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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 2015 and Fall 2015 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.
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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 that exists “outside of the closet” 

has a few pressing coming out stories. 

Contrary to popular belief, the experience 

of coming out with your gender identity and 

sexuality cannot be truly conveyed within a single 

punchline story, but rather a series of events and 

introspective epiphanies. My coming out story 

began in October of 2013—the year the meta-

phorical “closet” closed in on me tighter than I 

could resist and six months before I had the cour-

age to come out formally. The leaves were chang-

ing colors, and the season had snuck up on me. To 

avoid coming to terms with my true self, I busied 

myself organizing my wardrobe instead of my 

identity. 

Once I finally decided I was ready to come out 

to my parents, I crept up behind the living room 

couch as they watched the daily news, backed 

away, paced back and forth, panicked, then put it 

off for weeks. I didn't sleep for days and com-

posed seven versions of the same coming-out let-

ter in an email (since the thought of conversa-

tional confrontation chilled me to the bone.) My 

mind raced with questions that entire week. Will 

they kick me out? Will they still love me? Will I have to 

tell my friends? Will they accept me? Will they turn 

away from me? I had talked myself in circles and 

convinced myself that my identity was just a 

phase I would grow out of, which was blatantly 

E
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National Coming Out Day: 

Come Out for What?
by Hannah “Scout” Anvar

Hannah “Scout” Anvar is a Professional 

Writing major from Edmond, OK, who wrote this 

essay in the “(De)Constructing Gender” course 

taught by Eric Bosse.

untrue. Thus, I reasoned that the email was, in 

fact, a step in the right direction for me. After 

deliberating over each word in my coming-out 

note, I finally pressed send. Once I reached that 

point of no return, I was filled with regret and 

rushed to a friend’s house. I came out to her be-

fore even exchanging pleasantries, blurting out 

the words, “I'm here, I’m queer, and I might need 

a place to hide out for a few days.” She hugged 

me in a way that could have ended wars, yet said 

nothing outside of her teary-eyed smile. 

This was my reality, something no coming 

out campaign could ever convey, something no 

heterosexual or cisgender individual could un-

derstand. I was lucky enough to have a solid 

support system once my parents came forward to 

speak to me about my identity, embracing their 

misunderstandings and allowing me to express 

my gender and sexuality outwardly, as long as I 

did not “shove it in their faces”—a phrase I’ll 

never understand. However, many people are not 

as fortunate as I am. Now, I continuously come 

out. When meeting new people, I must immedi-

ately weigh the pros and cons of coming out or 

Members of the University of Toronto’s Engineering Skule 
Community marching Toronto’s 2014 Pride parade.



expressing my gender outwardly. While my im-

mediate family knows of my gender and sexual-

ity, I still had the rest of the world to email, so to 

speak. Nonetheless, coming out, for me, was not 

a simple Facebook post, rainbow cake, or Youtube 

video, and coming out to the people around me is 

an integral aspect of my becoming and ever-

growing identity. For society to move forward 

and for the social conditions for queer bodies to 

improve, we must all recognize “the closet” as a 

means of marginalizing and commodifying the 

LGBTQAI+ experience. It is the media’s contribu-

tion to the unfair perpetuation of negative stereo-

types on queer bodies. The institution of coming 

out needs to be recognized as an ongoing, com-

plex, personal experience.

Being queer and belonging to the LGBTQAI+ 

community means one either does not fit on the 

male/female gender binary or follow social 

norms of heterosexual preferences. With this be-

ing said, even individuals belonging to the 

LGBTQAI+ community can participate in hetero-

sexuality and cisgenderism. The LGBTQAI+ ac-

ronym includes people who identify as lesbian, 

gay, intersex, bisexual, transgender, queer, asex-

ual, or any other gender or sex that does not con-

form to the status quo of either male or female. 

Queer-identifying individuals, specifically trans* 

or intersex individuals, do not fit on either side of 

the sexual binary system associated with repro-

ductive anatomy and chromosomal makeup. 

People with XX chromosomes are socially as-

signed female and those with XY chromosomes 

are assigned male, while those who do not un-

dergo sexual reaffirmation surgery or are born 

with chromosomal mutations are considered in-

tersex or, more insultingly, “confused,” whether 

their genetic makeup is XXY, XYY, XXX, or a 

number of other possibilities (Nair). 

As a genderfluid, queer-identifying individ-

ual raised within many intolerant groups that left 

me feeling forcibly assimilated into either tradi-

tional Iranian culture or traditional western cul-

ture, both marginalizing the LGBTQAI+ commu-

nity, it seemed unsafe for me to “out” myself 

within my social sphere. However, the media had 

left me under the impression that coming out was 

a vital step in my development. So basically, I had 

the impression that to be accepted by the 

LGBTQAI+ community, I had to identify my 

sexuality/gender openly and risk being labeled 

and ostracized by my cisgender and cissexual 

friends. Was advertising my sexual preferences 

supposed to “free” me? I don't think so! How free 

can a queer individual truly be when the life ex-

pectancy of LGBTQAI+ individuals has decreased 

steadily for the past twenty years (Nichols)? From 

my experiences, I am opposed to the entire con-

cept of a national holiday (National Coming Out 

Day) that not only puts pressure on individuals to 

declare their identities to a potentially intolerant 

social sphere but also strokes the collective ego of 

self-proclaimed “allies” who inexcusably “out” 

people against their will on this day, commodify-

ing their queer experience. 

Surely I’m not the only queer individual op-

posed to the institution of National Coming Out 

Day (NCOD). After speaking with my LGBTQAI+ 

peers and doing some research, I found a surpris-

ing amount of solidarity against NCOD.  On a 

simple Google search, out of the top 15 results, 

only one personal blog entry was in favor of 

NCOD. Now to assess the institution of Coming 

Out Day, I needed to first explore how the phi-

losophy of “the closet” marginalizes queer indivi-

duals, why this can be detrimental to queer indi-

viduals, and how National Coming Out Day 

campaigns cause counterproductive perpetuation 

of the gender and sexuality norms.  

Media outlets are arguably the biggest con-

tributors to deepening the social expectations that 

queer individuals must identify themselves (spe-

cifically television appearances and advertise-

ments). James Nichols, an author and writer for 

The Huffington Post, highlights an online move-

ment sparked by National Coming Out Day. The 

“Closets are for Clothes” movement attempts to 

reclaim the limiting concept of “the closet” and 
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empower others to do the same. This movement 

seems genuine on the surface—promoting com-

ing out of the closet as a liberating rite of passage, 

giving many the opportunity to be open about 

their identities in solidarity with other members 

and supporters. However, this popular Youtube 

campaign was sponsored by two organizations: 

Heterosexuals for Same-Sex Equality and The 

People Project (Nichols). These organizations 

sought to show the LGBTQAI+ community that 

coming out can be empowering. However, it is an 

experience they will never fully conceptualize, as 

heteronormative people, since their identities 

match those assigned to them at birth, leaving no 

sexual discrimination in their way. 

Dictating how or when someone should 

come out is not an acceptable way to show sup-

port for the queer community. The media, 

whether it be ad campaigns, television shows, 

magazines, or social networking websites, forces 

us out of a metaphorical closet (a space which 

they forced us into) without proper support or 

validation, into a social sphere of wandering eyes, 

where curiosity about queer “otherness” over-

powers respect. 

