold bees for 

South Asian students only. Still, the question re-

mains why South Asians have embraced the 

spelling bee to the degree that they hold all-

Indian competitions. The simple answer is that 

for this community, largely made up of immi-

grants and their children, success in the spelling 

bee represents heightened hope for success in 

America. It may seem peculiar to attach this type 

of significance to something so seemingly insig-

nificant as a spelling bee victory; however, a 

closer look at Indian participation in the spelling 

bee shows a deep connection between South 

Asian values and this iconic piece of American 

culture. Summed up elegantly by Pawan Dhin-

gra, curator of the Smithsonian Institution’s 

Asian Pacific American Program, spelling bees 

Co-champions Gokul Venkatachalam andVanya 
Shivashankar receiving their trophy at the 87th Scripps 
National Spelling Bee in May of 2015.  Indian-American 
competitors have won thirteen of the past seventeen Scripps 
National Spelling Bees..



“offer a perfect mix of competition, the focus on 

academic achievement; the discipline it takes; and 

the way a tightknit family can team up to train 

together” (qtd. in Smith). Bees reaffirm certain 

traditional Indian values and strengthen immi-

grants’ ties to their homeland while also allowing 

South Asians to identify with an aspect of Ameri-

can culture that gives them hope for success in 

America. The spelling bee, then, presents an in-

teresting paradox by allowing spellers to be more 

Indian and more American at the same time.  

To better understand the Indian American 

community’s attachment to spelling bees, it is 

first necessary to comprehend the mechanics of 

the bee and how it creates a space that allows for 

the reinforcement of values such as discipline and 

academic achievement. A spelling bee in its crud-

est form tests the contestant’s ability to apply his 

or her knowledge of the English language in or-

der to correctly spell a word. Although luck is a 

major factor, as contestants can easily come up 

against words they never knew existed, by put-

ting in the necessary effort and cultivating one’s 

orthographic skills, anyone can have a fair shot at 

the title. The barrier to entry for a competition 

like the spelling bee is also very low, as the only 

materials a student really needs are the word lists 

distributed by the competition and a standard 

dictionary, which can be found in most public 

libraries. Since it’s relatively simple to access 

these materials, the bee presents a challenge that 

anyone with the right amount of motivation and 

discipline can overcome. The low barrier to entry 

and emphasis on hard work as the main path to 

success establish the bee as “a true meritocracy,” 

according to James Maguire, journalist and 

author of American Bee, and make it particularly 

attractive to Indians because it provides an ideal 

platform for students to show off their academic 

talents on a stage where gender, race, and even 

socioeconomic background don’t seem to matter 

(Maguire x).  

The meritocratic style of the spelling bee is 

also key to establishing a cross-cultural connec-

tion because it beautifully encapsulates the South 

Asian focus on discipline with the American 

Dream that many of the contestants, as immi-

grants or children of immigrants, strive to 

achieve. The spelling bee is then a microcosm of 

the larger American society in which students’ 

skills are put to the test. For instance, in a spelling 

bee, students compete in both oral and written 

rounds to spell words taken from the widely rec-

ognized bee resource, Webster’s Third New Interna-

tional Dictionary, Unabridged. This task seems sim-

ple enough, as students are presented with all of 

the source material up front; however, to succeed, 

they must develop a complex knowledge of the 

workings of the English language, a feat that can 

only be accomplished through discipline and co-

pious hours studying and memorizing spelling 

patterns from multiple languages. As the English 

language draws heavily from foreign tongues, 

many spellers devote time to studying classical 

languages such as Latin and Greek. This type of 

knowledge is necessary should a word like “parti-

tur” appear in competition.  While most words 

that make the /ər/ sound end in “er,” “or” or 

“ar,” to spell this word correctly, a student would 

have to know that the /ər/ sound in “partitur” 

comes from a “ur” because it originated in a Latin 

word. Most top spellers go even further than 

studying classical languages and reviewing spell-

ing patterns from several other languages, includ-

ing French, German, Arabic, etc. One such speller 

is Lokesh Nagineni, who attended the Scripps 

National Spelling Bee in 2014. Although he did 

not make it past the written round, Lokesh spent 

more than five years working with his school-

teachers, private language tutors, and the mother 

of four-time Scripps attendee Mouctika Paluri, in 

order to tackle the bee (Nagineni). It may seem 

unusual for students like Lokesh to throw them-

selves so passionately into orthography (the spell-

ing systems of different languages), but such a 

pursuit is greatly encouraged in the Indian com-

munity because orthography, despite being a 

highly specific branch of knowledge, requires a 
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careful balance of logic and rote learning, both of 

which are highly emphasized in traditional In-

dian learning systems. The importance of rote 

learning in particular can be attributed to the cul-

ture’s promotion of respect for authority figures, 

whereas the logic component is important for 

pattern recognition and complex problem solv-

ing. By incorporating these cornerstones of the 

Indian educational system, bees have won sup-

port throughout the Indian American community. 

While South Asians appreciate the discipline 

that orthography requires and the type of learn-

ing it encourages, they also value the existence of 

a safe space where students can test their skills 

and expand their knowledge in a spirit of healthy 

competition. The atmosphere of the spelling bee 

fosters competitive spirit and good sportsman-

ship among contestants. The bee is widely con-

sidered a competition in which students face off 

against one another to determine the top speller, 

but to the contrary, as Kavya Shivashankar, the 

2009 Scripps National Spelling Bee champion, 

once said, the true competition occurs between 

the speller and the dictionary (Shivashankar). A 

former participant myself, I can confirm that this 

idea of the “true competition” is something of an 

unspoken agreement among spellers. Each con-

testant puts in a great deal of effort into getting to 

the competition, and he or she is acutely aware 

that everyone else in the room has done the same. 

Furthermore, participants are all united by the 

mutual understanding that their success in the 

bee is marked as much by luck as it is by effort. 

For instance, a student may have spent hours 

poring over language patterns in Japanese, Ger-

man, and Spanish, but if the word they’re given 

to spell is of Slavic origin, like the word “trepak,” 

their existing knowledge may not be enough to 

help them spell it. Such a situation creates a com-

plicated atmosphere in which students both en-

courage each other and hope that perhaps they’ll 

be just a little luckier than the previous speller in 

the round. While the interactions among contest-

ants may seem odd and almost two-faced to out-

siders, this kind of competition actually makes 

the bee experience quite positive and preserves 

the idea of friendly rivalry. 

For example, when I competed in my first 

Scripps regional spelling bee, I met a girl named 

Nicole in the waiting area. We became fast 

friends, swapping stories about the “winning 

words” that brought us to regionals, and although 

both of us wanted to win very badly, when she 

misspelled a word due to the judge’s mispronun-

ciation, my father appealed on her behalf so that 

she could return to the competition. Nicole was 

eventually allowed to compete again, and despite 

the fact that the situation was better for the rest of 

the spellers when she was out, it made my victory 

that year much sweeter to know that it happened 

fairly. My father easily could have left the matter 

alone, but he didn’t, and his honorable actions 

embody the spirit of the competition. The friendly 

atmosphere surrounding the bee extends past 

students supporting students and allows every 

speller to feel the support of the entire room. 

Spelling bees are particularly good at inspiring 

competitive spirit without promoting hostility, 

and it is this characteristic that keeps South Asian 

students and parents enthusiastic about them.

In addition to building relationships between 

students, the spelling bee also strengthens the 

bonds between family members because the en-

tire family works together to make the speller’s 

dream a reality. This process encompasses the 

Indian value of the family as a support system 

and encourages everyone to come together and 

encourage one of their own. As I mentioned ear-

lier, preparing for a spelling bee is hard work in-

volving detailed study of the English language. 

To be successful, spellers must have a great deal 

of self-discipline and intrinsic motivation, but the 

most successful spellers also have staunch sup-

port from their families. 2013 Scripps champion 

Arvind Mahankali, for example, “trained his little 

brother, 8-year-old Srinath, to read phonetics so 

he [could] help with drills” (Smith). Similarly, 

when I was competing, my father helped me cre-
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ate my own lists and quizzed me while my sister 

sat with a dictionary in hand to give me defini-

tions and word etymologies when necessary. 

Even my mother, who wasn’t able to help me 

with spelling, did what she could to ease my 

nervousness by preparing my favorite meal be-

fore a competition or encouraging me after par-

ticularly stressful practice sessions. Although I 

never made it to the Scripps National Spelling 

Bee, I did place in several smaller competitions, 

and much of my success was due to my family 

taking an active interest in helping me succeed in 

an activity I felt strongly about. By making spell-

ing a family activity, we were able to focus our 

energy on a common goal and grow as a family. 

Our story is one of many that depict how the 

spelling bee encourages academic achievement 

while simultaneously allowing families to be-

come more tightly knit, especially important to 

South Asians, who place great emphasis on 

strong family ties.

While it is apparent now that there are many 

aspects of the spelling bee that make it attractive 

to the South Asian population, it is also important 

to consider one other factor: the spelling bee, 

while it resonates with certain traditional Indian 

values, remains a primarily American institution. 

As such, this small piece of American culture is 

significant to the South Asian community because 

of how purely western it is. Many Indian spellers 

are immigrants or children of immigrants, and so 

they feel the need to demonstrate that they be-

long, that they have assimilated, by showing pro-

ficiency in the “cornerstone of the culture,” the 

English language (Smith). Indian success in the 

spelling bee, then, makes the statement that these 

children can perform above and beyond in a lan-

guage that was historically violently imposed on 

their people during British colonialism, that they 

are capable of turning the consequences of nega-

tive historical events into personal triumphs. Of 

course, proficiency in English is not directly re-

lated to spelling ability, but the bee offers an ideal 

space for South Asian children to reconcile their 

Indian heritage with their American identity and 

lets them establish a solid connection between 

two distinct worlds. 

This connection is reinforced by organizations 

such as the North South Foundation and South 

Asian Spelling Bee, both of which hold all-Indian 

spelling bees.  These organizations dedicate their 

efforts to increasing Indian American participa-

tion in spelling bees and, in the process, 

strengthen participants’ ties to their homeland by 

increasing the emotional rewards they gain from 

participating. Take for example the North South 

Foundation, a nonprofit organization whose mis-

sion is to “promote excellence in human endeavor 

by organizing Educational Contests for the kids in 

USA,” while using the registration fees from 

those contests “to give scholarships to brilliant 

but needy students in India” (North South). 

While students participate in hope of winning the 

title of champion, their participation alone is 

made meaningful by the fact that they are helping 

finance higher education for underprivileged In-

dian students on the other side of the world. Sim-

ply put, being a part of the NSF’s spelling bee, 

and by extension their philanthropic efforts, gives 

participants the feeling that they are bridging an 

international gap.

The South Asian Spelling Bee also connects 

Indian Americans to their homeland in a slightly 

different way. Unlike the NSF, South Asian Spell-

ing Bee is a for-profit organization that in recent 

years has become a sort of training ground for 

South Asians interested in preparing for Scripps. 

Each year, the SASB Nationals and even certain 

regional competitions are broadcast by Sony En-

tertainment Television Asia as a TV series in In-

dia, allowing the spelling bee craze to reach an 

enthusiastic international audience. In fact, the 

audience often includes the friends and family of 

spellers who couldn’t be there in person to watch 

their speller compete. When I competed in the 

2009 Texas regionals, my grandparents had 

marked the time of the broadcast so that they 

could watch me spell. In this way, I was able to 

share spelling with my extended family abroad, 

many of whom didn’t understand the actual con-
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cept of the bee, but were supportive and proud of 

me for doing well in what they perceived to be an 

“English competition.”  

Ultimately, it is this pride of excelling in a 

uniquely American pursuit that keeps South 

Asians coming back to the spelling bee. Balu Na-

tarajan’s triumph over “this quintessentially 

American contest” in 1985 spurred a generation 

of Indian Americans to pursue competitive spell-

ing as a way to prove that they, too, could dem-

onstrate their proficiency in something seemingly 

so far removed from them and their culture (Ma-

guire 342). Meanwhile, success in the spelling bee 

also comes with a set of rewards within the In-

dian community. For one South Asian speller, 

Sivateja Tangirala of Arizona, “top Indian spellers 

are household names” (Guerrero). My parents 

also used the successes of other Indian children to 

motivate me because their achievements were 

proof that a goal, in my case a national title, was 

attainable. Furthermore, several Indian newspa-

pers add to the bee fever by reporting the accom-

plishments of immigrants. Upendra Mishra, pub-

lisher of the ethnic bimonthly India New England, 

once said that in India, “the winners of spelling 

bees are like Nobel laureates” (Guerrero). This 

kind of comparison appears extreme, but it goes a 

long way to establis a strong sense of “immigrant 

pride,” described as the vicarious happiness 

drawn from the accomplishments of a similar 

individual (Maguire 342). For instance, when an 

Indian student succeeds in the bee, they gain rec-

ognition in their hometown and local community 

as well as within the Indian community at large, 

which allows them to feel comfortable with both 

facets of their identity. However, it is primarily 

pride within the Indian community that encour-

ages students to continue pursuing bees as a way 

to reconcile their identity and to promote the idea 

that students can use their participation and suc-

cess to prove their worth in American society. 

Immigrant pride is crucial in bringing together 

the South Asian community because it recognizes 

the achievements of successful members while 

instilling within others a sense of hope for success 

in America.

Few activities can compete with the popular-

ity of spelling bees in the South Asian community. 

Now the “sport” of choice for many Indian 

American students, spelling bees have gained the 

enthusiastic approval of the community for rein-

forcing traditional Indian values such as the im-

portance of discipline, competitive spirit in the 

absence of hostility, and the necessity for strong 

familial ties. Although it may seem unusual that 

Indians would choose to throw their support be-

hind an activity so specifically American, the ex-

perience becomes meaningful when it is trans-

formed through the efforts of organizations like 

the North South Foundation and South Asian 

Spelling Bee, which allow South Asians to simul-

taneously solidify connections to their homeland 

and come to terms with their American identity.
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veryone does it. Even you. Yes, you. When 

is the last time you let a friend copy your 

music to their library? What’s the name of 

that sketchy website you used to catch up on your 

favorite TV show—you know—the site where you 

have to be careful where you click? And just how 

many of the songs in your library did you pay for? 

It’s ok. Own the truth: you’re a pirate, and you’re 

not alone. 