Coming out of the closet is a concept and 

term coined in 1988 that promoted celebrating 

and advertising one’s sexuality and gender, 

which seems vital on paper, but in practice it has 

evolved from a way to label oneself to a way to 

be labeled by others in a derogatory way. The 

harmful nature of NCOD is arguably rooted in 

the formation of the “closet.” In the sixth chapter 

of Sexual Identities and the Media: An Introduction, 

Wendy Hilton-Morrow and Kathleen Battles 

touch on the harmfulness of the restricting impli-

cations of the closet, perpetuated by subliminal 

messages in consumer culture. Media has been 

instrumental in structuring the closet as a meta-

phorical and physical frame for the “gay experi-

ence” as an oppressive experience, while shaping 

the way consumers perceive queer individuals. A 

closet creates an image of an enclosure, sur-

rounded by heterosexual cisgender individuals 

who had a hand in creating the emotional, social, 

political and mental separation between het-

eronormative folk and queer folk.   

This separation and isolation within the closet 

marginalizes the LGBTQAI+ community both 

from the legal system and the constructs of soci-

ety. After they marginalized queers into a meta-

phorical closet, they expect us to come out on 

command for the convenience of others? An-

nouncing one’s personal identity is a choice, not a 

necessity. Any cisgender, heterosexual individual 

would agree that it is inappropriate to openly ask 

about their anatomy and sexual preferences; yet 

media continuously misrepresents the queer 

community and encourages coming out as if it is 

a struggle that everyone can understand. Media 

(including movies, ad campaigns, commercials, 

newscasts, etc.) traditionally depict queer indi-

viduals negatively, and these messages sublimi-

nally shape the way all people view us. This poor 

representation conditions society to perceive 

LGBTQAI+ individuals in a negative light 

(Hilton-Morrow and Battles). 

This begs the question, where did hatred for 

the LGBTQAI+ community surface and why? The 

first appearance of the term homosexual was in 

1869 on a German pamphlet encouraging the re-

peal of sexually and martially restrictive laws in 

America. During a time when the existence of 

LGBTQAI+ people was considered taboo and 

dangerous, the media gained a foothold in con-

structing whether society will accept or reject the 

community. Since society had yet to understand 

or respect queer individuals (which they arguably 

still haven’t), the media took the responsibility of 

instructing them how to present themselves to the 

world in a socially acceptable way. 

By endorsing National Coming Out Day, het-

eronormative individuals protect the harmful and 

engrained gender binary while forcing anyone 

outside of this binary to label themselves, accord-

ing to their sexual preferences (information that 

should not be of any public interest). This leads 
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people to psychologically associate queer indi-

viduals with sexual deviance. This is exemplified 

when evaluating the many trans* (referring to 

either transgender or transsexual individuals) 

roles in television shows for both children and 

adults. The Powerpuff Girls for example, is a rela-

tively new children's cartoon about a group of 

very powerful girls protecting their town from 

chaos caused by one of the shows villains. “Him,” 

notorious for being the most deviant enemy of 

theirs, is a red-skinned, androgynous (or gender-

less appearing) individual that embodies a multi-

tude of negative stereotypes for trans* individu-

als. He is dressed in feminine clothes and wears 

makeup that matches his high heel shoes (all 

typical attributes of femininity which are not ex-

pected to be seen on a masculine individual). 

Young viewers are then conditioned very early to 

believe that this evil “creature” is synonymous 

with being or appearing trans*/non binary (By-

chowski). Media as a whole wrongly portrays 

non-binary individuals as dangerous enigmas. 

Last time I checked, neither my gender nor sexu-

ality is dangerous. The painful influence this has 

on dysphoria, or the discomfort in one’s physical 

form or skin which is common in the queer and 

trans* community, is very strong. Due to the so-

cial pressures keeping queer individuals closeted 

and uncomfortable, coming out day doesn’t 

sound palatable. 

One of the most precarious institutions of 

coming out for me was embodying my queerness 

within my clothing choices because many media 

outlets teach everyone to stereotype queer-

appearing individuals negatively. The daily 

struggle then deepens: should I really wear these 

pants? How will I style my ever-shortening hair 

without fueling others' negative perceptions of 

my gender and my persona? The media’s influ-

ence on people’s views on societal constructs of 

gender and sexuality is solidified through chil-

dren's media before the age of seven (when vital 

neural pathways begin to take shape). As these 

young viewers grow into active consumers, it is 

much more likely for them to be transphobic 

(Hilton-Morrow and Battles). The media thus has 

a very strong foothold in creating a social land-

scape that is becoming increasingly unsafe for 

LGBTQAI+ individuals.

Poor LGBTQAI+ representation, leading to 

poor societal perception, has been consistently 

prevalent in pop culture since the mid 1900s. The 

biggest shift in the perception of LGBTQAI+ peo-

ple occurred in America from the 1860s though 

the 1980s, focusing on how sexual preferences 

translated into personal identity formation. 

Within the last ten years, however, a new phe-

nomenon has sparked an indirect tokenization of 

coming out through the rise of what I will call 

“ally culture.” This new term within the commu-

nity, “ally,” describes cisgender, heterosexual in-

dividuals who support the LGBTQAI+ commu-

nity and promote social change in their favor. Be-

ing an ally sounds like an effective way to raise 

support and awareness for the queer community. 

Yet some have begun commodifying their ally-

ship and using it as a token to gain respect, while 

holding on to unyielding, inaccurate perceptions 

of queer individuals. This can be seen in a prob-

lematic Buzzfeed (a prominent media platform 

seen mostly on social media websites) article ti-

tled “24 Awesomely Creative Ways to Come Out 

of the Closet” (Negatu and Karlan). The article 

depicted rainbow cakes and glittering banners, 

but the captions to each photograph, although 

well intended, belittled the struggle of coming 

out. Scrolling through the misinformation being 

taught to heteronormative individuals as fact, I 

realized that those holding the title of “ally” 

many times have helpful intentions but their ac-

tions are inexcusably problematic. Within this 

article, each coming out experience being exem-

plified as “cute, brave, and quirky” exhibits just 

how deeply queer individuals are tokenized. We, 

as a community, are misunderstood because the 
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media projects information that most people are 

unable to fully understand. The article's het-

eronormative authors did not take into account 

that coming out is a personal affair and decision 

many of us make each day. Not only will het-

eronormative readers now share it with their 

friends and mistake themselves for allies, while 

damaging the LGBTQAI+ community, but they 

will further see NCOD as a positive event, but in 

many cases it is just the opposite. 

These self-identified “allies,” rather than 

changing their behavior or attitudes toward 

LGBTQAI+ folks, will begin to mistake their ally-

ship as a free pass to target the community since 

they “care” and “don’t intend to be problematic” 

although this is no excuse for non LGBTQAI+ to 

use derogative language or discredit the queer 

experience. This could mean outing their queer 

friends or using slurs such as “faggot” or even 

“queer” when in reality, it is not language that 

they have the right to use on others. Now, what 

about queer folk in favor of NCOD?

I came across an article written by Yasmin 

Nair, an “out queer lesbian” that addresses the 

issue of privacy that is taken away from the 

LBGTQAI+ community. Nair views NCOD as a 

way for society and media to point a spotlight at 

a group of people and believes it takes away the 

rite of passage as a sacred and personal matter. 

She goes on to say that it is a way for the media to 

prove their tolerance toward the LGBTQAI+ 

community, and, in the process they take away 

the rights of these people to keep their coming 

out stories personal. If heteronormative, gender-

binary-conforming individuals truly cared for the 

queer community, they would leave coming out 

(one of the most difficult and personal decisions a 

queer individual can make) to the individual in-

stead of turning it into a nationally observed 

"holiday." By creating a social environment in 

which coming out of the closet is seen as a social 

asset or rite of passage, the stories and struggles 

of those who choose to come out are undermined 

and falsely advertised.  

Many queer individuals are heavily in sup-

port of NCOD, as it can be a self actualization 

process, a rite of passage, and a way to belong to 

group that is entirely accepting of your identity. 

Coming out, to me, is a much more complex and 

integral facet of my daily life. After coming for-

ward to my parents, the task of coming out 

slowly to my friends and extended family was 

troubling. It took me three years to feel comfort-

able disclosing my gender identity and sexuality 

to the people around me, which is not unusual for 

most queer individuals. NCOD undermines this 

entire line of thought and commodifies coming 

out as a one-time, tokenized event when in reality, 

it is a personal journey to self acceptance that 

never truly ends. Each day, queer folk are faced 

with situations in which they can either out them-

selves, or hide in an uncomfortably complacent 

“closet.” We are too frequently forced to hold our 

tongues in the name of safety when we are mis-

gendered by cashiers or referred to by our birth 

names by our peers simply because changing 

one’s name is “inconvenient” for heteronormative 

people to respect. Thus coming out day is out-

dated and far more problematic than helpful for 

the queer community.

Coming out is both brave and terrifying. Be-

ing expected to undergo such a tremendous ob-

stacle simply because of your identity is unfair for 

the media to dictate to the world. Overemphasiz-

ing the need for people to express their gender or 

sexuality to the world is unwise for all people, 

including heterosexual cisgender individuals. 

Coming out can be extremely precarious for some 

people, especially if their safety is at stake. Even 

though it can be liberating, immediately cele-

brated by some groups and families, it can mean 

the difference between life and death for others. 

People are encouraged to out themselves to a 

community with a track record of police brutality 

and social inequality, targeting LGBTQAI+ peo-

ple, which is inherently problematic and mislead-

ing. Preston Mitchum, a prominent author and 

member of the queer community, shows their 
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disdain for the institution of NCOD: “When mak-

ing a public declaration about one’s sexual orien-

tation and gender identity, some LGBT individu-

als receive an immediate celebration for display-

ing enough courage and strength to do so. On the 

other hand, some testimonies are not warmly re-

ceived, as illustrated by the countless stories 

highlighting workplace discrimination, family 

rejection leading to homelessness, physical vio-

lence (particularly against black trans women and 

gender-nonconforming men), and unfair crimi-

nalization of black LGBT youth.” Mitchums’ arti-

cle was very inclusive, which is rare in this day 

and age, addressing different genders and sexu-

alities, transphobia, homophobia, and biphobia. 

Mitchum addressed the contradictions that the 

media projects into society in addition to the in-

tolerant landscape that it creates for people who 

choose to come out at all, let alone on this day. 

One of the biggest misconceptions of coming 

out is that it is a once-in-a-lifetime event, when in 

reality, coming out is one of the most integral as-

pects of daily life for many LGBTQAI+ individu-

als. Each time I interact with someone new, I am 

forced to decide whether coming out will be 

harmful or beneficial to me. When greeted with 

the question, “what’s your name?” I feel a huge 

rush of anxiety that I cannot convey in any other 

example or context. I changed my name from one 

that is overtly gendered to one that matches my 

personality much more comfortably. Since I have 

not come out to everyone in my social sphere, I 

have to carefully dance around the immediate 

impulse of telling people my chosen name rather 

than my birth-name. The metaphor of the closet, 

in this case, can be seen as jarringly inaccurate for 

some individuals who are forced to remain “clos-

eted” for as long as possible, especially with one’s 

pronouns and self identifiers, like a name change. 

This is a crossroads that queer people everywhere 

must come to, and this aspect of the gay experi-

ence is not accounted for within the institution of 

NCOD.

One prevalent example of the ignorant exclu-

sivity and heteronormative influence in some 

NCOD supporting ads can be seen in the “We are 

your neighbors” campaign that surfaced on Octo-

ber 11 2004 (Christensen 16). This campaign in-

cluded large billboards along a high traffic area in 

North Carolina depicting cisgender homosexual 

couples that embodied the American standards of 

beauty and aesthetics which excluded a vast ma-

jority of the LGBTQAI+ community. The commu-

nity is, after all, more than just the “G” and the 

“L” and is not exclusively white. These photo-

graphs of white cisgender homosexual couples 

were captioned with the phrase “We are your 

neighbors” in order to show the community that 

heteronormativity does not have to be synony-

mous with commonplace. This type of practice 

and advertisement theoretically improves the 

psychological associations made by other com-

munity members, but it does not improve the en-

vironment for genderqueer, asexual, bisexual, 

trans*, or pansexual individuals or people of color 

to come out. In a 2012 Gallup poll, African Ameri-

cans were identified as the most prominent group 

within the LGBTQAI+ community, which is un-

settling because the campaign did nothing to pay 

homage to the community. This under representa-

tion could very well be a result of the heteronor-

mative campaign organizers— the Triad Equality 

Alliance (Christensen 2004). Although the cam-

paign only included homosexuals and disre-

garded the rest of the LGBTQAI+ community, I 

concede that it was effective in painting a very 

clear contextualized example for very large audi-

ence (upwards of 70,000 people) to see of how 

people of different sexual orientations are just 

regular people.   

National Coming out campaigns can, in some 

cases, raise awareness and create ally-ship to 

promote the safety and acceptance of LGBTQAI+ 

individuals. Both the institution of the day and 

the media’s influence on the perception of these 

queer folk far outweigh the benefits—most di-

rectly through subliminal exposure to negative 

stereotypes in television shows and advertise-

ment. As an out, genderfluid, pansexual feminine 

body, I stand in solidarity with other people like 

me, in opposition of the day for several reasons. 
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Everyone must remind themselves that the phi-

losophy behind “the closet” marginalizes and 

commodifies the LGBTQAI+ experience, the me-

dia is an unfairly large contributor to the per-

petuation of negative stereotypes on queer bod-

ies, and coming out of the closet needs to be rec-

ognized as a personal affair rather than breaking 

news.
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ip-hop, as a cultural force, has grown to 

mirror the culture it lives in and repre-

sents a narrative that had never been 

represented before in America. Rap, one of the five 

elements of hip-hop culture defined by Afrika 

Bambaataa (Aubry) that involves rhyming over a 

beat, has been highly controversial. One subgenre 

of rap known as “gangsta” rap still comes under 

fire today for its hyper-masculine lyrics involving 

violence, drugs, alcohol, money, and misogyny. 

The epitome of the “gangsta” rapper was Tupac 

Shakur (1971–1996), whose poignant and authen-

tic portrayal of life on the streets in the Bronx and 

Brooklyn earned him unprecedented fame and 

whose scandalous personal life led to quite a bit of 

controversy. Tupac’s take on “gangsta” rap de-

fined the hip-hop music industry and popularized 

the genre with American audiences. Tupac’s music 

expressed “realness,” an idea prevalent within 

hip-hop that artists must stay authentic and “true 

to oneself” (Williams 4). Tupac’s music was also 

special in the way that audiences could identify 

with it, especially those who grew up in similarly 

low-status conditions. This group of listeners, 

though, was very focused in comparison with the 

wider audience of hip-hop listeners from all races 

and backgrounds. Tupac had listeners who en-

joyed and sympathized with his music and lyrics, 

yet they never lived in situations from which they 

could directly relate to his lived experience. Re-

cently, hip-hop’s sound has been evolving and 

H
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changing to reflect a different attitude in Amer-

ica. The idea of authenticity plays a large role for 

hip-hop fans, and, as times have begun to 

change, the idea of “realness” has been chal-

lenged. What constitutes authentic hip-hop, and 

what does this portrayal mean in terms of hip-

hop’s cultural force? The answer lies within the 

audience—as listeners recognize authenticity, we 

define the impact that hip-hop artists make and 

the influence they have on the genre. 