In one form or another, at some point, almost 

all of us have pirated. What many people fail to 

realize is that piracy—or the “unauthorized” (a 

fancy way of saying “without paying”) ownership 

or distribution of a product, as Barry Dean Kern-

feld, a notable music scholar and writer, puts it—

is nothing new; people have been pirating the mu-

sic industry’s seas for more than a century (3). But 

those opposed to piracy have been around just as 

long, rigidly sticking to and ruthlessly enforcing 

the rules—usually because their paycheck is at 

stake. In fact, the first person arrested for the das-

tardly deed of piracy was an eighty-year-old 

woman buying not-so “authorized” song books 

from a shady character off the streets of New York 

in April of 1930 (Kernfeld 1). Since then, the music 

industry and the consuming public have been 

constantly at odds. Take Napster for example, the 

incredibly popular site that allowed easy pirating 

for “tens of millions of users sharing hundreds of 

millions of sound files” (Katz 180). The music in-

dustry won when the site was finally shut down 

E

6

The Benefits of Piracy
by Michele Archambo

Michele Archambo is a Visual 

Communications major from Tulsa, OK. She 

wrote this essay in the “Modern Monsters” course 

taught by David Long.

in 2001, after a two-year run and a messy law 

suit. 

The spectrum of what qualifies as piracy 

ranges from those (music industry affiliates) who 

despise any form of piracy to those (music indus-

try non-affiliates) who embrace piracy as a sort of 

liberation from big business and a catalyzer of 

community—not to mention the incredibly af-

fordable prices of pirated music. A million differ-

ing opinions fall elsewhere on the spectrum, each 

backed by unique arguments, but those leaning 

in favor of piracy thankfully have the upper 

hand. From outright lawsuits to coercion to per-

suasion to the use of the “Idol,” a superstar who 

inspires loyalty to the industry in the hearts of 

consumers, the music industrialists have tried 

every tactic for securing their paychecks. But in 

the end, despite—or rather, with the help of—the 

creative efforts of those in the music industry 

trying to protect their profits, pirates will rightly 

reign victorious as they continue to mold the mu-

sic industry’s decisions to fit consumer de-

mands—which monetarily benefits music indus-

try affiliates and communally benefits consum-

ers.

The overarching issue with piracy is—you 

guessed it—money. In a world centered on six-

figure jobs, fancy cars, and big houses, the argu-

Activists at a 2006 rally in Stockholm, Sweden, in support of 
file sharing and online piracy.



ment boils down to the fact that “powerful music 

corporations want to maintain a monopoly over 

the songs they control,” so that the public isn’t 

using the songs “without paying for the privi-

lege”; but the public is doing exactly that—either 

to simply listen or “use them in ways the mo-

nopolists did not foresee,” i.e., remixing, resell-

ing, etc. (Kernfeld 2). Both sides feel a sense of 

ownership or entitlement to the songs; however, 

in legal terms, the music corporations do own 

them. Music is their product, and when the pub-

lic uses their music without paying for it, corpo-

rations are effectively being robbed. They suffer 

immediate profit losses, and their audience be-

comes their enemy.

The issue of pirating and profit loss has been 

an enduring problem for music industrialists, but 

with increasing ease of access to technology, pi-

racy has exploded. Internet piracy—the prevail-

ing method—is considered less than even the pet-

tiest thievery by consumers, making it easier on 

the conscience to click “download.” Writer and 

critic Lev Grossman offered a concise and poetic 

explanation for this phenomenon when he ob-

served how “technology has a way of sweeping 

aside questions of what is right or wrong and 

replacing them with the reality of what is possi-

ble” (qtd. in Kernfeld 9). Stealing from someone is 

made much easier when you do not have to face 

the victim, seeing instead a computer screen. Be-

sides, one song is about 99 cents. What is a one-

dollar loss to the billion-dollar music corpora-

tions we are taking from? These corporations, 

however, argue that the numbers really add up. 

The Recording Industry Association of America 

(RIAA) estimates the amount of money lost to 

illegal downloading has risen to as much as $12.5 

billion since the days of Napster (Adkins). Fur-

thermore, the RIAA estimates the total number of 

job layoffs due to profit loss from illegal down-

loading is in the 71,000-person range, including 

“artists as well as engineers, songwriters, pro-

ducers, technicians and marketing support” 

(Ibid.). With numbers this staggering, it is no 

wonder the music industry is trying to combat 

piracy. 

Many anti-pirates reason that because the 

music industry is suffering (or so they have been 

told), the quality of music it produces must also 

be suffering. The amount of time, the number of 

creative minds working on compositions, and the 

quality of the recordings must be taking a hit due 

to piracy-induced profit losses. So, are we missing 

out on masterpieces as the industry tries to fill a 

cookie-cutter mold for pop hits in the hopes of 

maximizing profit? Are there bands out there—

potential modern-day Rolling Stones or Michael 

Jacksons—that have been cut off before even get-

ting a chance to make it big because the industry 

cannot afford to take a risk on new blood? These 

are the genuine concerns of people who hate the 

idea of streamlining music and who care about 

preserving its creativity and artistry. These music 

well-wishers would be pleased to hear that they 

have nothing to fear. The industry’s efforts to 

combat piracy have actually improved our music 

culture.

One very direct and creative method the mu-

sic industry has used to do away with piracy is 

through the use of what is known as the “Idol,” 

After years of coercion and nasty fighting with 

the public over the issue of piracy, the music in-

dustry has discovered a clever method of forging 

a sense of loyalty within the consumers to the 

musicians and, therefore, the industrialists them-

selves. Industrialists build up “Idols” which are 

essentially superstars (think Michael Jackson, Be-

yoncé, Taylor Swift) and spoon-feed them to the 

public through all forms of social media. As mu-

sic professor and author Charles Fairchild puts it,  

“[the] ‘Idol’ works to demonstrate the joy and 

pleasure that result from consuming popular mu-

sic the ‘right’ way…through multiple sites of con-

sumption, incorporating television, radio, live 

performance” and much more (3). The industry is 

using what they call “fan management” to ensure 

their consumers are consuming the “right” way, 

i.e., the way that results in immediate money in 
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their pockets. “Idols” are exploited in every way 

to the public; their life stories are detailed in the 

pages of magazines, they appear on billboards 

and on talk shows, their music appears in com-

mercials, all of which is intended to condition the 

public. After a while, a fan feels like they know 

the “Idol” they worship on a personal level. To 

some, this intimacy with the “Idol” may seem 

counterintuitive because the mega-stars—the 

Katy Perrys, the Justin Biebers, the Beyoncés—all 

reach a point where they are elevated above all 

else, and appear divine and inaccessible; how-

ever, in the age of social media, these pop gods 

are brought back down to perch upon a slightly 

lesser, more approachable pedestal. If you’re 

lucky, your favorite celebrity might just respond 

to a tweet. We feed off of new paparazzi pictures 

depicting these mega-stars grocery shopping in 

their sweat pants, running without make-up in 

some park, and doing other normal, non-

superstar-like activities. At this point, the con-

sumer is putty in the hands of the industry. We’ll 

happily buy the concert tickets, the t-shirts, the 

posters, the CDs—all to support our beloved 

“Idol.” 

Unless the “Idol” is being forced into some-

thing they would rather not be a part of, the pres-

ence of the “Idol” is really not a bad phenome-

non. In fact, the music industry itself is not the  

money-snatching oppressor that some believe it 

to be. Because of its influence and its efforts to 

adapt to the demands of consumers to garner a 

profit, we have the “Idols” we so love to follow. 

We have giant concerts and festivals to rave about 

for months. We have T-Shirts and posters with 

cool designs to show off our music taste. Moreo-

ver, partly due to the music industry, musicians 

are closer than ever to the audience. They inter-

act, learn from one another, influence and inspire 

one another. The gap between the industry and 

the consumer is closing because of the industry’s 

“Idol” tactic. The most ironic part? Piracy in-

spired it. The “Idol” was created to combat pi-

racy. Without pirates, it would not exist. Piracy is 

the reason the industry is ever-struggling to adapt 

to consumers with tactics such as this one.

There is one very important method of piracy 

that the anti-pirates fail to recognize which has a 

longer-term, originally unforeseen positive effect 

on the music industry, and which the Idol can do 

little to mitigate. A method of piracy known as 

file-sharing has been shown to increase musical 

consumerism. According to modern music profes-

sor Mark Katz, a poll taken in 2009 concluded that 

“those who downloaded an MP3 file from a free 

file-sharing service are significantly more likely to 

say they will buy a CD in the next month” and a 

2002 study reported that 57 percent of illegal 

downloaders bought the same number of CDs as 

before starting to download, while “24 percent 

said that their purchases had increased” (190). For 

many, piracy not only has little negative effect on 

other areas of their music consumption, but actu-

ally inspires increased spending in those areas. 

One illegally downloaded song may, in fact, mean 

money spent on an entire CD in the future. 

But the positive effects of piracy extend much 

further than just CDs and MP3s. In 2009, a North 

Carolina resident who claimed to have been to 

“dozens if not hundreds of concerts” confessed 

that “every single one of the musicians [he has] 

seen in concert is someone whose music [he] ini-

tially found online and downloaded illegally” 

(Katz 191). A Maryland college student claimed 

that after listening to just one free song from a 

band she’d never heard of, she “was spending 

money left and right on concerts, t-shirts, and 

CDs” (Katz 190-191). Merchandise, physical cop-

ies of music for CD and record collections, con-

certs, and other forms of music consumption that 

cannot be pirated are, strangely enough, boosted 

by the act of piracy, yet the music industry ignores 

this fact, arguing instead over the nickels and 

dimes they are losing out on. A profit loss of about 

99 cents could mean a profit gain of hundreds of 

dollars for the music industry from the pocket of 

one consumer alone. In the same way, if the total 

profit loss due to piracy is set around #12.5 bil-
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lion, one can only imagine the overwhelming 

amount of money the music industry has reaped 

thanks to illegal downloading and file sharing. 

Aside from its very obvious monetary bene-

fits, piracy also has traceable positive effects on 

community. Katz realizes that “The sharing of 

music has… fostered the development of distinct 

online communities” (193). From dedicated music 

bloggers intent on sharing their favorite tunes 

with others through sites like YouTube, and 

Tumblr to entire sites dedicated to creating com-

munity through file-sharing like Indaba Music and 

ZPoc, piracy-generated community has become a 

phenomenon. The increase in community due to 

piracy extends from the virtual realm on the 

Internet into the physical realm. As more of the 

public is becoming familiar with new artists 

through file sharing and downloading, musi-

cians’ fandoms are increasing exponentially. Fans 

are, in turn, looking for every opportunity to see 

their favorite artists live in concert. Larger and 

larger groups of individuals with similar interests 

(in a musician, genre, or band) are coming to-

gether in one space to enjoy the very unique feel-

ing of simply having been there. 

Not only has piracy put the audience in direct 

contact with their favorite musicians, but it has 

facilitated ways of improving the musician and 

helping them reach out to/create an audience. 

Music-making software traditionally reserved to 

the music industry (except at insane prices) is 

bought, or ironically, pirated, and used by ama-

teur musicians to create their own masterpieces. 

File-sharing sites like Soundcloud allow them to 

then self-promote or simply display their music 

for others by easily uploading their recordings for 

anyone to hear. As a side note, some amount of 

these recordings are mash-ups and covers of 

other industry-affiliated artists and serve as a sort 

of free advertising for artists. Neil Young’s simple 

analogy that “Piracy is the new radio” describes 

its promotional, communal nature perfectly 

(Palis). From a man who knows the ins and outs 

of the music industry, these words are quite pecu-

liar. The important thing about his analogy is that 

it describes how music “gets around” in the “real 

world.” In contrast, some industrialists have 

made their primary point about increased profit 

margins and record sales. But both the independ-

ent artists recording from home and the music 

industry are equally important in the music 

world. They feed off one another. One just re-

quires more profit to function, which turns off 

some who seek to undermine big business. At the 

heart of it all, every good musician’s goal—from 

the incredibly famous to those making music in 

their spare time on their couches—is to share art 

with his or her audience, and the bigger the audi-

ence, the better. Piracy makes this easier and less 

expensive than ever to achieve, uniting anyone 

and everyone with an affinity for any form of mu-

sic in one universal, democratic community.

Faced with the phenomenon that is the piracy 

community, it seems that the industry’s position 

on piracy may be growing a bit lax. Perhaps they 

are tired of the battle. Or perhaps they are notic-

ing that the numbers on the paychecks aren’t re-

flective of the detriment that piracy is supposed 

to cause. Regardless, some “Idols” have made 

statements to the public about their views on pi-

racy, and some of their thoughts are surprising. 

From Lady Gaga to Norah Jones to Radiohead’s 

Ed O’Brien, artists agree that piracy is not all bad, 

especially when the immense profits of touring 

are taken into account (Palis). Some mega-stars 

have commented openly on the communal and 

relational benefits they have experienced because 

of piracy. Shakira shares, “I like what's going on 

because I feel closer to the fans and the people 

who appreciate the music” (qtd. in Palis). She sees 

music as a gift and doesn’t mind how it is re-

ceived. R&B artist Joss Stone admits, “I don't care 

how you hear it, as long as you hear it. As long as 

you come to my show and, like, have a great time 

and listen to the live show, it's totally cool” (qtd. 

in Palis). It seems that those in the business aren’t 

as money hungry as some believe them to be. 

Maybe they have come to realize that piracy is not 
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going to destroy them. For even the ones who 

have to think about a profit and being picked up 

or kept by a label, it is still about the art of music 

making and sharing. Piracy is not harming them. 

It is helping them monetarily and communally. 

With all of this in mind, go ahead. Pirate 

away. As long as you’re not sneaking into con-

certs ticketless and stuffing your favorite band 

merchandise into a purse while the cashier’s back 

is turned, you’ll be doing music and all of those 

associated with it a huge favor. Piracy is like good 

bacteria in the body of music. It has a scary name, 

but beneficial effects on the whole. When it is 

stripped away, music suffers. Or, if you don’t ap-

preciate that metaphor, maybe you will prefer to 

see piracy like a web, linking everyone together 

in an ever-tightening bond through multiple me-

dia. However you view piracy, I hope that you 

see it in the positive light that it deserves.

Works Cited

Adkins, Amy. "How Does Illegally Downloading 

Music Impact the Music Industry?" Small 

Business. 2014. Web. 20 Apr. 2014.

Fairchild, Charles. Pop Idols and Pirates: 

Mechanisms of Consumption and the Global 

Circulation of Popular Music. Aldershot, 

Hampshire, England and Burlington, VT: 

Ashgate, 2008. Print.

Katz, Mark. Capturing Sound: How Technology Has 

Changed Music. Berkeley: University of 

California, 2004. Print.

Kernfeld, Barry Dean. Pop Song Piracy: 

Disobedient Music Distribution since 1929. 

Chicago: University of Chicago, 2011. Print.