But first let’s acknowledge that the influence 

of the hip-hop music industry itself plays a huge 

role in our understanding of authenticity and 

how hip-hop authenticity is decided. Tricia Rose, 

professor of Africana Studies at Brown Univer-

sity and author of The Hip-Hop Wars (2008), ex-

plains the notion of “keeping it real” as “both 

representing a particular Black ghetto street life 

and being truthful about one’s relationship to 

that life” (136). However, one of the five main 

problems she has with this idea is that “the ‘keep-

ing it real argument’ denies the capacity of corpo-

rate power over commercial mainstream hip-hop 

to move this genre away from complex, diverse 

images of Black youth and toward stereotypical 

ones” (143). After the large commercial success of 

“gangsta” artists such as Tupac and the Notori-

ous B.I.G., Rose argues that the music industry, 

not audiences, first latched on to “gangsta’s” ap-

peal and forced the hip-hop music scene into a 

perpetually “gangsta” style. However, there is a 

Satirical graffito targeting the frequent claim that hip-hop 
has a influence on American youth..



line that one cannot cross, one that involves 

“youth rage directed at police and racism” (143), 

that Rose believes caused so much public outcry 

that record companies had to shut down the 

promotion of “gangsta” lyrics. The loss of profit 

from either not being “real” enough or from be-

ing “too real” shows that corporate influence 

does, in fact, have an impact on the type of music 

that audiences hear. 

In her 2011 master’s thesis, “Images of 

African-American Masculinity in Hip Hop Mu-

sic,” Petra Filipová draws on Rose’s arguments, 

saying that 

themes of Black-on-Black violence and mi-

sogyny continue to proliferate in mainstream 

hip hop because they constitute a threat nei-

ther to the establishment, nor to the record 

sales. …Portrayals of African American males 

as boastful, sexist, violent, and vicious vil-

lains markedly outweigh positive imagery of 

masculinity in popular hip hop that together 

with expressions of social criticism or resis-

tance remain peripheral. (45–46)

Artists who want to have their music heard and 

gain some sort of popularity are forced to either 

fit into a mold that they may or may not com-

pletely truly embody or lose corporate sponsor-

ship from the record companies. Although this 

may have been true for the 1990s through the 

early 2000s, it does not explain how it was possi-

ble for a new, less traditionally “real” hip-hop, or 

“conscious” rap, to gain any sort of mainstream 

popularity. In stark contrast to “gangsta” rap, 

“conscious” rap is, as described by Michael Eric 

Dyson, “rap that is socially aware and con-

sciously connected to historic patterns of political 

protest and aligned with progressive forces of 

social critique” (qtd. in Forman 4). If the record 

companies held so much control over what music 

could or couldn’t become popular, how did art-

ists like Kanye West achieve the popularity that 

he did as early as his first album The College Drop-

out (2004)? West, although physically fitting the 

stereotypical image of the hip-hop rapper as a 

young Black male, did not embody the same type 

of “realness” perceived in rappers prior. Growing 

up in a south-side suburb of Chicago, the son of a 

journalist and a professor, West had the privilege 

of higher education and a stable family life 

(“Kanye”), a far cry from the “gangsta” life 

stereotype of hip-hop artists popularized in the 

1990s.  Joel Penney provides evidence of the pivot 

hip-hop music made in an interesting comparison 

between the sales of recordings by rappers 50 

Cent and West in 2007. He notes, “The year 2007 

saw both 50 Cent and West releasing new albums 

on the same day, and a high-profile chart war re-

sulted; the clear winner was West, as his Gradua-

tion sold 957,000 copies in its first week while 50 

Cent’s Curtis sold 691,000” (323). So, what was the 

cause of this surge of audience attention to so-

cially conscious hip-hop music from West? One 

very important factor was the power provided to 

listeners by the Internet.

The Internet provided new stomping grounds 

for artists to promote their music and to find an 

audience without having to jump through the 

hoops of paying for and signing to a record label. 

According to Filipová, “…The age of electronic 

media gives exposure to any artist who desires to 

share his creativity with the rest of the world. …

This concept of music’s democratization signifi-

cantly diminishes the power of corporate su-

premacy and encourages the genre’s diversifica-

tion of content and styles” (52–53). Filipová’s 

summary of the impact of the Internet on music 

provides a succinct explanation for artists like 

West’s success: as music becomes “democra-

tized,” listeners have the power to decide what 

they enjoy, despite West not fitting the image of 

hip-hop generated by the music industry. Jay-Z 

claimed that “many saw [West] as a producer first 

and foremost, and that his background contrasted 

with that of his labelmates” (Filipová 52–53). 

West’s background as a suburban, middle-class 

American plays a large role in understanding 

why he would not have seen much popularity in 

the previous generation of hip-hop, as the entity 
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that previously defined popular hip-hop music 

(the record companies) would have decided that 

West doesn’t fit the “gangsta” image they were 

trying to sell. Nonetheless, West released a mix-

tape called Get Well Soon... which was available 

for free on the Internet in December 2002 

(Filipová 52–53). In comparison to the radio air-

play or MTV runtime that “gangsta” rappers 

desperately needed in order for us to hear them, 

the Internet allowed West to put out his music for 

free for all audiences to hear. And we responded.

Classically, there is a representation of the 

Black male rapper that is more than just his 

physical embodiment. Regina Bradley, borrowing 

from Richard Majors in her article on “Hip Hop 

Sonic Cool Pose,” explains “cool pose” as “the 

performance and positioning of the Black male 

body as a symbol of coolness” (55). This pose, in 

the 1990s to early 2000s, was cool because of its 

aggressiveness, its representation of a “gangsta” 

lifestyle that a relatively small portion of society, 

mainly lower-status Black men, could identify 

with. Additionally, other audiences, such as sub-

urban white males, enjoyed the music because it 

represented a lifestyle that seemed edgy and be-

cause it fulfilled a stereotype. The pose of the 

“gangsta” was sold to hip-hop listeners to garner 

airplay and further artists’ marketability: it was 

the only idea about hip-hop that many audiences 

had due to the limited, and limiting, avenues for 

accessing music. West’s background and image 

did not fulfill the stereotype, and thus did not 

appeal to lower-status Black youth, nor was it 

cool to other audiences: it did not match the 

“gangsta” pose popularized by the record com-

panies. The Internet, however, allowed West to 

break past the barrier of mass-media exposure 

and present his work to those who chose to listen. 

Previously, artists’ new music could not be 

heard until it was released on the radio or ap-

peared physically in stores as a vinyl record, cas-

sette tape, or CD. But digital sales of music have 

become the norm, and a simple download from 

home makes it easy for listeners to quickly enjoy 

to their favorite music. Not only did it make it 

easier, it also made it possible for music to reach a 

wider range of audiences and for listeners to con-

nect with others with similar taste. The Internet 

provided an opportunity for the cool pose to re-

lax, which undoubtedly had a profound effect on 

West’s and other new rappers’ careers. However, 

our use of the Internet in 2002 and since raises 

more questions than it answers. Has the audi-

ence’s use of the Internet changed hip-hop culture 

itself and have these changed messages and iden-

tities simply surfaced or have they evolved within 

hip-hop?

Joel Penney argues, “It seems that the well-

established subgenre of gangsta rap—defined by 

physical toughness, dominance over women, and 

resolutely heteronormative sexual behavior—no 

longer appears to have a monopoly over con-

structions of the Black male body in mainstream 

hip-hop culture” (322). Written in 2012, this rela-

tively modern take on the “cool pose” represents 

the shift that the audiences of the Internet era 

have helped create. While Penny admits that the 

breakdown of the industry-influenced “gangsta” 

figure in hip-hop was significant, he approaches 

hip-hop masculinity by focusing specifically on 

ways of dress, and addresses homophobia within 

hip-hop culture that surfaced after this new wave 

of “conscious” rappers emerged. Expressing his 

thoughts on clothing, Penney includes an excerpt 

from rapper Beanie Sigel, in which he bashes 

West and Pharrell Williams for their embrace of 

fashion. According to Sigel, “It is not just their 

own behavior and image that is at stake here, but 

seemingly the entire future of hip-hop’s hyper-

masculine identity as a whole” (qtd. in Penney 

328). Despite the backlash from industry mem-

bers like Sigel, hip-hop fashion has now become 

“cool” to audiences with the help of the Internet, 

where trends are being led by rappers like West, 

Williams, and A$AP Rocky. Williams, in Fresh 

Dressed (2015), a documentary about hip-hop 

fashion, states, “By the time we hit the 2000s, you 

got to watch the trends because of all the traffic 
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and all the activity that was happening online.” 

In identifying the changing tides in how male rap 

artists express creativity with clothing, Penney 

finds that the idea of hyper-masculinity in hip-

hop is being challenged and, to an extent, re-

jected. The fact that artists who don’t physically 

embody a “gangsta” are popularized by wider 

audiences from the Internet is a testament to the 

level of accessibility that these new hip-hop art-

ists have. You don’t have to look or act “gangsta” 

to connect with an artist’s music now; being 

tough and masculine holds less significance to 

the artist, and listeners are receptive to this 

change, many embracing new images and styles 

for themselves.

The audience’s new receptivity to the malle-

ability of the cool pose is key to the explanation 

of West’s popularity. Bradley explains that 

“HHSCP (Hip Hop Sonic Cool Pose) offers a dis-

cursive space of varying and frequently conflict-

ing performances of cool and its attachment to 

Blackness as commodity and lived experiences” 

(60). As early as Graduation, Kanye raps, “Back 

when they thought pink Polos would hurt the 

Roc” (West), and as recently as Yeezus (2013), 

Kanye wrote, “Old niggas mentally still in high 

school/ Since the tight jeans they ain’t never liked 

you/ Pink-ass polos with a fuckin’ backpack/ 

But everybody know you brought real rap back” 

(West). West is cognizant of what he represents 

and is confident that he can eradicate the cool 

pose: in fact, he declares that attempts to mimic 

the classic cool pose are misguided, inauthentic, 

and not representative of “real rap.” He grew up 

in a suburb of Chicago with his English-professor 

mother and even lived in China for a while; he 

went to college and dropped out to pursue a mu-

sic career (“Kanye”). West embodies a typical 

middle-class person not generally associated with 

the Black male body in the gangsta pose of hip-

hop past. West’s authenticity is obvious through 

his expression of his progression from being a 

young college-dropout-made-producer to his 

deep emotional heartbreak to his growth as an 

international superstar and the lavish lifestyle 

that comes with it. Despite not embodying any of 

the classically “gangsta” stereotypes, audiences 

have decided that West does a better job of 

“keepin’ it real” than those putting on a façade to 

match the original cool pose. Other popular art-

ists, such as Drake, share the sentiment and capi-

talize on the difference, with lyrics including lines 

like, “’Cause I’m not acting tough/ Or making 

stories up ‘bout where I’m actually from” and 

“Pray the real live forever man/ Pray the fakes 

get exposed.” The pose has been replaced, and 

the modern age of technology has provided a new 

avenue for hip-hop authenticity to be determined 

by the listeners, whose understanding of authen-

ticity is less exclusive than ever before. 

West directly addresses the aggressive hyper-

masculinity of the pose by talking about male 

friendship. In “Family Business” from The College 

Dropout (2004), he explains, “All my niggas from 

the Chi, that’s my family dog/ And my niggas 

ain’t my guys, they my family dog/ I feel like one 

day you’ll understand me dog/ You can still love 

your man and be manly dog” (West). Matthew 

Oware analyzes these lyrics, writing, “Contrary to 

the blatant homophobia in most rap music, Kanye 

presents an ostensibly anti-homophobic stance 

wherein he fully embraces the idea of demon-

strating affection for another male, yet maintain-

ing ‘manliness’.” By expounding on West’s ap-

parent anti-homophobia within the typically ho-

mophobic state of hip-hop, Oware describes how 

West has expressed an open and “conscious” 

stance in terms of friendship in a genre that still 

feels the pressure of homophobic hyper-

masculinity as cool. West’s association with his 

male companions embraces an open, unafraid 

stance on the emotions he feels for his friends. 

West delves deeper in “Real Friends,” as he ad-

dresses not the friendship itself, but the complexi-

ties of fame, fortune, and its effect on his personal 

relationships with close friends and family. West 

raps, “Real friends, how many of us?/ How many 

of us, how many jealous?/ Real friends, it’s not 
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many of us, we smile at each other/ But how 

many honest? Trust issues” (2016). We can iden-

tify with West’s introspective raps, as friendships 

and trust are aspects of life that everyone deals 

with. West’s ideas are accessible not only to less-

privileged Black youth, the original target listen-

ers of “gangsta” rap, but to the general public as 

well.

Romantic relationships are just as universal 

as friendship, and West’s influence on romance in 

hip-hop was perhaps the biggest impact he made 

in expanding hip-hop audiences and furthering 

the genre lyrically and sonically. In his album 

808s & Heartbreak (2008), Kanye for the first time 

broke down the highly sexualized, unemotional 

“gangsta” stereotype prevalent in hip-hop music. 

According to an unidentified but well-informed 

Wikipedia writer, “…808’s & Heartbreak…impacted 

hip hop stylistically, as it laid the groundwork for 

a new wave of artists who generally eschewed 

typical rap braggadocio for intimate subject mat-

ter and introspection” (“Kanye”). 808s fully em-

braced “conscious” rap, expanding on complex, 

personal connections and feelings. This was the 

first time that the idea of a real, human, emo-

tional being had ever appeared in the hip-hop 

world to this extent, especially from an artist who 

had already established a large, diverse audience.  

Artists such as Tupac had recorded emotional 

songs like “Dear Mama" (1995), but until 2008, no 

popular hip-hop artists had any lyrics that re-

vealed themselves emotionally to the extent that 

West does on 808s & Heartbreak: the entire album 

is in response to his painful break up with his 

fiancé and the devastating death of his mother. 

Vulnerable and introspective lyrics and minimal, 

bleak sounds are its foundations, such as those 

found in the sparse “Coldest Winter.” West 

writes, “On lonely nights, I start to fade/ Her 

love is a thousand miles away/ Memories made 

in the coldest winter/ Goodbye my friend, will I 

ever love again?” (2008). The lyrics, although 

simple, add to the emotional rawness of West’s 

work. 808s was taken in both directions by audi-

ences, and as Pitchfork reviewer Scott Plagenhoef 

writes, “In the end, whether you care to envelope 

yourself into West’s pain and self-torment largely 

depends on what you already think of the artist.” 

We identify with West’s vulnerability and roman-

ticism. Heartbreak and heartache are not bound 

by race or social standing and do not require a 

certain lifestyle to be understood. They are purely 

human feelings that transcend any kind of social 

limitations. The difference between 808s and tra-

ditionally popular hip-hop is that rather than fo-

cusing on the heated, carnal emotions of passion-

ate lust and aggression, West reflects on the deep 

effects of love and romance on one’s own soul. 