Palis, Courteney. "Lady Gaga, Jack White, Norah 

Jones and More: 10 Musicians OK With 

Piracyand Illegal File-Sharing." The Huffington 

Post. TheHuffingtonPost.com, 06 Feb. 2012. 

Web. 18 Apr. 2014.

10

Brainstorm v. VII (2015)



icture yourself forced into a cramped cattle 

car and driven to an unknown fate. Imag-

ine your little sister’s small, innocent, tear-

stained face, looking at you for the last time as she 

is led by your mother’s shaking hand to certain 

death. Listen. You can hear their stifled sobs, and 

soon you will be able to smell their ashes as they 

rise from the crematorium. 

Now ask yourself: Can God exist in a world 

where things like this happen? 

For many survivors the answer is yes. One is 

Elie Wiesel, who, in his autobiographical2 novel, 

Night, describes the unimaginable horrors of the 

Holocaust—the callous, systematic elimination of 

morality, innocence, and human lives—and the 

struggle for survival that tested his faith. After 

bearing witness to sickeningly merciless acts, 

many prisoners found it hard to retain the belief 

that a benevolent God could exist, but a select few 

were able to retain some semblance of their devo-

tion, and a great many more found inspiration in 

that retention. The protagonist of Wiesel’s novel, 

Eliezer, is an exemplar of this idea. Eliezer’s faith 

is severely shaken by the terrible display of hu-

man debasement that pervades the concentration 

camps, as well as by the perversion of his own 

moral compass. But despite his many denuncia-

tions of Judaism and attempts to stray from God, 

Eliezer survives the Holocaust with his faith in-

P
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tact, proving to millions that hope can be found 

in the darkest of places. 

Before the concentration camps and cremato-

ria, faith was an integral and unquestioned facet 

of Eliezer’s life. He is fully consumed in his stud-

ies of the Kabbalah and Jewish mysticism: “By 

day I studied Talmud and by night I would run 

to the synagogue to weep over the destruction of 

the Temple” (3). At only thirteen years of age, 

Eliezer is dedicating his days and nights to his 

religion. He even asks his father to find him a 

master to guide him in his studies of the Kab-

balah, and when his father refuses on the 

grounds that he is too young, Eliezer finds his 

own master in a man named Moishe the Beadle. 

When Moishe the Beadle asks why he prays, 

Eliezer replies, “Why did I pray? Strange ques-

tion. Why did I live? Why did I breathe?” (Wiesel 

4). There is no room for skepticism in his answer. 

God animates Eliezer; He dwells within. At that 

moment, Eliezer’s belief in God was as natural 

and unconscious as breathing. Yet his entry into 

the concentration camp quickly changes this. 

Slave laborers liberated from the Buchenwald concentration 
camp in April of 1945. The man lying on the second row of 
bunks from the bottom, fifth from the left, is Eli Wiesel. 



In the time between leaving the ghetto in 

Sighet and entering the camp, Eliezer witnesses 

unspeakable cruelty from both Nazis and his own 

people. As Eliezer and his father march toward 

what they think is the crematorium, Eliezer ques-

tions his father’s whispered prayer: “Why should 

I sanctify His name? The Almighty, the eternal 

and terrible Master of the Universe, chose to be 

silent. What was there to thank him for?” (Wiesel 

33). Eliezer wants to know how a God whom he 

believed to be awesome and enduring could al-

low babies to be thrown into fire pits, families to 

be separated, and Jewish people to assist in their 

own destruction. This questioning, however, does 

not signify the death of Eliezer’s faith; it signifies 

its transformation. As Moishe the Beadle had told 

Eliezer back in Sighet, “‘Man comes closer to God 

through the questions he asks Him’” (Wiesel 5). 

Questioning God is a fundamental part of believ-

ing in him. For the first time, skepticism is taking 

an active part in Eliezer’s faith. His belief in God 

is no longer taken for granted, but it is not extin-

guished. In fact, Eliezer is unable to rid himself of 

his unconscious attachment to God. On the first 

night in the camp Eliezer promises, “Never shall I 

forget those moments that murdered my God and 

my soul and turned my dreams to ashes. Never 

shall I forget those things, even were I con-

demned to live as long as God Himself” (Wiesel 

34). The first sentence renounces his faith, but the 

second implies it is still alive. God dwells within 

Eliezer. Even in trying to renounce his faith, he 

invokes God’s eternal life. 

Eliezer’s faith is truly tested when he wit-

nesses the hanging of the young pipel, a Nazi offi-

cer’s favorite. As the group of prisoners watches 

the child swing back and forth on the brink of 

death, one of the men asks where God is, and 

Eliezer replies, “Where He is? This is where—

hanging here from this gallows” (Wiesel 65). This 

incident extends Eliezer’s religious transforma-

tion. After witnessing such an extreme display of 

inhumanity, he becomes completely estranged 

from the “child of the Talmud” that he was before 

leaving Sighet (Wiesel 37). This estrangement 

brings with it a detachment from his previous no-

tions about faith; however, Eliezer’s continuing 

fight for survival shows that his faith is not com-

pletely annihilated. Faith facilitates hope, and 

hope is necessary for survival. It gives the prison-

ers of the nightmarish camps reason to struggle 

through another day. This hope does not necessar-

ily have to be based in faith, but it often was for 

prisoners such as Eliezer, who had been immersed 

in Judaism from an early age. 

Akiba Drumer’s loss of faith and subsequent 

surrender to the selection highlight this idea. 

Early in the narrative Akiba was one of the most 

faithful prisoners, encouraging others to pray 

with him and to view their circumstance as a test 

of faith, but he soon loses his positive outlook. 

Eliezer notes the consequence of Akiba’s trans-

formation: “If only he could have kept his faith in 

God, if only he could have considered this suffer-

ing a divine test, he would not have been swept 

away by the selection. But as soon as he felt the 

first chinks in his faith, he lost all incentive to 

fight and opened the door to death” (Wiesel 77). 

Unlike Akiba, Eliezer has felt severe gaps in his 

faith without surrendering to death. In fact, he 

already felt them when Akiba was God’s biggest 

advocate: “As for me, I had ceased to pray. I con-

curred with Job! I was not denying his existence, 

but I doubted His absolute justice” (Wiesel 45). 

Eliezer’s identification with Job exemplifies the 

maturity and endurance of his faith. Job is a bibli-

cal character whom God plagued with terrible 

misfortune in order to prove to Satan that men 

would remain faithful against all odds. Job does 

indeed remain faithful, but becomes inquisitive 

about God’s nature and ultimately learns that He 

works in mysterious ways that no human being 

can ever fully understand. Unlike Job, Akiba 

Drumer is unable to live with his religious uncer-

tainty. Eliezer, on the other hand, makes room for 

skepticism in his faith. By agreeing with Job, he 

acknowledges the possibility that his horrible 

predicament may be a divine test that he is inca-
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pable of understanding, allowing him to retain 

hope and continue to fight for survival. 

A crucial moment in this fight comes during 

the long, freezing run out of Buna. Here, Eliezer 

and his fellow prisoners feel completely isolated: 

“We were the masters of nature, the masters of 

the world…doomed and rootless, nothing but 

numbers, we were the only men on earth” (Wie-

sel 87). The prisoners are now the masters of their 

own universe, not God. This new conviction, 

however, does not make them enlightened or 

free; it makes them alienated and unfeeling. Un-

der the harsh conditions of the march, survival 

takes precedence over any deeper need or emo-

tion. The simplicity of only having to think about 

keeping their feet moving and their hearts beat-

ing—and of having done so thus far—gives the 

prisoners a sense of control. Their physical inabil-

ity to think about anything but survival gives 

them the illusion of omnipotence. In the midst of 

this futile, indefinite journey Eliezer feels com-

pletely separated from God and considers giving 

up, but he is reminded of his faith again when he 

realizes that Rabbi Eliahu’s son has abandoned 

his father. 

Eliezer is horrified that Rabbi Eliahu’s son 

has deserted his father, but he senses a weakness 

within himself and fears that he might do the 

same to his father. He asks God to keep him from 

sinking to that level: “Oh God, Master of the Uni-

verse, give me the strength never to do what 

Rabbi Eliahu’s son has done” (Wiesel 91). 

Eliezer’s appeal to God in this moment of vulner-

ability shows the continuation of his faith. When 

circumstances get bad enough, self-preservation 

is the only thing on the minds of the prisoners, 

but God is still alive in the soul of this prisoner. 

He no longer feels that he is the master of his own 

universe. In fact, he needs help controlling his 

most basic instincts to survive, fearing that they 

might displace his devotion to his own father and 

to God the Father. 

Unfortunately, on the last night of his father’s 

life, Eliezer gives in to these instincts. He ignores 

his father’s cries, and feels a tinge of relief when 

he dies, an event that puts Eliezer on the same 

level as Rabbi Eliahu’s son, removing his last 

semblance of morality. It also provides a final, 

devastating blow to his faith. The fifth com-

mandment is “Honor your father and mother, so 

that you may live long in the land the Lord your 

God is giving you” (Exodus 20:12). In abandoning 

their fathers, Rabbi Eliahu’s son and Eliezer are 

disobeying God and separating themselves from 

Him. However, Eliezer expresses guilt for his be-

trayal of his father and of God: “No prayers were 

said over his tomb. No candle lit in his memory. 

His last word had been my name. He had called 

out to me and I had not answered” (Wiesel 112). 

But Eliezer’s words are not the words of a person 

who has abandoned his faith. On the contrary, his 

regret that there had been no religious memorial 

for his father shows that, even his darkest mo-

ment, Eliezer is approaching his predicament 
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from a religious perspective. God is still dwelling 

within him.

Wiesel’s narrative ends with a newly-free 

Eliezer looking in a mirror for the first time since 

leaving Sighet. He is shocked by the stranger 

looking back: “From the depths of the mirror, a 

corpse was contemplating me. The look in his 

eyes as he gazed at me has never left me” (Wiesel 

115). The person Eliezer sees in the mirror is a 

battered, desolate shell of his former self. His re-

sidual faith is hidden beneath his feeble exterior 

and dwarfed by his overwhelming sense of loss. 

But out of the ashes springs new life; out of the 

charred soul of Eliezer springs Elie Wiesel. Since 

writing Night, Wiesel has used the persecution he 

experienced to fuel his political activism. He has 

become a champion for human rights, for which 

he thanked his enduring faith in his Nobel Prize 

Acceptance speech: “I have faith. Faith in the God 

of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and even in His 

creation. Without it no action would be possible” 

(Wiesel “Nobel” 120). 

While Night is a story of unthinkable sorrow 

and loss, it is also a story of hope and renewal. 

Wiesel’s life after Night—his revived faith and his 

profound influence on the lives of others—is a 

testament to that renewal. With his political activ-

ism, he shows the Jewish people and persecuted 

peoples around the world that their suffering is 

anything but inconsequential. With his powerful 

recounting of Eliezer’s journey from Sighet to hell 

and back, he reminds the world of its capacity for 

evil, but also of its capability to survive unthink-

able horrors. And, perhaps most importantly, that 

if it is possible for Eliezer to keep faith amidst the 

abyss of human depravity at the tender age of 

twelve, it is possible for anyone, anywhere.
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he St. Louis trio planned to set up their own 

bootlegging operation in Detroit. When they 

entered the flat, Fletcher and Axler opened up 

with machine guns. The three callers were dead before 

they hit the floor. The police later dug 110 bullets out of 

the floors and walls. Thirty-three Crime historians refer 

to this incident as Detroit's first machine-gun execu-

tion and the event which introduced machine guns into 

Detroit gangster warfare. 

—Robert Rockaway, The Notorious Purple Gang: 

Detroit’s All-Jewish Prohibition Era Mob (113)

The Purple Gang, a gang of Jewish Detroiters 

known for their extreme violence, was feared by 

Al Capone even though his gang outnumbered 

them twelve to one. They became notorious for 

bringing the Thompson submachine-gun, the fa-

mous “Tommy Gun” or “Chicago Typewriter,” to 

Detroit to perform the first machine-gun assassi-

nation in the city. With this act they sent a mes-

sage: “We are not to be messed with.” The Purple 

Gangsters used extreme brutality not just to kill 

their enemies, but to create a reputation. While 

they garnered notoriety through violence, the 

Purple Gangsters saw organized crime as an easy 

path to money and renown. As crime historian 

Peter Lupsha explains, “They [gangsters] turned 

to crime because they felt that the legitimate op-

portunity structures were for “suckers,” and they 

were not going to be trapped in the nickel-and-

T
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dime world of ordinary work.” Instead of just 

scraping by, Purple Gangsters turned to brutality 

to gain the recognition they wanted as a group 

and as individuals. When gang leaders Fletcher 

and Axler fired 110 bullets into three men, they 

were attempting to control their own lives, and 

steer them toward success. Yet their success came 

with a cost. The violence and self-assertion that 

earned the Purple Gang wealth and fame also 

made its individual leaders targets for the police 

and their rivals to systematically pick off. 

Dire poverty and anti-Semitism contributed 

to the rise of the Purple Gang. For this reason, 

historians Mark Gribben and Robert Rockaway 

assert that the Purple Gangsters were coerced 

into organized crime by their circumstances. 

Mark Gribben describes the environment of De-

troit’s Lower East Side as being one of “almost 

unimaginable poverty” (Gribben 2). In his view, 

the Purple Gangsters grew up in an area with few 

jobs, low incomes, and little opportunity for ad-

vancement—and so turned to crime as their only 

option to succeed. Rockaway agrees, adding that 

the municipal government also did little to im-

prove conditions in this neighborhood. He em-

phasizes, “[Detroit’s lower East Side] continually 

lagged behind the other districts in the number of 

water pipes laid, sewers installed, streets paved 

and streetcar lines extended. The district was also 

more crowded and had higher rents and higher 

disease and death rates than other parts of the 

city” (Rockaway). Institutionalized anti-Semitism 

Members of The Purple Gang posing for a group mug shot.  
Pictured in the top row, far left is Tony Eduardo Delduca.  
His brother, Dominic, is in front of him.



ensured that the Lower East Side, where most of 

the Purple Gangsters grew up, was not main-

tained to the same standard as the rest of the city. 

Moreover, Jews were the newest arrivals in the 

city, and so were easy targets for those that had 

immigrated before them. Nativist and anti-

Semitic propaganda cemented negative stereo-

types about Jews in the minds of Detroit citizens. 

Robert Rockaway describes the nativist actions of 

such notable Detroit figures as Henry Ford: 

From 1920 to 1922, Henry Ford vilified Jews 

in the pages of his Dearborn Independent 

newspaper and in pamphlets entitled “The 

International Jew.” Ford required his auto-

mobile dealers to give a pamphlet to every-

one who purchased one of his cars, and mil-

lions of Americans bought Fords. And Ford 

allowed the Ku Klux Klan and the anti-

Semitic Black Legion to proliferate at his De-

troit plants. (Rockaway)

These publications from one of the most influen-

tial residents of Detroit represent the nativist dis-

crimination faced by the city’s Jewish residents. 