Rose comments on the hypersexuality of “gansta” 

hip-hop, saying, “Through hip hop, young white 

fans can get a good dose of male domination of 

women …without taking any responsibility for it” 

(235). In the second decade of the twenty-first cen-

tury, not only has West’s work torn down our 

only representation of masculinity as embodied in 

the hypersexuality of “gansta” rappers, but it has 

also shown not to be simply an exception to the 

rule.

With the huge boom in popularity of artists 

like Drake, The Weeknd, and Frank Ocean, hip-

hop has evolved. These artists, whose entire dis-

cographies are primarily based on the same kind 

of romantic, dark lyrics and sound on 808s & 

Heartbreak, are a testament to the impact of West’s 

album and to the appreciation of his listeners. The 

fact that this darker, R&B-influenced hip-hop 

sound has gained so much popularity (not only as 

its own genre but as a major influence in the space 

of hip-hop culture itself) tells us that hip-hop has 

evolved as a result of our reception of the univer-

sal ideas expressed in deeply “conscious” rap, 

ideas that don’t have to fit a stereotype to feel 

authentic. 

A new side of hip-hop hasn’t simply emerged; 

the whole notion of hip-hop and the cool pose 

itself is changing and evolving in response to 

audience receptiveness to a more well-rounded 

picture of the human being behind the lyrics. This 
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reception is creating a cultural impact—not in the 

same sense as an artist like Tupac by redefining 

the genre, but by artists like West undefining the 

genre. That is, the specificity of the mold required 

to become a popular hip-hop artist has been di-

aled back, and the people have approved. No 

longer is the message that listeners themselves 

must fit the classic cool pose of hip-hop in order 

to enjoy, appreciate, or identify with it. It opens 

up hip-hop to continue to grow and evolve to 

follow the changing tides of diversified culture, 

advancing technology, and the listeners them-

selves: it is a testament to the nature of hip-hop as 

a cultural force, and one that will stop at nothing 

to stay relevant to us.
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I have been under consistent psychiatric care 

for three years now, racking up a list of diag-

noses and medications along the way. I have 

been diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactiv-

ity disorder (combined type, ADHD); gender-

based dysphoria; severe clinical depression with 

physical manifestations of migraines, topical skin 

irritation and inflammation, and gastrointestinal 

discomfort; compounded anxiety and panic dis-

orders comorbid with anorexic tendencies, disso-

ciation, dermatillomania1, and trichotillomania2; 

stress-induced dermatitis exacerbated by ato-

moxetine hydrochloride; irregular menstrual cy-

cles; and medication-induced night sweats and 

insomnia. To treat these, I am expected to follow a 

daily course of medications: 40 mg of Lisdexamfe-

tamine, 90 mg Duloxetine, 50 mg Hydroxyzine 

Pamoate (every 4 hours as needed), Desonide 

(applied topically), 1000 mg Cholecalciferol and 

Ergocalciferol, 10 mg Norethindrone, 800 mg Ibu-

profen (every 4 hours as needed, not to exceed 

2400 mg within 24 hours), and 5 to 10 mg of Mela-

tonin (as needed). Factoring in other health issues, 

like my allergies and asthma, adds another two 

pills and an inhaler to my daily drug regimen. If I 

miss a day, I quickly go into a spiral of withdrawal 

symptoms, including nausea, cold sweats, light 

I
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sensitivity, and crippling migraines. 

Medications and their associated regime have 

been part of my life since age 7, when I was in 

second grade and diagnosed with ADHD. With 

that diagnosis, doctors have prescribed one 

stimulant-based drug after another ever since, 

which may have triggered my anxiety disorder. 

Parents and doctors alike gave me expectations 

that medicine would make me better—that these 

“problems” would go away after popping some 

pills. Those expectations led me to believe that 

one day I would be better. Since age 7, I have 

learned that all of those ideas were complete 

bullshit—where mental illness is involved, no 

schedule applies.

Modern medicine has left society with the 

impression that there is at least a treatment, if not 

a cure, for everything that ails us. If you are get-

ting treatment, you are supposed to get better. 

You are supposed to return to being a normal, 

functioning human being. This concept, while 

not an outright lie, is a tragic misunderstanding. 

Where mental illness is involved, nothing is so 

“The Interior of Bedlam” (1763) by William Hogarth depicts 
the conditions in England’s infamous Bedlam Royal Hospi-
tal. Due to the poor understanding of mental illness in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth century, patients at Bedlam were 
subjected to “treatments” that were frequently humiliating 
and physically abusive.

1 A disorder manifesting through obsessive picking of 
the skin
2 A disorder manifesting through obsessive pulling and 
picking of hair on the head and body



cut and dry. “Better” is a relative term. “Normal” 

is a relative term. “Functioning” is a relative term. 

After you start treatment, everyone expects your 

improvement to be immediately evident as a lin-

ear function of y=x. Improvement, however, is 

not something you can graph. Sometimes, you 

start a new medication, and it sends your pro-

gress throttling backwards. You might wake up 

and become convinced the world is out to get 

you, that you are the metaphorical camel and 

everything is the final straw that breaks your 

back, over and over and over. Or, for no reason at 

all, you might find yourself in a ball on the floor, 

tears streaming down your face; eventually you 

realize that you have been on the floor for three 

hours and you don’t remember why. “Progress” 

is a relative term. If the only thing you do in a 

day is get out of bed, there are some days that 

will be your Everest and worthy of celebration. 

Not only does mental illness drain you of energy, 

but it destroys your will to survive; it consumes 

all desire to do; it decimates whatever joy you 

take from life. Every seemingly simple action be-

comes a sheer, vertical cliff you must climb to 

continue telling the world that you are still here. 

You feel like an empty shell, yet you are still hu-

man, regardless of how you feel. It takes a long 

time to acknowledge simple actions as progress 

and to remember that you are still a human be-

ing; it is a personal battle I have been fighting for 

years, without an end in sight. I have had to real-

ize that I may never be what my parents and so-

ciety call “better,” even as I get better on my own 

terms.

Were the only monsters I face the ones in my 

own head, my life would be much easier. But this 

is not the case—there is a societal concept that 

mental illnesses are not real diseases (Scholz-

man). Mental illnesses are, however, surprisingly, 

illnesses. For the most part, they are conditions 

outside of our control, just like their physical 

counterparts. When we are physically ill, we can’t 

do everything we usually do. We stay home from 

school or work, and society says that it’s okay. We 

see the doctor, as expected. People tell us to get 

well soon and ask if they could bring anything 

over to make our life easier. But when we are de-

pressed, we can’t do everything we usually do. 

We stay home from school or work, and they call 

us lazy. We see the doctor, but we tell no one. 

People tell us to get over it and ask if we’ve tried 

yoga because it really helped their sister. Some 

think that mental illness is only a figment in our 

imagination, and other think it is a personality 

fault. Most Americans believe mentally ill people 

are prone to violent outbreaks; they don’t know 

that mentally ill people are much more likely to 

be victims of abuse and violence than to be its 

cause (Harvard Medical School). Many think that 

if a person can smile and laugh, they are always 

happy. Not enough people know that one in five 

Americans suffer from mental illnesses, trapped 

in a health care system that is severely under-

staffed, underfunded, and under recognized by 

other parts of the medical community (National 

Alliance on Mental Illness). Americans will ask, 

“How are you?” and will be shocked if they get a 

response other than “I’m fine.” We expect people 

to keep their “personal” problems to themselves, 

mental illnesses included. Most people have mis-

taken ideas about mental illnesses, ideas enforced 

by the media—misinformation spread over dec-

ades of assumptions and poorly conducted re-

search. 

My own father, an Ivy-educated physician, 

has told me that I am overreacting, that I have to 

suck it up, that if I don’t get my shit together I 

will end up working at McDonalds for the rest of 

my life. He told me this after I started therapy 

and medication, after I was diagnosed with se-

vere clinical depression and an anxiety disorder. 

This is the same man, my father, who told me I 

was looking very healthy lately when I lost more 

than 20 pounds—20 pounds I didn’t have to 

lose—over the first three months of junior year in 

high school because I had stopped eating. Too 

stressed and too depressed to be hungry, I was 

wasting away in front of him, and he praised me 

for looking fit. He wanted me to be better; he 

wanted to take a false indicator of health as “pro-
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gress.” I could not fit his schedule then, and I 

cannot fit his schedule now. I do not blame my 

father for any of this; he is a product of his educa-

tion and of his time. Though his words and ac-

tions created loose boulders on my already pre-

carious path, I do understand that this was not 

his intention; I know he cares about me and my 

well-being. Good intentions, however, still pave 

the way to Hell.

Part of the problem is that medical education 

and research in psychology lags behind patient 

realities. In the scheme of medical research, the 

study of psychology is relatively new. Sigmund 

Freud only pioneered the field in the early 1900s. 

The subjects he studied, “like so many since, were 

members of their doctor’s social communiti-

es—young, educated, intelligent, affluent and not 

socially labeled deviant” (Michels). Those from 

lower social strata were not part of the early re-

search when many core concepts were formu-

lated, leaving a lasting class imbalance in the 

field. Even those who were part of the research, 

however, were often discredited as delusional or 

compulsive liars. Jeffrey M. Masson uncovered 

the origins of Freud’s seduction theory when he 

gained access to the Freud Archives. He discov-

ered, through letters and notes, that it was when 

one of Freud’s patients, a daughter of a colleague, 

reported being molested by her father that Freud 

developed the theory. Its development followed 

the reasoning that his patient’s father was an out-

standing member of society and could not, as a 

well-adapted adult, be capable of incest. The 

daughter “obviously” lusted for her father and 

was confused by these impulses; thus, she was 

driven to create a story in which her father raped 

her. In “actuality,” Freud posited, she seduced her 

father into sex. Masson revealed Freud’s faulty 

reasoning in a book called The Assault on Truth: 

Freud’s Suppression of the Seduction Theory and an 

article in The Atlantic. Freudian theorists retali-

ated, but Masson left a chink in their armor. The 

faulty assumptions that drove Freud’s reasoning, 

however, still influence many, though modern 

psychologists have continued to disprove his 

theories. His concepts of libido, repression, and 

neuroticism are still prevalent in our thinking 

about gender, sexuality, and human relationships. 

These outdated notions have persevered to be-

come an unconscious part of the public psyche, 

ignorant of almost eight decades of work since 

Freud’s death. 

The public stigma surrounding mental illness 

is made even worse by media coverage of recent 

events. Every white mass murderer in the last 

decade—James Holmes (Aurora, Colorado, 2015); 

Adam Lanza (Sandy Hook, Connecticut, 2012); 

Justin Dalton (Kalamazoo, Michigan, 2016); 

Seung-Hui Cho (Virginia Tech, 2007) to name a 

few—has been labeled mentally ill, which only 

leads to the assumption that the mentally ill are, 

by nature, violent and reclusive. We don’t venture 

below the surface to figure out what went wrong 

to cause someone to lash out in such a way. We 

equate mentally ill with “crazy,” and leave the 

explanation at that. We’ll bemoan the state of 

mental health for a few days, even make calls to 

action and demand reform, but the news cycle 

moves on and gets a new story. When it’s all over, 

and the camera trucks leave town, we, as a nation, 

do not remember their names, the names of vic-

tims and shooters alike. The shooters are, in fact, 

victims in their own way, left to rot in the cracks 

by society as a whole, a long time before they de-

cided to leave home with a gun. We remember the 

event, but we forget the details; its memory only 

serves to perpetuate our awareness of a seemingly 

endless cycle of violence in America. Mental ill-

ness exists to society when it is convenient, when 

it can explain confusing events without directing 

the blame to a broken system that needs to be 

fixed. When it isn’t in immediate focus, we easily 

forget the problem. Once the buzz around the lat-

est shooting or actor suicide dies down, mental 

illness is not a problem worth the air-time. When 

mental illness does not permeate every aspect of 

your life, it is easy to sweep under the rug of so-

cietal ignorance.

But once you have it, it is your life. 

I have accepted, at this point, that I have a 
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long battle ahead of me. I acknowledge that my 

lot in life will always be one fraught with mental 

illness. I can persevere through whatever life 

throws at me. I will not, however, stand idly by 

and let my range of opportunities be restricted by 

my mental illness. I will succeed, but in doing so, 

I cannot let my success be at the expense of oth-

ers’ well-being. I have been graced with a voice 

that carries; I feel compelled to use it to make the 

suffering silent heard. I will not accept that we 

who are afflicted with mental illness face re-

stricted possibilities—solely because of the re-

sources available to us. I refuse to stay silent 

about how our society stands on the sidelines, 

unaware of those of us who struggle. Decades of 

ignorance, apathy, and misinformation have left 

us with life-altering conditions made invisible, 

leaving thousands drowning in their own minds, 

struggling to survive. So many feel abandoned, 

isolated, silenced. I refuse to accept this reality as 

the status quo. I will be their voice, and I will 

make myself heard. Stories of struggle exist eve-

rywhere, but unless others hear them, they create 

no impetus for forward movement. Ignorance 

begets ignorance, until the narrative changes. I 

want—need to be part of the narrative of change. 

There are so many who have lost their fight with 

mental illness who can no longer tell their stories,  

so many more who cannot find the courage to tell 

their own. I tell my story, one story out of thou-

sands, because people need to hear it. I cannot 

not speak for all experiences, but I can speak 

about my own, knowing that I can strike a chord, 

and maybe inspire another to do the same. I be-

lieve I am still here for a reason, although there 

have been more than a few nights when I had 

other plans. If nothing else, I am here, I am still 

here, to tell my story. I am here to light a candle in 

the darkness. I am here to fight my demons and 

to use what I learn to help others do the same. I 

am here because I have a voice. I am here to use it 

for as long as it takes. 
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orn in other countries, yet believing you could 

be happy in this, our laws acknowledge, as they 

should do, your right to join us in society, con-

forming, as I doubt not you will do, to our estab-

lished rules. That these rules shall be as equal as 

prudential considerations will admit, will cer-

tainly be the aim of our legislatures, general and 

particular. 

—Thomas Jefferson to Hugh White in 1801

Throughout U.S. history, our aim as a country 

has been to follow the rule of law. From the be-

ginning, this country was placed on a rising path 

toward success because fair democratic legislation 

provided for inclusion in a system of equal protec-

tion. This protection, inscribed in the Declaration 

and reestablished in the 14th amendment, guaran-

teed equality in as many ways as “prudential con-

siderations” would allow. According to Professor 

of Law Owen Fiss, the rule of law—our Constitu-

tion—“is a statement about how a society wishes 

to organize itself, and [it] prohibits subjugation, 

even voluntary subjugation, because such a prac-

tice would disfigure society.” But, over time, our 

failure to properly discern who should be pro-

tected by the law has slowly led us drastically off 

our original course into a position where democ-

racy cannot be extended to all. Restrictive social 
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attitudes have warped the meaning of prudential 

considerations and created an imbalance between 

the capital agenda and the workforce community 

by imposing social disabilities on immigrants 

rather than targeting the root of the problem. The 

failure both to either extend democracy to those 

among our working community or to prevent 

immigrants from becoming a part of it in the first 

place allows for the creation of a subjugated class 

who operates outside the boundary of the law. 