Such anti-Semitism kept non-established groups 

from success by favoring established groups. It 

barred Detroit’s Jews from economic success, 

since non-Jews seeking employment would not 

have to overcome stereotypes perpetuated by 

propaganda. 

The Purple Gangsters were certainly sub-

jected to economic and social injustices, but it’s 

important to remember that their organized 

brand of crime was a conscious decision, not a 

survival reaction. A better explanation than pov-

erty or racism for why the Purples went into or-

ganized crime is that they chose it in an effort to 

assert themselves as individuals by earning 

money and renown. As Rockaway describes, 

“These men were not products of crushing pov-

erty, broken homes, or widespread economic de-

spair. Most of them had been raised in lower 

middle-class homes where the father had a 

steady, if low-paying, job” (Rockaway). Purple 

Gangsters weren’t coerced into organized crime. 

The nativism faced by the Purples did not elimi-

nate their opportunity to earn success legally. Yet 

it did motivate them to stand out and take control 

as wiseguys—people who seemingly found an 

easy path to money and financial success. Rocka-

way contends that “these men selected careers in 

crime because they wanted money, power, recog-

nition, and status, and they wanted it fast. Crime 

offered them a quick way to realize their dreams” 

(Rockaway). The Purples wanted to live the life of 

the glamorized gangsters, to have the money and 

renown they wanted without the grueling effort 

or luck that normally requires. The Purple Gang-

sters first thought when they saw other gangsters 

that organized crime could give them the money, 

status, and control they wanted. As Paul Kavieff 

argues in his book, The Purple Gang: Organized 

Crime in Detroit, 1910-1945, “They also saw men 

who seemed to live the good life without work-

ing. These other men wore the best clothes, drove 

luxury sedans, and had thick wads in their pock-

ets… they were gangsters” (3). The Purple Gang-

sters saw gangsters who hardly worked, but still 

made money, and decided that they would turn 

toward organized crime for the profits it would 

bring them. 

If anti-Semitism and poverty disadvantaged 

Jews in Detroit, Purple Gangsters pursued status 

and control by taking advantage of other circum-

stances around them. They enjoyed perfect condi-

tions for making money: an illegal commodity, a 

close source, practice subverting the law, and a 

thirsty population. The Purple Gangsters had a 

leg-up on gangs from other states, however, be-

cause they were located in Michigan. Michigan 

prohibited the sale of liquor in 1917, a full two 

years before the rest of the nation prohibited liq-

uor in 1919. This gave the Purple Gang a two- 

year head start to practice bootlegging, develop 

an infrastructure, and establish connections. Dur-

ing this time, the Purples “arranged for the 

Jewish-dominated “Little Jewish Navy” gang to 

bring [liquor] across the [Detroit] river [from Can-

ada] for them” (Rockaway).  The Purples devel-

oped this arrangement with the Little Jewish 

Navy during the early years of Prohibition, before 
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gangs in other parts of the country even existed. 

When other prohibition gangs were just forming, 

the Purple Gang had already developed an infra-

structure.

The arrangement between the Purple Gang 

and the Little Jewish Navy also meant that the 

Purple Gang didn’t have to transport alcohol 

very far to sell it; they could buy and sell it in the 

same city, avoiding transportation costs. The 

Purple Gangsters had plenty of places to sell their 

whiskey in Detroit, which allowed them to deal 

in large volumes of illegal booze. According to 

Rockaway, “In 1923 there were 7,000 blind pigs 

[illegal bars] in the city. By 1925 the number had 

risen to 15,000; three years later the figure stood 

at 25,000” (Rockaway). These conditions proved 

ideal; the Purples had a head start on other boot-

leggers to develop their infrastructure and con-

nections, they had a close source of liq-

uor—meaning distribution was easy, and more 

blind pigs, known as speakeasies in other cities, 

than they could supply. Leaders of the Purple 

Gang exploited these conditions in an effort to 

make easy money, and to assert their presence in 

the community.

They also earned their reputations by sup-

pressing potential competitors through violence. 

Wanting to be recognized and feared, they prac-

ticed a superlative form of violence, notorious 

even among other violent Prohibition-era gangs, 

such as the St. Louis Gang and Capone’s Mob. 

The Purple Gang brought the popular Thompson 

Submachine Gun to Detroit when three men tried 

to set up their own bootlegging operation. 

Rockaway describes the aftermath of the incident: 

“The police later dug 110 bullets out of the floors 

and walls. 33 Crime historians refer to this inci-

dent [the killing of three rival gangsters] as De-

troit's first machine gun execution and the event 

which introduced machine guns into Detroit 

gangster warfare” (Rockaway). The Purple Gang-

sters performed this slaughter to assert their 

reputations and control over Detroit. The Purple 

Gangsters preyed on other gangs for material 

reward as well, as Kavieff describes: “Anyone 

landing liquor along the Detroit waterfront had to 

be armed and prepared to fight to the death as it 

was common practice for the Purples to take a 

load of liquor and shoot whoever was with it” 

(Kavieff qtd. in Gribben 2).The Purples took con-

trol of their operation, attacking other gangs to 

assert their autonomy and to steal from them. The 

Purple Gangsters gunned down other Prohibition 

gangs in cold blood. The Purples’ recruitment 

process screened for ‘applicants’ that were as fe-

rocious as they were by testing their willingness 

to commit violent acts. Kavieff describes how the 

Purples determined if someone was Purple mate-

rial: “It was during this time that the still juvenile 

gang introduced the underworld expression 

‘making their bones’ in reference to committing 

murders, creating reputations for ferocity with 

harsh beatings, and creating contacts within other 

mobs” (9). The Purple Gangsters carved an image 

of extreme violence and brutality for themselves, 

killing anyone who got in their way and induct-

ing only those who proved bloodthirsty and loyal 

enough. This recognition cemented their reputa-

tion as a gang.

Carving out reputations as ruthless and 

bloody may have gotten the individual leaders of 

the Purple Gang some short-term recognition. Yet 

it also attracted unwanted attention from other 

gangs and from the police, who systematically 

eliminated Purple Gang leaders. As Rockaway 

reports, “In 1931, Ray Bernstein, Irving Milberg, 

and Harry Keywell were sentenced to life impris-

onment for cold-bloodedly killing three rival 

gangsters in what reporters called the Colling-

wood Manor Massacre” (4). The police caught 

three of the gang’s leaders alone and unprepared. 

Their self-assertion, achieved through violence 

also attracted the attention of other gangs. In 

1933, Abe Axler and Eddie Fletcher—two more of 

the gang’s important leaders—were also caught 

unprepared, and “taken for a ride.” The Novem-

ber 27, 1933 headline in The Detroit Times reads, 

“Axler and Fletcher Slain on Gang Ride and Bod-
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ies Are Left in Car.” The gang’s leaders asserted 

their reputations as individuals, and were thus 

targeted and eliminated as individuals, when the 

rest of their criminal empire was not there to pro-

tect them. With the elimination of these five men, 

the Purple Gang was left leaderless and its mem-

bers were absorbed by other criminal organiza-

tions. Robert Warshow argues that the gang’s 

downfall was inevitable. He explains, “The gang-

ster’s whole life is an effort to assert himself as an 

individual, to draw himself out of the crowd, and 

he always dies because he is an individual; the 

final bullet thrusts him back, making him, after 

all, a failure” (Warshow 585, original emphasis).  

To be successful, the Purple Gangsters needed to 

assert themselves as individuals, but doing so 

attracted unwanted recognition from other gangs 

and the police.

The Purple Gang started as young kids want-

ing fame and recognition, and ended as criminals 

on trial or executed. Coming from a marginalized 

and oppressed minority in Detroit, the Purples 

went into organized crime to take control over 

their lives, to seize the power and money they 

wanted by force. They used bootlegging to make 

money and extreme violence to assert their 

autonomy, necessary for criminal success but also 

inherently limiting. Although they ruled Detroit’s 

underworld for over a decade, their leadership 

was systematically eliminated by other gangs and 

the police once they attracted too much attention. 

The Detroit Times may have perfectly described 

the Purple Gang when it declared, “Abe Axler 

and Eddie Fletcher, machine gun terrorists of the 

Purple gang and recognized as Detroit’s Public 

Enemies One and Two, had died today as they 

lived—by the gun” (“Axler”). 
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ur society expects us women to follow a 

certain path: go to school, get married, 

and take care of the kids. This life trajec-

tory includes giving up our autonomy in order to 

lead predetermined lives. Everyone is equal un-

der the law, but that does not mean we are equal 

in terms of relative autonomy. Female autonomy 

is bound by socio-cultural norms that have re-

sulted from a male-dominated patriarchal politi-

cal system that hinders women’s capacity for at-

taining independence by creating a disparity be-

tween the law as stated and what is actually prac-

ticed. Farida Shaheed contends that “The most 

efficient method of control[ling women] is per-

haps through the laws an individual internalizes 

in the process of socialization. Because they re-

quire little recourse to overt external enforcement, 

these unwritten laws are often greater obstacles to 

women’s autonomy than formal legislation” (85). 

Cultural practice has the power to diminish writ-

ten law, and it happens everywhere. Clear exam-

ples are regulations regarding inheritance and 

divorce within shari’a law in Muslim countries, 

where the law differs from the actual culture prac-

ticed and enforced by men. That being said, this 

type of oppression is not confined to “third 

world” countries. It is hard for women in the 

United States to recognize disparities between the 

law and culture because women’s rights issues are 

O
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usually seen as “in the past.” Women in Islam 

face similar issues with recognizing their own 

oppression because there are no alternatives to 

the status quo. It is essential for women in the 

West as well as in the East to acknowledge the 

unwritten laws within their own societies in or-

der to create a substantial base on which to 

change them.

Changes cannot be made until women realize 

their autonomy is threatened on a daily basis. 

Women may be given opportunities that they do 

not seize upon because they feel they will suffer 

damaging social consequences. Naila Kabeer is a 

Bangladeshi-born social economist who focuses 

her energy on gender and social policy issues. 

She argues that where there are “striking gender 

inequalities in basic well-being achievements, the 

equation between power and choice would sug-

gest quite plausibly that such inequalities signal 

the operation of power: either as an absence of 

choice on the part of women as a subordinate 

group or as active discrimination by men as the 

dominant group” (440). Women cannot exercise 

agency when they are unaware of all their possi-

Benazir Bhutto speaking to the press at Andrews Air Force 
Base in May of 1988.  Later that year, Bhutto would become 
the Prime Minister of Pakistan.



ble courses of action. On the surface it may not 

seem as though women are afforded equal choice 

to that of men, but this is because “it is far more 

difficult to accommodate forms of gender ine-

quality when these appear to have been chosen 

by women themselves,” and participation “di-

lutes the impression otherwise created that men 

are seeking to deny rights to women” (Meyer 

127). No one with political power would publicly 

reveal they find women inferior to men, but this 

truth is revealed through the type of policies in 

place. Policies that do not offer women viable 

alternatives to the current system are as ruinous 

to women’s rights because if women do not see 

potential benefits accruing from structural 

change, they will continue to reinforce their cur-

rent situation. It is not only written policies that 

injure women’s progress but communal stan-

dards put in place over time that hamper female 

liberation. 

Liberation can be tricky in places where there 

are strict cultural rules that may not exist within 

the law. In Muslim countries women’s autonomy 

has partially regressed because of cultural rules, 

which are especially common on the subject of 

whether or not women choose to accept inheri-

tance. Haifaa Jawad, a senior lecturer on Islam 

and Middle Eastern studies, covers the chapter in 

the Quran that firmly establishes women’s legal 

right to inheritance. Jawad claims that “the Di-

vine instructions concerning women’s rights to 

inheritance are violated and overlooked by Mus-

lim societies” because “[v]ery often, strong social 

pressure is applied on women to renounce their 

shares for the benefit of the immediate male 

members of the family” (68). If a woman does 

choose to accept her share of inheritance, she is 

“accused of being selfish, greedy, inconsiderate, 

and irresponsible” (Ibid.). I contend that the so-

cietal pressure against women accepting their 

share of inheritance emanates from the implica-

tions of the patrilineal standard that has the 

power to cross religious boundaries.

We see a trend of patriarchal dominance in a 

variety of related social areas. In Muslim coun-

tries women fear losing the security provided by 

their male relatives, especially brothers, since they 

have the obligation to care for women and to 

meet their financial needs (Jawad 67). This re-

sponsibility was given to men for a reason: to con-

tinuously exercise control over the female do-

main. If a woman never marries, or divorces, she 

is at the mercy of her male relatives, with no al-

ternatives to fall back on. In this situation, if she 

were to take her share of inheritance, she would 

lose all of her relations, and she would be shamed 

by her entire community. Jawad gives a few cases 

in Muslim countries where women chose to relin-

quish their share of inheritance. For instance, a 

well-educated married couple, Ibrahim and 

Fatima, had three sons and one daughter. When 

they died, their inheritance was to be divided ac-

cording to Islamic law. However, the daughter 

decided to sacrifice her share because “[s]he felt 

that if she had to claim her due she would lose 

the respect and love of her brothers, and the 

community would degrade her and look down 

upon her” (Jawad 69). This daughter’s behavior 

may exhibit contemporary notions of “choice,” 

but can it really be considered an active decision 

when there are so many adverse consequences for 

a woman who inherits? Naila Kabeer contends 

that in order to be considered a valid choice, there 

must be “the possibility of alternatives, the ability to 

have chosen otherwise” (437). Yes, technically 

women could choose to accept their inheritance, 

but there are no beneficial outcomes from that 

decision. Therefore, women will contribute to sus-

taining the present patriarchal system of inheri-

tance. 

A similar problem arises with divorce in Is-

lamic countries. Shari’a law upholds the tradi-

tional patriarchal family unit, which subordinates 

the woman’s status since she is dependent on her 

husband. For this reason, “as in other patriarchal 

systems, the ‘balance’ in the rights of the spouses 

is sharply titled in the husband’s favor” (Mayer 

107). Therefore, laws concerning divorce may 

seem equal on paper, but are inherently imbal-

anced within the social sphere. The first problem 
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with divorce under shari’a law is that there are 

multiple kinds. For example, there is Talaq al-

Tawfid, where at the time of marriage the hus-

band agrees that the wife may dissolve the mar-

riage at any point for whatever reason she sees 

fit. This type is the least common because it de-

pends on the husband agreeing to the conditions. 

Then there is Talaq al- Bidah, which is the most 

widely used in the Muslim world, in which the 

man renounces the marriage three times when-

ever he wants. Bidah is irreversible unless his ex-

wife marries another man, consummates the mar-

riage, and is divorced twice (Jawad 80-81). Bidah 

allows three repudiations that are not constrained 

to certain time frames and may be done hastily. 

Divorce is seen as a last resort in Muslim coun-

tries, and based on the Quran, is supposed to be a 

long process in case the couple should decide to 

restore their marriage before the divorce is final-

ized. Therefore, Bidah is not supported by the Qu-

ran. Nevertheless, Bidah is the most widely used 

form. not only because it is favorable to men, but 

also because most of the time women do not use 

their right to divorce in an unhappy marriage 

because of “the social menace and terror sur-

rounding divorce in Muslim societies” (Jawad 

81). Because Muslim society devalues women 

who are divorced, they rarely seek possibilities in 

life that do not include a husband. Women’s re-

luctance to file for divorce has made it in practice 

solely a right reserved for men. 

The social taboo of being divorced comes 

from those in power attempting to control the 

forces of female sexuality. If a woman is divorced, 

she might be considered autonomous, which is 

threatening to the status quo; while a woman 

who is married is under the control of her hus-

band and is in her prescribed place. A divorced 

woman has a re-inscribed identity that is outside 

of her circumscribed social space. A woman who 

is not reliant on a man is not only making deci-

sions reserved for women, but also decisions so-

cially reserved for men. Over time this fact has 

become socially unacceptable by men due to its 

potentially jeopardizing nature. Kabeer contends 

that “the criterion of alternatives relates to the 

structural conditions under which choices are 

made while the criterion of consequences relates 

to the extent to which the choices made have the 

potential for transforming these structural condi-

tions” (461). Women cannot be autonomous if 

they do not see possibilities other than relying on 

the men in their lives, especially when there are 

adverse consequences in choosing not to be sub-

ordinate. In regard to divorce, there are very few 

alternatives to a male provider because of the pa-

triarchal structure in place, and because of this, 

choosing to stay in an unhappy marriage does not 

contribute to any kind of shift in the structural 

conditions present. This is one of many conditions 

in which “patriarchal biases in Muslim countries 

induce men to think it is natural for them to enjoy 

superior legal rights” (Mayer 120).

The fact that divorced women are socially 

unacceptable has had detrimental effects on their 

autonomy. There are very few support alterna-

tives for women who are divorced or single par-

ents other than a male provider. Iman Bibars con-

tends that “social policies and the non-

contributory welfare programs do indeed treat 

women as secondary and dependent,” and this 

“signals to these women that they are backward, 

unproductive dependents and helpless without a 

male protector” (159). Most of the time welfare 

programs only give aid to widows with children 

and not to divorcees with children (Bibars 160), 

which imposes male dominance over otherwise 

autonomous female sexuality.

Male domination is not always hidden be-

hind laws, and is grimly present in Mulsim coun-

tries with regard to political rape. It is common 

for men with political significance to rape each 

other’s wives as a way of achieving revenge, or to 

reinstate their power. Such rape not only dishon-

ors the politician himself, but it is also a way to 

force women to “obey the rules of the male power 

structure, and to remain within certain culturally 

and religiously specified boundaries” (Haeri 170). 
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For example, Benazir Bhutto served as the prime 

minister of Pakistan, making her one of the only 

Muslim women in the world at that time with 

political power. Because Bhutto was a force to be 

reckoned with, three of her close supporters were 

raped as a way of besmirching Bhutto’s reputa-

tion. Those rapes tarnished her reputation be-

cause they forced Bhutto’s followers to question 

her ability to protect her friends from her ene-

mies. Also, because she was a “raped leader,” she 

was “dishonored, symbolically and actually” 

since women are objectified to symbolize every-

one’s honor (Haeri 171). The fact that women can 

become so negatively entangled in political re-

venge instills fear in their hearts and acts as a 

force field against women participating in poli-

tics. The possibility of rape has an enormous ef-

fect on women, and it is ultimately a denial of 

their autonomy. It is yet another mean of control-

ling women’s sexuality and maintaining male 

guardianship (Haeri 170).

Cultures that create inferiority for women in 

stereotyped gender roles are not limited to Mus-

lim countries. It is a problem in the West as well, 

specifically in the United States. The source of 

male dominance in the United States stems from 

the idea that “Nature” intends men to be stronger 

and more capable than women. Anne Meyer con-

tends that “[s]tereotypes can have the result of 

making familiar patterns of discrimination and 

inequality seem somehow natural” (120). Ascrib-

ing different personalities and actions to men and 

women is especially prevalent in the United 

States. Mernissi argues that societies “try to ra-

tionalize these prescriptions in terms of psycho-

logical differences between the sexes or their dif-

ferent roles in reproduction” (6). In the United 

States you are given an identity from the moment 

you are born based on your gender. Deviation 

from the prescribed role is socially unacceptable. 

For example, little girls who have masculine in-

terests may be teased or discouraged from pursu-

ing those interests, which leads to separate male 

and female domains, such as in politics. Since this 

intrinsic assignment is given at birth, it is seen as 

an “inalterable difference between men and 

women that is decreed by Mother Nature” 

(Mayer 125). This is one way in which “actual 

prescriptions are almost entirely determined by 

culture” rather than by law (Mernissi 6). The 

main reason inequalities caused by such prescrip-

tions are not seen is because “the participation of 

women dilutes the impression otherwise created 

that men are seeking to deny rights to women” 

(Mayer 127). Women in the United States, like 

women in other countries, keep to their pre-

scribed role for fear of the social consequences of 

mixing male and female domains.

Americans fail to recognize that misogyny is 

also a part of their own culture. A major problem 

in the United States is the consensus that the ur-

gency of women’s rights is confined to Third 

World countries, and “Of course, the American 

officials offering these portrayals are most often 

men” (Mayer 122). The United States’ affectation 

with regards to women’s rights can be discredited 

when you look at its failure to enact CEDAW 

(Convention to Eliminate All Forms of Discrimi-
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nation Against Women). Women trust that they 

are receiving an optimal level of protection 

against discrimination based on gender, but in 

the Constitution the right to vote is the only ex-

plicit right given to women. In fact, rights af-

forded to women under the Constitution are far 

inferior than those given to women in Russia and 

South Africa under their new constitutions 

(Mayer 121). The United States’ reluctance to 

change the Constitution is homologous to the 

way Muslim countries refuse to change the struc-

ture of shari’a law, which in turn affects cultural 

norms. This fact taints the U.S.’s claim that 

American women are fully equal with men, un-

like women in Third World countries. It combats 

the consensus that the battle against women’s 

rights has already been won. In order for women 

to be afforded the same rights as men, they must 

open their eyes to the inherent inequalities that 

exist.  

In the United States there is an emphasis on 

familial harmony that places pressure on people 

to conform to their prescribed gender roles. Ka-

beer contends that, “a powerful ideology of ‘to-

getherness’ binds the activities and resources of 

the family together under the control of the male 

head,” so “women do not actively seek the oppor-

tunity to set up separate units from men because 

autonomous units are neither socially acceptable 

nor individually desired” (460). In other words, 

the social pressure to have a “happy family” 

keeps women from working too much, or stray-

ing away from their prescribed roles as women.

The Western idea that injustice against fe-

males is confined to exotic countries is ironic be-

cause Western colonization may, in fact, be the 

root cause of the patriarchal system that leads to 

gender inequalities. Deniz Kandiyoti argues that 

“The identification of Muslim women as the 

bearers of ‘backwardness’ of their societies, ini-

tially by colonial administrators and later by 

Western-oriented reformers, is mirrored by a re-

active local discourse which elevates the same 

practices into symbols of cultural authenticity 

and integrity” (21). Those in power in Muslim 

regions use this fact to their advantage. If women 

feel they are being attacked for their cultural prac-

tices, they will fight the hegemony with integrity. 

An example is the veil. Westerners’ obsession 

with the veil as a sign of oppression has led to 

Muslim women willfully wearing the veil in or-

der to fight this stereotype, even if the veil does 

serve as an obstacle in their lives, but this does 

not challenge the patriarchal system in place: it 

reinforces it. Women are choosing to wear the 

veil, but in some cases only to fight the symbolic 

meaning it carries in other countries, and this is 

exactly what leaders in Muslim countries want. 

They want women to conceal their sexuality. 

Colonization has deemed Muslims as “the other,” 

which has led to unchanging cultural and politi-

cal practices because men practice cultural war 

against the world outside to keep things stagnant 

inside to reduce any kind of social conflict. 

Mahnaz Afkahmi contends, “Women’s freedom is 

curtailed by a male-oriented hegemonic social 

structure at home and by their lack of access to 

the means of communication domestically and 

internationally” (5). Women in Muslim countries 

are either cut off from international communica-

tion, or given the wrong impression of what the 

world thinks. Those in power want to keep inter-

nal societal differences at bay in order to prevent 

social conflict. To do so, they position the outside 

world as the enemy, which leads to women fight-

ing “the enemy” with internal cultural stagnation. 

At the same time, it is necessary for Westerners to 

have a fair view of Muslim women in order to 

help their cause. Once Westerners stop essential-

izing the plight of Muslim women in local com-

munities as all the same, they will begin to trust 

women’s movements in the South and follow 

suit. This is where change will occur. Shaheed 

argues that “The emphasis on gender as a corner-

stone of cultural identity is neither new nor lim-

ited to the Muslim world, where it can at least be 

traced back to experiences of colonization or de-

pendency on the West” (82). The western patriar-
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chal standard of assigning women certain roles 

not only shapes their lives, but also shapes the 

way they see themselves. 

The central problem is that women them-

selves contribute to oppressive practices in order 

to be socially acceptable, and are separated from 

human rights discourses. Once women realize 

that self-identification need not be confined to 

socio-cultural norms, their self-awareness will 

combat the socially-fabricated bondage perpetu-

ated by a male-dominated political system.
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mericans tell the same story over and 

over again. We tell it in Alien when the 

mysterious organism attacks a cargo 

ship. We exalt it when Bruce Willis and 

his team of roughnecks blow up an asteroid 

headed toward Earth in Armageddon. We repeat it 

in Men in Black as the eponymous agents fight 

aliens who’re out to destroy our planet. Of course, 

they’re just stories, but stories, myths, affect how 

we see the world. Wendy Doniger, a professor of 

the History of Religions at the University of Chi-

cago, describes a myth as “a story that is believed, 

believed to be true, and [that] people continue to 

believe in the face of sometimes massive evidence 

that it is, in fact, a lie” (81). Each movie I’ve men-

tioned has to do with a dangerous alien threat and 

our preferred method of alien extermination by 

force. Robert Jewett and John Shelton Lawrence, 

two Religious Studies scholars, noticed the pat-

tern and defined it when they wrote: “The action 

of the American monomyth always begins with 

the threat arising against Eden’s calm” and “Eden 

becomes a wilderness in which only a superhero 

can redeem the captives” (174). The monomyth is 

so strong, it’s been told for the past four hundred 

years in America (Ibid.). Something from the out-

side threatens civilization, and a hero saves the 

day with heroic violence. Aliens attack the Earth, 

and a small band stands between them and hu-

manity with guns cocked, ready to go. Vigilantes, 

people who enforce their own law without 

authority, borrow this narrative pattern and apply 

A
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it to undocumented migrants, whom they see as a 

dangerous alien threat that must be removed by 

force, despite massive evidence that migrants are 

not dangerous at all.

Vigilantes like the Minutemen, an anti-

immigration organization especially active in the 

first decade of the 21st century, wait for undocu-

mented immigrants to approach the US-Mexican 

border in order to report them to Border Patrol, or 

even to apprehend the migrants themselves, tak-

ing the law into their own hands (Beirich). It’s the 

monomyth all over again: the vigilantes save 

America (civilization) from undocumented im-

migrants (alien threat). But because of our famili-

arity with the monomyth, we only need one side 

of the story: the vigilantes’. In the context of the 

monomyth, vigilantes are the heroes. Yet, with 

closer scrutiny, there is another story unfolding, 

one about immigrants’ heroic struggles. The La-

tino immigrant story tells of a journey through 

harsh terrain and encounters with harsher crimi-

nals, as well as with the American legal system, 

in a quest to reach a better life. If this story were 

told in any other context than the American bor-

der struggle, immigrants wouldn’t be villains; 

they would be heroes. However, Congress has yet 

to take action to provide an effective path to citi-

zenship for undocumented immigrants, essen-

tially ignoring the problem. The American mon-

Fence marking the border between the United States and 
Mexico, just south of San Diego, CA.



omyth has groomed us to believe that vigilantes 

are heroes for keeping villainous immigrants out 

of America; however, immigrants are the heroes 

of this story for their bravery and willingness to 

trek across the wilderness of nature and man in 

search of a better life. They should receive recog-

nition in the popular media for their courage, and 

deserve an overhaul of immigration policy from 

the US government. 

Of course, we should define what a hero is, or 

what we should consider heroic. Most people 

would agree that a burly, six-foot-tall firefighter 

saving a little girl from a house fire is heroic, but 

can we say the same for a mother who works two 

waitressing jobs to support her children after her 

husband has left her for the cleaning lady? Cer-

tainly, the mother is a hero as much as is the fire-

fighter. Christopher Reeve, who played Super-

man in films in the 1980s, tells us that “A hero is 

an ordinary individual who finds the strength to 

persevere and endure in spite of overwhelming 

obstacles.” For some, that obstacle may be a burn-

ing building, and for others it may be finding a 

way to pick up three kids from soccer practice 

after a husband has called for a divorce. It need 

not be dramatic. Sometimes heroes are normal 

people who face hardship and continue despite it. 

Suddenly, we have a yardstick to measure the 

actions of others. And indeed, this yardstick 

couldn’t be long enough to measure the height of 

heroism displayed by migrants on their way to 

the US.

For undocumented immigrants, the journey 

to America begins at home in Mexico or in Latin 

America. Imagine three walls with a dirt floor. 

There is no roof. There is no running water or 

electricity. There’s only a single, dirty well for 

water. It’s hot outside, and at night there are 

mosquitoes and cockroaches. Anyone can come 

in and take what little you have. It’s very differ-

ent from homes we’re familiar with, complete 

with hot water heaters, air conditioning, and sat-

ellite television. This image confronts Frank 

George, a Minuteman vigilante who had reported 

undocumented immigrants crossing the border, 

when he went to Mexico to see the former home 

of the Gonzalezes, the undocumented immigrant 

family Frank lived with in Los Angeles in Morgan 

Spurlock’s reality show 30 Days (“Immigration”). 

Mexico is nothing like the United States. Few 

Americans know that the minimum wage of a 

general worker in northern Mexico is 67.29 pesos, 

which is only $5.18, per day (“Minimum”), a piti-

ful amount. Here, even a professional electrician 

only gets $7.37 per day (Ibid.). The chance of get-

ting a US work visa is slim; only 5,000 of 140,000 

work visas awarded each year go to unskilled 

workers (“How”). I did the math, and that’s only 

3.7% of all work visas available to all countries, 

not just Mexico. Even if you have family in the 

States legally, the wait for a green card is still 18 

years (“Five Facts”). Latino immigrants have had 

enough of poverty, and they don’t have 18 years 

to wait for relief. It’s easy to see why people jour-

ney hundreds of miles away from families, 

friends, and everything familiar to make a new 

start. 

And so, undocumented immigrants decide to 

brave the journey to the United States, but there 

are many obstacles. Nature is against them. In 

southern Mexico, there is dense rainforest to trek 

through. The region is subtropical, so it rains fre-

quently. If you can get through that, you contend 

with the desert in northern Mexico, which often 

claims lives. 704 undocumented immigrants died 

between 1996 and 2000 trying to cross the desert 

to get to the border (Zakin). However, there is a 

way to cut through Mexico without going on foot. 

Many immigrants jump on a freight train called 

La Bestia—The Beast—that runs from Guatemala 

through Mexico (Matalon). Lorne Matalon, a 

writer for independent news source Fronteras 

Desk, went to Veracruz, Mexico, to meet immi-

grants who regularly try to board the train. One 

immigrant said she’d seen three people die: “One 

was hit by a tree branch, one was hit by an electric 

cable, and one was thrown off the train by some-

one else” (Matalon). La Bestia is a double edged 

sword; it could be your ticket to freedom as much 
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as your death. The dangers are just as much hu-

man as natural.

Criminals are everywhere on the journey 

through Mexico. In Marc Silver and Gael Garcia 

Bernal’s four-part documentary Los Invisibles, 

they interviewed traveling immigrants on their 

way to the States about the dangers of making the 

trip. Most of their concerns were criminal-related. 

Kidnapping is a big fear because kidnappers will 

try to get a ransom for immigrants with relatives 

in the States; those without relatives are killed. 

Immigrants are in constant danger of robbery. 

Every person they encounter could be a potential 

friend, thief, kidnapper, or rapist. For women, the 

last category is a dreaded danger; an estimated 

six in ten women traveling from Central America 

and Mexico to the US will be raped. A psycholo-

gist in an immigrants’ shelter in Mexico says that 

a fourteen-year-old girl requested a contraceptive 

injection because she expected to be raped and 

didn’t want to conceive (Invisibles). Crime is so 

inevitable that it is no longer a matter of “if it 

happens” but “when it happens.” Yet, immi-

grants persevere despite the natural and criminal 

dangers. They are normal people facing over-

whelming obstacles: they are heroic.

But the danger is not over when they cross 

the border. The Border Patrol is looking for them. 

Vigilantes like the Minutemen wait for them to 

cross and report them to Border Patrol (“Immi-

gration”). Others, like Roger and Donald Barnett, 

detain trespassing immigrants without Border 

Patrol’s help (Zakin). If a migrant can remain un-

detected after crossing, he or she must search for 

work, and the work can be grueling or danger-

ous. Eric Zuelkhe, a writer for the Population 

Reference Bureau, says that immigrants take on 

risky jobs out of necessity; the job market isn’t 

open to people who don’t speak English, and 

some immigrants may consider taking a danger-

ous job because it offers safer working conditions 

than the same job in their home country. Day-to-

day existence is better than it was in Mexico or 

Honduras or Chile, but it’s still a hard way to 

live. Migrants live with the constant fear that 

someone might find out they’re undocumented; if 

the Border Patrol finds out, it’s right back to pov-

erty they go. In the meantime, they work and 

hope.

This story of struggle isn’t well-known, and 

that’s a problem. I have yet to see it in the main-

stream media. Of course, people can’t complain 

that Latinos are under-represented in American 

mainstream culture: what would this world be 

like without Taco Bell? And isn’t the new Ulti-

mate Marvel Spider-Man half-black, half-Latino 

(“Spider-Man”)? Yes, Miles Morales is of black-

Latino descent, but he was born in the States 

(Ibid.). That’s a small win for racial representa-

tion, but it doesn’t tell the story of sacrifice to get 

to America. It’s not part of his narrative; immigra-

tion has nothing to do with him. What we need, 

and what immigrants need, are stories about mi-

grants and their journey specifically. Their story 

has drama enough for a movie or a book, yet no 

one’s truly capitalized on it, and so we fail to real-

ize the actual hardship of Latino immigrants. 

Without these stories, it’s unlikely we will do so, 

given our tendency to cling to stories we already 

know. That tendency even has a name; it’s called 

“the availability heuristic.” Psycholgist Kendra 

Cherry describes it as “a mental shortcut that re-

lies on immediate examples that come to mind” 

(“Availability”). If your only example of immi-

grants is that they don’t pay taxes and are social 

parasites, you’ll believe that of all immigrants you 

see. However, new stories are very powerful and 

can break a mind out of the rut of belief. The 1989 

comic El Diablo is a good example of a new story 

that challenges its reader to think differently 

about a “familiar” topic: illegal immigrants and 

how they get here.

El Diablo (1990), written by Gerard Jones and 

drawn by Mike Parobeck, stars Rafael Sandoval, a 

masked vigilante in the fictional town of Dos 

Rios, Texas, which sits on the border between the 

US and Mexico. In the story arc “The River,” a 

smuggler abandons a van full of immigrants in 
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the Rio Grande when he’s spotted by Border Pa-

trol. The migrants locked inside the van drown, 

and Rafael goes undercover as an immigrant to 

find the smuggler who killed them. On his jour-

ney, he meets young Israel, a hopeful migrant 

trying to find a smuggler to take him into Amer-

ica:

Rafael asks, “So Israel. Why do you want 

to cross?”

Israel answers, “To get a job. I can’t find 

anything down in Chiapas [a Mexican state].”

“And if you don’t find a job in America?” 

Rafael pushes.

“I will. Because America is like that!” the 

young immigrant replies enthusiastically. (El 

Diablo #13)

Rafael pushes, asking what he’ll do if he 

doesn’t find a job. Israel says, “People there are 

rich, and they help you. Your dreams become real 

in America” (El Diablo #13). This isn’t a young 

man looking to freeload off a rich country with 

good infrastructure and benefits. He believes 

America is where dreams become reality if you 

work hard enough. 

Of course, Israel is not real. He’s the figment 

of a writer’s imagination. However, the hopes 

and dreams of the immigrants he represents are 

real, and that’s what makes him so human. In 30 

Days, Morgan Spurlock’s TV reality series, young 

Armida, an undocumented teenager, goes to high 

school, competes in golf, and dreams of going to 

Princeton University. Armida’s parents want to 

have enough money to take care of their five 

children, and the whole family dreams of am-

nesty. In the documentary Los Invisibles, one man 

wants to reach America so he will have enough 

money to take care of his family and support his 

children. The interviewer asks his young daugh-

ter what she thinks America must look like, and 

she answers, “Beautiful” (Invisibles). In the same 

documentary, another woman left her children 

behind to find work in America and send money 

back to them (Invisibles). Immigrants want work, 

some money to send to their families, and oppor-

tunity. They are hungry for the chance to make 

something of themselves. Most of them want to 

make a better world for their children. They are 

the outsider looking in, while the vigilantes’ per-

ception is the insider’s looking out—and they fear 

what they see.

Unless the perceptions of Latino immigrants 

changes, we will continue to treat immigrants as 

criminals and villains. It’s easier to vilify some-

thing you don’t know than to attempt to under-

stand it. Vigilantes oppose immigrants because 

they don’t know them, and humans naturally fear 

what they do not know. Richard Puzzi, a ranch 

owner near the border, reported all his dogs had 

been killed by the migrants, his German shepherd 

hung and beaten; one morning he’d heard the 

clatter of migrants outside his house, and he 

walked out in a bathrobe with a shotgun, but he 

didn’t fire it (Zakin). In his mind, he had a reason 

for fear; people were trespassing on his property. 

Before her death last year, infamous nativist Bar-

bara Coe said one less immigrant is “one less ille-

gal alien bringing in communicable diseases, one 

less illegal alien smuggling deadly drugs, one less 

illegal alien gang member to rob, rape and mur-

der innocent U.S. citizens” (qtd. in Beirich). The 

Southern Poverty Law Center says that, in reality, 

immigrants, undocumented and otherwise, “are 

incarcerated at a much lower rate than native-

born Americans” (“10 Myths”). They’re even less 

dangerous than the typical American! Coe’s 

claims aren’t true, but rather a story she fully be-

lieves. Though her inflection may be malicious, 

they’re words of fear; she is afraid of Latinos, be-

cause the exemplar in her mind is a drug-

smuggling, disease-carrying fugitive, despite all 

evidence to the contrary.    

But stories that create fear have harsher con-

sequences than mere false accusations spread by 

scared people. Fear breeds violence, which can 

hurt another person, though the fearful person 

may feel justified. According to USAToday, Rich-

ard Malley, a border vigilante in Arizona, aimed a 

gun at Deputy Sheriff Pat Arend, and Malley re-

fused to lower his weapon because he believed 

the Deputy Sheriff was a drug smuggler. The en-
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counter happened late at night while the militia 

border guard was patrolling a drug-smuggling 

corridor. Malley lowered his gun only after the 

deputy was able to provide identification 

(Hensley). Though Malley was on the lookout for 

smugglers, the vigilante could easily have killed a 

deputy in his suspicion and fear, and it would 

have been called an accident. Even Sheriff Joe 

Arpaio, a notoriously strong anti-immigration 

supporter, said, “Private citizens want to do 

something about the illegal immigration and 

drug trafficking, but they shouldn’t be taking the 

law into their own hands” (qtd. in Hensley). In 

another fear-fueled debacle, a nine-year-old girl 

and her father, both Latinos, were killed in a 

home invasion because three people in the Min-

uteman American Defense thought the father was 

a drug smuggler (Beirich). Other vigilante groups 

have harassed Latino day-workers; another 

group invades the privacy of homeowners by 

setting up surveillance around the houses of sus-

pected undocumented immigrants (Beirich). 

The American monomyth is a dangerous nar-

rative, but a heavy-handed counter-myth won’t 

change the minds of the people who believe in it. 

In this respect, El Diablo is more than just a 

counter to the monomyth; the comic weaves the 

vigilantes’ point of view into the narrative with 

the immigrants’, giving a 360-degree view of the 

situation. The authors of El Diablo understood 

and acknowledged the viewpoint of the vigilan-

tes without validating it or making it seem hokey. 

In El Diablo, the Border Patrol Chief also takes the 

law into his own hands on the word of a story. 

The Border Patrol Chief, Gagliardi, shoots at Ra-

fael and his friend Israel after they’ve been 

stranded by the smuggler. Gagliardi opens fire on 

the two, and they fall into the river. Though Ra-

fael survives, Israel drowns. In costume, Rafael 

breaks into the Chief’s house to confront him. 

Gagliardi reveals he’d been tipped off; rival 

smugglers were coming across the river. Ga-

gliardi finally tries to take the law into his own 

hands and do something, and he inadvertently 

causes the death of an innocent man (El Diablo 

#13, 15). Gagliardi doesn’t know anything about 

Rafael and Israel. He doesn’t know who they 

were; he only has a tip. His perception of the 

situation was limited by his worldview, his myth. 

Such is the power of a myth: the story dictates 

thoughts that dictate behavior. However, in the 

comic the authors give both viewpoints, creating a 

fuller story than just one or the other sides’ point 

of view. They open the reader’s mind to a differ-

ent way of thinking without lambasting already-

held beliefs. 

The voices of people, their stories, are the 

roots of myth, and myths are a powerful and ef-

fective tool that causes tangible change. Myths 

can tear people down, but myths can build people 

up, too. Already, the myth of the immigrant’s 

struggle may be taking hold and changing reality, 

despite the small amount of attention it has re-

ceived. Dan Moffet, a professional journalist for 

About.com, writes about the Comprehensive Im-

migration Reform Bill, which would create a path 

to citizenship for the 11 million undocumented 

immigrants already in the US, as well as giving 

them Registered Provisional Immigrant Status, so 

they would be documented instead of deported. 

Though migrants would have to pay fines, fees, 

and taxes, they would be eligible for green cards 

in 10 years. Youths who entered the States as mi-

nors could apply for citizenship five years after 

they receive Registered Provisional Immigrant 

Status. The bill has stringent requirements: no 

felony charges, no late-comers after 2011, and 

English and civic lessons would be mandatory. 

Yet, immigrants would be allowed to work with-

out fear. This is a proposed bill—it has yet to pass 

the House (Moffet). With more support from con-

stituents, congresspersons would be more apt to 

vote yes, but first, opinions must change at the 

ground level within the populace; more people 

must come to understand that immigrants are far 

from the dangerous parasites mainstream media 

tells us they are. 
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We shouldn’t fear immigrants. In fact, they 

are heroes for battling odds we can’t imagine. 

They try to make money for their families, and 

most of them want a better life for their children. 

It’s not a popular view because it’s too human. 

We might empathize with them too much, and 

where there is empathy, there can be no fear. 

However, stories can also block empathy, as is the 

case with vigilantes. They fear the thing they do 

not know, and they don’t know the immigrants 

they meet. All they can see are people coming 

into their country, crossing their property, and 

endangering their lives. From birth, they’ve been 

rehearsing the same myth of civilization attacked 

by an outside force that can only be removed by 

violence. Their reasoning doesn’t make their ac-

tions right, but it does make the vigilantes under-

standable. They act on the story they know. But if 

people respond to a story with hate and violence, 

then it is time for a different story, one that builds 

up rather than tears down. We need more than 

stereotypes and token minority characters; we 

need real human voices telling their stories. Sto-

ries like that can literally change reality; already, 

the Senate has passed the bill that would allow 

undocumented immigrants a road, albeit a long 

road, to citizenship. Migrants could live in our 

country legitimately and without fear, as is their 

due. We need more stories like El Diablo to sus-

tain the flame of change. We need to make their 

struggle a legend: historical, larger-than-life, he-

roic, and a thing of the past.
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very Saturday as the clock turns from A.M 

to P.M, the sounds of tornado sirens slice 

through the afternoon air, practicing for 

the moment that a threatening storm will arrive. 

But on May 3, 1999, these sirens were more than 

just a warning when Moore, Oklahoma was hit 

with a deadly F5 tornado. Oklahoma, the heart of 

Tornado Alley, has had a long history of destruc-

tive weather. Causing property damage and kill-

ing residents who are unable to seek proper shel-

ter, nature leaves Tornado Alley natives vulner-

able to the reckless, unpredictable powers of the 

storm.

Multiple factors contribute to the vulnerability 

of the public, aside from the geographical charac-

teristics of the Great Plains. Dealing with the dan-

ger of the unknown becomes a part of daily life, 

quickly molding into distinct social behaviors and 

expectations. The characteristics of Moore’s tor-

nado culture have had both negative and positive 

effects on the community’s way of handling po-

tential disasters and their aftermaths. Citizens’ 

actions and reactions directly contribute to the 

outcome of each new tornado. Moore’s long his-

tory of tornadic activity has ultimately desensi-

tized the region: it has created a body of citizens 

who have found resilience in the rubble, but re-

main vulnerable because the culture of risk forces 

the community to adapt to danger by relying on 

their own judgments. 

E
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Ominous Oklahoma clouds are closely moni-

tored by meteorologists like Gary England, who 

has become an icon for the state’s severe weather 

tendencies. The beeps and bright colors of the 

weather radars he watches come across as a for-

eign language—one that must be translated by 

experts like England, who work to keep a com-

munity safe. Despite their efforts, living in Tor-

nado Alley comes with the burden of dealing 

with weather conditions that can be unpredict-

able even for the experts. The challenge comes 

with the translation of the radars in a manner 

and urgency that the people can understand. This 

translation often happens in the form of loud, 

droning tornados warnings. But the sirens don't 

foretell a deadly situation, and the Moore com-

munity has become desensitized to “false alarm” 

warnings. As an article in TIME magazine featur-

ing the 2013 Moore disaster explains, meteorolo-

gists who monitor ominous conditions must be 

careful in choosing when to sound the alarm “be-

cause every time the storm siren sounds and no 

wolf appears, people grow a little more compla-

cent” (Von Drehle 24). With 76 percent of nation-

wide tornado warnings culminating in “false 

alarms,” the public has relaxed around the 

shrieking sirens. But by accepting the possibility 

American flag placed by residents of Moore, OK after a 
category F5 tornado ripped through the town on May 
3,1999.



of tornados, the likelihood of imminent danger 

increases, as more people ignore the risks of fail-

ing to acknowledge warning signs. Storm after 

storm, the citizens of Moore underestimate the 

true strength of nature. However, after another F-

5 tornado tore its way through Moore on May 20, 

2013, killing 24 people and racking up billions of 

dollars in damage, the full potentials of tornado 

season were brought to light once more. 

May 20th was not the first time Moore had 

seen heart-breaking destruction.  Just fourteen 

years earlier, an F-5 tornado had ripped through 

Moore, following a similar path in both instances. 

Though natives of the area have their own theo-

ries as to why tornadoes seem to follow the same 

paths, there is a much more concrete reason. The 

geographical location of the pan-shaped state 

inherently factors into its tornado target potential, 

creating a history and a future for more storms. 

According to the National Climactic Data Cen-

ter’s Website, “Tornado Alley” is a phrase that 

refers to southern plains that experience a consid-

erable number of tornados each year between late 

spring and early fall. Oklahoma falls in the mid-

dle of this alley that stretches from central Texas 

to northern Iowa, and specifically includes 

Moore. Because of the facts that behind tornado 

patterns, storm shelters and sirens can only serve 

as precautionary measures for the inevitable fate 

of Tornado Alley.

May 3, 1999 also marks the day an F-5 tor-

nado to hit the suburban neighborhoods of 

Moore, tearing through elementary schools and 

parks, just as the May 20th storm had done. With 

a path of damage that crossed from Moore to 

Midwest City, the mile-wide tornado was on the 

ground for 80 minutes, leaving behind a destruc-

tion path 1,300 feet wide. But little about the re-

construction process changed once the commu-

nity began to rebuild. Timothy Marshall’s re-

search investigated the buildings and rubble left 

behind in order to determine the best reconstruc-

tion methods to make buildings more likely to 

withstand future damaging storm winds. What 

he found, however, were neighborhoods full of 

houses that only met the minimum building re-

quirements set in place by the Council of Ameri-

can Building Officials. The requirements that 

deemed these infrastructures suitable for storm 

weather were not up to par to withstand another 

F-5, including the houses rebuilt just three months 

after the tornado had torn them apart on May 3rd 

(Marshall 582). The storm should have triggered 

some changes in the rebuilding of the city, and, as 

Marshall ironically states, “In essence, the tornado 

that struck Moore was too intense to have signifi-

cant impact on the way residential housing was 

built” (Marshall 597). Despite the data he col-

lected and the building structures he analyzed, it’s 

as if the construction officials didn’t see the point 

in spending extra money or time on changing the 

infrastructure of a house that was sure to be 

blown away a handful of years later in a tornado. 

No changes were made to the houses themselves, 

and people began taking more of an interest in 

building internal safe-rooms or underground 

storm shelters--alternative forms of safety. The 

citizens knew that changes had to be made if they 

were to continue their lives in Tornado Alley, but 

a peculiar attitude began to take shape. In years to 

come, they would continue to take risks and push 

the limits of tornado warnings to promote their 

safety. How long could they wait to take shelter 

before it was too late? Was it better to stay and 

take shelter in their homes, or to try to outrun the 

storm? The lack of proper shelter resources would 

continue to be an issue in the May 20th tornado as 

well.

In response to the devastating effects of the 

May 3rd tornado, the Federal Emergency Man-

agement Agency (FEMA) organized a Building 

Performance Assessment team in an effort to ana-

lyze the destruction to better prepare for future 

tornados. FEMA’s warnings, however simple, still 

provided advice that was not acted on by public 

schools officils, or those who oversaw other facili-

ties and residential areas, which proved to have 

deadly results in the May 20th tornado. The as-
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sessment report states, “Communities should 

consider the need for adopting ordinances and 

regulations that promote disaster-resistant com-

munities by incorporating shelters into new con-

struction and communities” (“Midwest” 342, 

193). Despite the advice given by city officials to 

the public, the tips ultimately did not achieve the 

level of successful precautionary measures. The 

report suggests the intent of the information was 

to reduce future losses in both property and life 

in the event of another tornado, but the recon-

struction efforts still fell short, perpetuating the 

risks of the area as a tornado target.

Though the public can see that nature is the 

main cause for all of the damage and turmoil, it’s 

not just the violence of the storm that affects the 

outcome of the recovery. Tornado safety educa-

tion is engrained in the minds of Oklahoma stu-

dents from an early age. Even at the elementary 

school level, tornado drills are practiced just as 

frequently as are the fire escape plans and lock-

down procedures. Harold Brooks and Charles 

Doswell, two researchers for the Cooperative In-

stitute for Mesoscale Meteorological studies, ar-

gue that knowledge is power, and the lessons 

being taught in grade school have proved to save 

lives. In the May 3rd tornado, only six Moore stu-

dents were injured when the twister hit. Of the 

injured students, all made a full recovery and 

were not included in the death toll number 

(Brooks and Doswell 360). Upon looking further 

into this small figure of grade-school students 

affected, they found that 70 percent of the Moore 

public school students who were surveyed said 

they had learned tornado safety precautions as 

part of their education at school. The report 

states, “If we are going to expect people to take 

appropriate actions when tornado warnings are 

issued, it is imperative that they know what those 

actions should be” (Brooks and Doswell 360).  

In the May 20th tornado, however, grade-

school students were killed while seeking shelter 

inside of the very schools that taught them how 

to prepare themselves in the event of a tornado. 

Seven of the total 24 tornado-related deaths that 

day were students of Plaza Towers Elementary 

School in Moore. Though this skill set of knowing 

where to take shelter, how to carefully place your 

hands to protect your neck, and the pertinence of 

doing so in a timely manner is deemed important 

by Brooks and Doswell, it is almost meaningless if 

proper shelter is not an option. In this respect, the 

public schools are covering only half of the issue 

of tornado safety. For so long the community has 

pushed the boundaries of makeshift tornado 

safety, but the alternative forms of action for seek-

ing safety reveals disconnects between the needs 

of the community and the actions of community 

officials. Improvements as simple as rebuilding 

the community with the future in mind will make 

a difference, and could potentially save more stu-

dents. Students should be nestled into under-

ground storm shelters in times of danger, and not 

huddled among bookshelves in a classroom.     

The reality-shattering numbers in both dam-

age expenses and lives lost seemed to add up 

faster than the people of Moore could compre-

hend the damage. But what had the natives 

learned? Changes had to be made, but it was be-

coming more and more clear that tornado-proof 

standards might be unobtainable. Marshall found 

that this had been a facet of the destruction en-

dured by the people. He argues, “If anything, this 

event actually bolstered public perception that no 

building could survive a tornado” (Marshall 597). 

It could have been this realization that discour-

aged a significant change in the post-tornado re-

construction.

The schools may not have had the proper 

shelters prepared, but when President Obama 

addressed the Moore community in 2013, he re-

vealed that a different kind of “preparedness” 

had taken place. During a heartfelt speech to con-

sole those who were physically and emotionally 

injured, he hit on a characteristic of Oklahomans 

that has grown stronger with each disaster. He 

spoke directly to the victims as well as the volun-

teers who rushed to help pull Moore back on its 
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feet: “If there is hope to hold onto… it’s the 

knowledge that the good people there and in 

Oklahoma are better prepared for this type of 

storm than most” (Obama). But it wasn’t the 

preparation of the buildings, the number of storm 

shelters, or the timely warnings Obama was re-

ferring to. The people of Moore had been 

strengthening their spirit—something that would 

carry them through as they rebuilt their lives in 

the very town that had destroyed them. 

This brave attitude was recognized as soon as 

the day after the disaster in President Obama’s 

speech, and even six weeks later from complete 

strangers. Volunteers poured in from surround-

ing states, including Andrea Eger of Boston, who 

couldn’t stand to sit and watch the destruction on 

the news without doing something about it. Eger, 

in her Tulsa World article, reported that more than 

10,000 volunteers had cycled through churches 

serving as makeshift headquarters for clean up 

efforts just two months after the tornado hit. The 

majority of these volunteers were from out of 

town, and even out of state. Eger quoted the city 

manager, who fully realized the community’s 

current position wasn’t a new one. She explained, 

“It has happened before and it happened again, 

and we deal with it” (Eger). The idea of persever-

ance, hope, and the determination to recover even 

bought the city of Moore a phrase that turned 

into a campaign for recovery: “Oklahoma Strong.”

Not only has the frequency of threat caused 

complacency in the people directly in a potential 

disaster’s path, but also in governing officials, 

who shift the focus from preparedness to a glorifi-

cation of rebuilding through the aftermath. Focus-

ing on resilience, however, only perpetuates the 

vulnerability of a culture that has grown along-

side danger. Advertising individual resilience de-

fuses the importance of a collective preparedness. 

The actions and reactions of those officials in 

Moore clearly mirrored this “pep talk” effect. 

Oklahoma Governor Mary Fallin described 

the people of Oklahoma as “resilient,” in an arti-

cle published by the Tulsa World just three days 

after the 2013 tornado hit Moore. She had wit-

nessed first-hand the desperate ache for natives to 

return to their homes, even if they weren’t sure 

what they would find. Fallin argued that this trait 

is nothing new since “We have seen tragedy be-

fore and have recovered and emerged as stronger 

people and a stronger state” (Overall). The Okla-

homa spirit soon reached into the hearts of celeb-

rities with ties to Moore, willing to take part in 

relief efforts as well. Events like the televised 

“Healing in the Heartland: Relief Benefit Concert” 

and smaller, independently organized events, 

sprang up faster than disaster relief tents did in 

the wake of the storm. From T-shirts to posters to 
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updated Facebook banners, “Oklahoma Strong” 

became the slogan in a campaign of hope and 

encouragement for tornado victims to pick up the 

pieces and rebuild their lives yet again. This pub-

lic rhetoric has driven volunteer activity as well 

as cultivated hope for people whose lives were 

destroyed by the storm, however, the acceptance 

of severe weather as an anomaly out of their con-

trol has shifted the concern away from the actual 

problem: the lack of public shelters. Banking on 

public attitudes about resilience distracts us from 

the destruction we are faced with post-tornado. 

Though it has proved to comfort tornado victims 

and surrounding communities, it has created a 

false sense of activism and reassurance.

As a community that has learned how to live 

on the edge of risk with caution, Tornado Alley 

dwellers have ultimately become accustomed to 

the looming dangers that dark clouds can carry. 

Too much persistent warning ultimately devalues 

the weight of the situation, but a lack of prepara-

tion and timely warning results in devastation. 

Persistent warnings without tornados to show for 

them have added up to a brave group of people 

who have adopted a mindset that makes them 

“Oklahoma Strong,” rooted in their native land 

and unwavering in times of destruction. This re-

silience has strengthened the people’s attachment 

to Moore and the tireless efforts to rebuild it, but 

has ultimately doomed them to endure cycles of 

nature that are out of their control. While this fact 

comes with an image of complacent community 

members, the logistics of dealing with tornado 

season cannot go unconsidered. The community 

cannot simply live in fear, and must figure out 

how to cope with imminent danger. It seems the 

very people who are most equipped to deal with 

disaster are also the most susceptible to its conse-

quences because they are collectively desensi-

tized. However, this does not excuse the discon-

nect between experts and fellow community 

members who seem to choose either prepared-

ness or resilience. Complacency is a result of 

adapting to this choice of one or the other, when 

there is room for both a community rich in team-

work and a community that takes precautionary 

measures.
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arry Potter is the best-selling book series 

in history, so it is not surprising to see 

that it has garnered one of the largest 

fan bases in history. Many young chil-

dren, and some older ones as well, enjoyed read-

ing about the magical adventures of a young wiz-

ard’s coming of age. Many found themselves pre-

tending to use sticks as magic wands, dressing up 

in black robes to wait for a letter from Hogwarts, 

and begging their parents to buy a pet owl or cat 

(or at the very least a toad). Now these children 

have grown up and graduated from college; 

they’re ready to set out into the admittedly less 

exciting “muggle,” or non-magical, world. How-

ever, that generation left behind at least one rather 

peculiar habit that originated from its favorite 

bedtime story: Quidditch.

Quidditch is to the Harry Potter universe what 

American football is to the United States. That is 

to say, it is the most popular sport in the wizard-

ing world. In the books, the game is played both 

recreationally and professionally on flying broom-

sticks and essentially consists of six players throw-

ing a ball through hoops while dodging other 

balls, and one other player trying to find another 

smaller ball called a “snitch.”

In the real world, this game began as exactly 

that: a game. One can imagine small children en-

chanted by the series playing Quidditch in its 

humble form, running around outside on fake 

H
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broomsticks and pretending to catch imaginary 

snitches. However, as the children grew older, 

they also grew more dedicated, until their devo-

tion culminated in the first-ever Quidditch 

match, played at Middlebury College in 2005 

(Benepe “Alex”). From there, students began 

playing more competitively, incorporating more 

physical gameplay such as tackling. Now, more 

than eighty intercollegiate teams exist, and uni-

versities sanction their own tournaments. Prac-

tices with elements such as lower-body workouts 

and agility drills became integral to the success of 

Quidditch teams. As the students who gave rise 

to the game left the pitch, it was no longer just a 

game for the most diehard Harry Potter fans. 

Now its participants are looking to redefine it 

from what it has been to what it has become: a 

sport just as real as any other in the NCAA (Na-

tional Collegiate Athletic Association) or profes-

sional sports universe. 

This shift turns the currently common notion 

of Quidditch as a game played by nerds and fa-

natics completely on its head. In the span of less 

than a decade, the Quidditch community has 

changed to one that more closely resembles the 

players, fans, coaches, referees, and other officials 

who make up any other popular sport. Although 

we would not imagine the pale-faced Potterheads 

Match between UCLA and Arkansas at the 7th Quidditch 
World Cup on April 6, 2014.



whose childhoods were shaped by J. K. Rowlings’ 

novels as NCAA-caliber competitors, this com-

munity has successfully gained enough athletes 

and popularity to merit the sport’s inclusion in 

collegiate and international athletics. However, 

this remodeling of the Quidditch community puts 

at stake the identity of Quidditch itself. In some 

ways, Quidditch has been a refuge for those who 

wish to avoid the numerous regulations imposed 

by most popular sports. By attempting to secure 

legitimacy in the world of college athletics, Quid-

ditch may lose the support of those who initially 

contributed to its popularity.

Obviously, you will not find college students 

hovering in the air on broomsticks as they play 

Quidditch, nor will you find flying balls or any 

other sort of magic equipment. Nonetheless, 

Quidditch is just as complex as any other sport 

you can find on a college campus, if not more so. 

According to the The US Quidditch Rulebook, 8th 

edition, by Clay Dockery, et. al., the game takes 

place on a field known as a Quidditch pitch, 

which has three goals resembling hula-hoops 

atop flanking PVC pipes. On each team, three 

players, called chasers, pass around a quaffle, or a 

slightly deflated volleyball, attempt to put it 

through one of the hoops while one player from 

the opposing team, called the keeper, attempts to 

stop the quaffle from passing through the hoops. 

Every time the chasers successfully throw the 

quaffle through the opposing team’s hoops, their 

team is awarded ten points. In addition, there are 

two beaters on each team who throw dodgeballs, 

referred to as bludgers, at other players. If players 

are hit by a bludger, they must dismount their 

broom, drop any balls they were carrying, and 

touch their team’s hoops before they can resume 

play. Finally, the last player on each team is the 

seeker, whose job is to catch the snitch, a tennis 

ball in a long sock that hangs from the shorts of 

the snitch runner, who runs around the field and 

elsewhere, intentionally causing chaos and avoid-

ing the grasps of the seekers. Whoever catches 

the snitch wins 30 points for their team (as op-

posed to 150 in the book series); the match ends 

with the snitch’s capture.

These are only the basic rules of gameplay, 

but there are many more governing aspects of 

play such as where a player is allowed to tackle 

another, what happens when a game is tied at the 

end of play, and exactly what the dimensions of 

the pitch are supposed to be. They are all outlined 

in the 170-page official United States Quidditch 

Rulebook. By contrast, the National Football 

League’s rulebook, which details the gameplay of 

arguably the most complicated of today’s most 

popular sports, has only 120 pages. With rules 

such as “5.2.1. Incurring the knockout effect—If a 

player is struck with a live bludger, that player is 

‘knocked out’ and must follow the knockout ef-

fect procedure as outlined in 5.3. Knockout effect 

procedure,” Quidditch is no longer the avid fan’s 

backyard game (Dockery 64). In many ways, the 

game now belongs to athletes, coaches, referees, 

and the other members of the community that are 

pushing for its recognition as a legitimate sport, a 

far cry from its initial status as a niche sport for 

those who shy away from orthodox extracurricu-

lars.

However, not everyone is adamant that 

Quidditch rightly deserves to be called a sport. 

Some believe that Quidditch should only exist in 

the realm of Harry Potter, believing those who 

play the real-life equivalent are ridiculous. I have 

personally heard people watching the University 

of Oklahoma’s Quidditch practices complain that 

the sport is a “waste of money and materials.” 

One remark that captures this sentiment particu-

larly well comes from The Gawker, an online We-

blog known for its satire of celebrity and media 

news: “Sorry, but until you can fly and cast spells,  

you’re just a bunch of dorks with broom wedg-

ies” (Moylan). One may be inclined to think that 

such comments are coming from disgruntled 

spectators who scoff at the idea of running 

around for forty minutes with a broom between 

their legs. To the contrary, even some players, al-

though they enjoy playing the game immensely, 
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find it ludicrous to think that this game could be 

seen as a legitimate sport. “It’s based off some-

thing that’s not real. How could it be a sport?” 

asks Thomas Walsh, who is not just a Quidditch 

player, but the Quidditch Club President of the 

University of Massachusetts (Breshanan). In fact, 

it is not uncommon for Quidditch play-

ers—although a majority argue that it is indeed a 

sport—to be unsure of its athletic status, placing 

it somewhere in the middle of the game-to-sport 

spectrum. While many athletes and even fans of 

traditional sports such as American football and 

baseball have a tendency to treat games as “more 

serious than life itself” (O’Brien), the players run-

ning around the Quidditch pitch often seem to 

feel less anxiety than their more conventional 

counterparts, and although winning is obviously 

preferable to losing, a “winning is everything” 

attitude is not necessarily prevalent. Many spec-

tators of the sport enjoy Quidditch’s more relaxed 

atmosphere, well aware that they are just “watch-

ing kids with brooms between their legs.”

But such sentiments are now either outdated 

or only expressed by a minority. As the Interna-

tional Quidditch Association (IQA), the world-

wide authority and governing body of all official 

Quidditch, humorously quipped on its Twitter 

page, “Tell seekers and chasers that Quidditch is 

not a sport and they will tell you exactly where to 

put your broomstick” (“Tell”). Emily Patterson, a 

player for the World Cup qualifying team at Cen-

tral Michigan University, sums up her views this 

way: “I challenge anyone who doesn’t think 

Quidditch is a sport to try it out. You need a 

brain, you need legs, and you need to be tough” 

(qtd. in DeBona). And tough is the correct word 

indeed; she goes on to say that two ambulances 

were needed during matches played by her team 

alone (DeBona). With such physicality involved, 

it is difficult to argue that Quidditch is not a 

sport, and a majority of its players are now push-

ing for its inclusion in professional and collegiate, 

if not necessarily mainstream, athletics. Perhaps 

the biggest testament to their efforts is not the 

Quidditch World Cup, held every year since 2007, 

but the fact that an exhibition Quidditch tourna-

ment was played at the 2012 Summer Olympics, 

featuring teams from the USA, UK, Canada, 

France, and Australia (Black). Even though Quid-

ditch is less than a decade old, the campaign to 

make it a sport has been so successful that it has 

warranted Olympic consideration.

At the forefront of the athletic movement is 

Alex Benepe, the founder, commissioner, and 

CEO of the IQA. Benepe himself played seeker in 

the first-ever college Quidditch match, which took 

place at Middlebury College in Vermont in 2005. 

It drew approximately thirty people, the majority 

from Benepe’s freshman community. From there, 

the sport spread to other colleges through friends 

and colleagues of Benepe, eventually culminating 

in the first-ever Quidditch World Cup in 2007 

(Benepe “Alex”). More than 1,000 people came to 

watch the match between Middlebury and Vassar 

College, and the sport’s popularity has only in-

creased since then. Benepe and his team went on 

tour, bringing Quidditch to other colleges and 

demonstrating the activity’s athletic value, and at 

the next World Cup, twelve more colleges brought 

teams to the pitch. The tournament was turning 

into a festival, with music, food, sports teams, and 

even owls (Benepe “Emergence”). From that point 

onward, Quidditch has become one of the fastest 

growing sports on the planet, now racking up 

over 100 teams and thousands of players from 

more than twenty countries at larger tournaments 

such as the European Regional Tournament and 

QUAFL, the Australian regional tournament 

(“Regional”).

Throughout this new sport’s unprecedented 

growth, Benepe was at the center of it all. He or-

chestrated the growth of a sport from a few fear-

less college students’ alternative to a Sunday af-

ternoon’s game of bocce ball to as sport with a 

multinational governing body that recruits new 

players. Benepe’s push to make Quidditch more 

widely acknowledged in the sports realm has 

changed the essence of the community that plays 
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it. In the first games of Quidditch, students 

would borrow old brooms from the college’s 

broomball team or supply their own; now teams 

can go to places such as Alivan’s Brooms to order 

professionally-made brooms specifically de-

signed for playing Quidditch (Benepe “Emer-

gence”; Benepe “Alex”). In the first games of 

Quidditch, students duct-taped towels as capes 

around their necks and pretended to fly around 

on their broomsticks; now students wear head-

bands to signify their positions on the field and 

chase after each other, tackling each other to the 

ground rugby-style. The first games of Quidditch 

were an almost non-competitive way to enjoy an 

afternoon; now athletes tear down the pitch in 

relentless pursuit of the snitch or the quaffle, 

dodging bludgers and running down or over 

anyone in their path. 

Even our own University of Oklahoma 

Quidditch team reflects this shift in the commu-

nity from fan-based to athlete-based, bringing the 

notion of Quidditch players as athletes to our 

own front doorstep. Our team has evolved from a 

few loosely-organized groups of people who 

share an intense love of Harry Potter to one con-

solidated group of athlete-fans who travel to 

tournaments to compete against other schools,  

hold regular practices and workout sessions, and 

use sports equipment such as football cleats, re-

ceiver gloves, and occasionally pads to help cush-

ion the intense blows that are often delivered in a 

typical Quidditch match. “We all do have the one 

love in common for Harry Potter,” acknowledged 

Katie Simpson, a current senior at OU, but for 

these people, it is no longer just about the fan-

dom. “[I]t’s a contact sport; for me, that makes it 

more fun,” Simpson explained. “Not going to lie, 

I kind of enjoy throwing people around… It’s a 

ton of fun” (“OU”). These are not the words of a 

Harry Potter geek dressed in black robes and 

thick-rimmed glasses who stands outside the 

midnight premiere of every new Harry Potter 

film, but those of someone who plays Quidditch, 

not just for its fantastical appeal, but for its requi-

site tangible skill and physical prowess, its com-

petitive aspects, and its demand for aggression on 

the pitch—features almost exclusively found in 

sports. In other words, Simpson’s are the words 

of an athlete.

The OU Quidditch team is by no means the 

only team to take Quidditch so seriously. In fact, 

there is a plethora of Quidditch teams that take 

this sport to a level far beyond that of the occa-

sional match against a rival school. One prime 

example is the Middlebury College Quidditch 

team that began this sport, and which won all of 

the first five Quidditch World Cups (Nadeau). 

Others are any of the fifty or more teams that 

gather annually in Washington D.C. for the IQA’s 

convention, QuidCon. Micah Haji-Sheikh, who 

attended in 2013, perhaps said it best: “I started 

because it had to do with Harry Potter and I was 

obsessed, and that kind of has all gone to the 

wayside and now I’m just focused on being a bet-

ter athlete and a better player” (qtd. in Schneier).

Haji-Sheikh sentiment almost perfectly mir-

rors the journey that the Quidditch community 

has taken over the past decade. It began as a sim-

ple children's game, played by the little kids who 

wished to be witches and wizards, began its take-

off into the realm of athletics with the first-ever 

Quidditch match in 2005 at Middlebury, and is 

now arguably the fastest growing sport in the en-

tire world. So where does Quidditch go from 

here? At this rate, Quidditch could theoretically 

be sanctioned by the NCAA as a legitimate col-

lege sport like football or hockey. A professional 

league is already beginning to form with the insti-

tution of the United States Quidditch organiza-

tion. In addition, with so many international 

teams forming, it is entirely possible that some-

day, and someday soon, Quidditch could be in-

cluded in the Olympic Games.

Nonetheless, the road that Quidditch would 

need to take to become an officially- sanctioned 

NCAA sport is a rocky one, even though it satis-

fies perhaps the most-difficult-yet basic criterion 

set forth by the NCAA to become a sport. Accord-
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ing to the NCAA, any sport hoping to gain its 

sponsorship must have at least twenty-eight var-

sity teams (Eisenhood). Quidditch easily sur-

passes that number, with eighty having attended 

the last World Cup (DeBona). This indicates that 

there is significant interest to create a champion-

ship (like the World Cup, but NCAA-sanctioned). 

However, the largest problem in Quidditch’s 

quest for the title of sport is not whether or not it 

satisfies the NCAA’s requirements, but rather 

how it acquires the funding to sustain itself. 

Many current teams generate most of their 

money through club fundraisers, as universities 

are hesitant to donate to them. With various 

medical expenses due to its rugby-like nature, 

equipment expenses for brooms, uniforms, 

pitches, different-sized balls, and strangely-

shaped goals, and traveling expenses related to 

transporting players and equipment from one 

tournament to the next, Quidditch can be very 

expensive. The second hurdle Quidditch would 

need to overcome is that the proposal to become a 

sport needs to come from a group, such as the Big 

Ten Conference, within the NCAA itself, meaning 

that all of the universities within that group 

would need to sponsor their own Quidditch 

teams and then go through the paperwork 

needed to submit a proposal to the NCAA, which 

is difficult not only because of the aforemen-

tioned financial issues, but because of the non-

athletic stigma that still plagues Quidditch teams 

across the nation (Eisenhood).

As of now, there are still far too many people 

who ascribe to the notion that Quidditch players 

are not serious athletes for the game to be pub-

licly recognized as a sport. However, Quidditch is 

becoming too popular to continue to ignore. Of 

course, there will always be people who think 

that Quidditch is an irresponsible waste of time, 

just as there are people who think following soc-

cer and baseball are. Nonetheless, if Quidditch 

continues on this path, there will be drastic 

changes not only in how spectators view Quid-

ditch and its players, but also in how the sport 

itself fits into student-athlete society. Who 

knows? Perhaps before we know it colleges will 

be offering prestigious scholarships to those 

Quidditch players who were made fun of not too 

long ago.
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