The suffering caused by this discrimination and 

whatever legitimate social cause might be argued 

in its defense is especially apparent in the correla-

tion between the disenfranchisement of Mexican 

immigrants in the workforce community and the 

collapse of the U.S. market economy in 2007 and 

2008. In that crisis, the structural violence created 

by lawmakers, employers, and a capitalist agenda 

turned Mexican immigrants into a disadvantaged 

group of social outcasts. When the rule of law is 

broken, society suffers the consequences.

The disadvantage prescribed to immigrants 

began with the condition of a growing economy 

that encouraged immigration for the purpose of 

access to a cheaper workforce. The immigrants all 

desired to work hard to succeed, and the law al-

Members of the South Central Farm attending an amnesty 
march for undocumented farm workers in Los Angeles, CA.  
The message on their banner says, in Spanish, “No Human 
Is Illegal.”



lowed the newcomers to be exploited. This 

adapted system of immigration in America al-

lowed for immigrant hirers to exploit their work-

ers because they knew that because most of the 

illegal immigrants were breaking the law by be-

ing here, or sacrificing much to stay legally, they 

would have no legal recourse to prevent exploita-

tion, and further, employers knew that the gov-

ernment would effectively look the other way. 

With a catalyst in place, immigrants came in 

droves to meet the demands of the labor market 

and to secure the American Dream. UCLA Profes-

sor of Law Gerald López notes that “aspirational 

evolution is virtually impossible for the destina-

tion country to halt; the social and economic mo-

tivation of the upwardly mobile worker will al-

ways be more potent than any law designed to 

restrain it” (630). American immigration policy 

irresponsibly opened the floodgates and effec-

tively swamped the job market, drenched the 

banks, and drowned helpless immigrants in piles 

of debt.

The creation of a perfect storm in the housing 

market began in the early 2000s when legislative 

policies encouraged the expansion of the housing 

market past suburban white neighborhoods into 

untapped markets through the increased access to 

credit and mortgage insurance. In congruence 

with these policies, Mexican immigrants arrived 

in the thousands to meet the demand for low-

wage jobs in the construction industry. According 

to the U.S. Census Bureau, by 2006 the storm had 

grown to full strength—36% of male Mexican 

immigrants settled into construction-related 

fields (Adolfson 3). From the moment workers 

arrived, they were subjected to systematic disad-

vantages. Because workers were unaware of their 

rights and afraid to assert them, their employers 

sought every available economic advantage, year 

after year, going further and further to disregard 

protective labor laws, immigration laws, and the 

wellbeing of their employees (López 629). Illegal 

immigrants had no choice but to comply with the 

unfair conditions and wages due to a fear of de-

portation, while legal ones kept their heads down 

and worked to feed their families. Thus, the con-

struction boom to meet demand spurred a period 

of great economic growth at the expense of the 

low-wage immigrants’ protection by the law. The 

economic growth was most intense during the 

years leading up to the market crash, from 2003 to 

2006, when the United States saw a drastic in-

crease in the number of construction projects (Ca-

dena and Kovak). The mortgage bubble created 

by an increasingly accessible workforce encour-

aged companies to expand production into previ-

ously unreached lands (Villarreal). 

As many have noted, the construction boom 

was fueled by the law of the land’s disregard for 

the wellbeing of its community and its failure to 

properly regulate its job market. The economic 

bubble in the housing market continued to ex-

pand when loan agencies also began capitalizing 

on illegal financial markets. According to López, 

the imbalance between regulations and the job 

market magnified the problem: by creating an 

underclass of millions who live deliberately out-

side the law’s protection, the break in the rule of 

law further allowed for the increase of every 

imaginable exploitative device and crime, many 

times making it impossible for other legislative 

decisions to be enforced (638). Employer demand 

for cheap labor successfully tempted Mexican 

immigrants to break the law. They broke the law 

to such an extent that the government was not 

able to control the chaos. Since many immigrants 

did not follow the laws set in place to work in this 

country, they became an abandoned class of out-

laws who were no longer protected by the law. 

Without the rule of the law to protect them, im-

migrants were exploited financially. For those 

who wished to call America home, or for those 

too scared to return home, the possibility of pur-

chasing a home was an end goal that seemed far 

from reach. 

Originally, Mexican immigrants’ American 

Dream was impossible to achieve because with-

out the law’s protection, low-wage immigrants 

27

Callaghan, “The Subjugated Class”



were considered risky candidates for loans by 

both the government and the private sector. But 

in 1975, the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act 

(HDMA) had been created to counteract the dis-

crimination towards minority groups, and by 

2002, the bill was being used to secure loans for 

Mexican immigrants: “[The] HMDA was a legis-

lative response to the widespread practice of 

mortgage ‘redlining,’ that is, the systematic ex-

clusion of neighborhoods of color when market-

ing or originating home loans” (Bocian et. al.). 

This legislative response mandated that compa-

nies meet a quota of subprime loans—or high risk 

loans given to people with lower incomes, poor 

credit scores, or high debt-to-income ratios 

(McConnell and Marcelli 214). In order to match 

legislative quotas for low-income borrowers and 

under-served areas to receive tax exemptions, the 

GSEs [Government Sponsored Enterprises] were 

forced to lower their underwriting standards to 

keep pace with the ever-rising demands from the 

U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Devel-

opment (Ingraham 3). As banks learned that sub-

prime loans could be marketed to their advantage 

by arbitrarily balancing their books, they began to 

target the isolated groups of Mexican immigrants. 

According to John A. Powell, Professor of Law at 

UC Berkeley, “The targeting of credit-starved 

neighborhoods is and was possible because prior 

redlining had isolated these communities from 

mainstream banking and lending” (7). 

Although initially well intentioned (to help 

immigrants achieve the American Dream), the 

legislation surrounding the banking system had 

become outdated and harmed immigrants by cre-

ating reverse redlining and predatory loans. In 

addition to the structure of the law that harmed 

immigrants, investors targeted immigrant groups 

to exploit them at high interest rates that were 

impossible to pay on a further exploited income. 

By convincing Mexican immigrants that the 

American Dream was achievable, investors cor-

nered helpless immigrants into subprime loans. 

Realtors and banks began to preach the message 

of obtainable, low-interest credit; however, the 

banks failed to mention the two-year interest 

spike, the expensive realtor commissions, and the 

strictly enforced payment schedules. Realtors 

convinced immigrants that the American Dream 

could only be achieved by risky credit (Villarreal). 

To better capitalize on the immigrant market, a 

handful of companies began to accept Individual 

Tax Identification numbers, or ITINs, to give out 

loans. It is perfectly legal for undocumented, 

non-U.S. citizens to purchase property in the 

United States (Said). With access to the dream of 

becoming a homeowner, Mexican immigrants 

were tricked into relying on expensive credit to 

achieve their goals.

Sometime in late 2007 and early 2008 the 

market finally caught up with itself. Lending in-

stitutions had found a secondary market that was 

willing to absorb the risks of their predatory 

loans. According to Erin E. Ingraham’s study of 

the demographics of lending and the housing cri-

sis, the increase in high interest loans led directly 

into the creation of the securitization market. 

Lenders craftily engineered packaged loans that 

compiled individual high risk loans and moved 

them off the books by transferring risk to inves-

tors who capitalized on the growth and security 

found in the housing industry bulk stock. 

Mortgage-backed securities helped contribute to 

the empty paper trails of risk that built up the 

mortgage bubble leading up to the crash (Ingra-

ham 3). The government directive to expand lend-

ing towards disadvantaged borrowers, in symme-

try with the access to an increasingly cheap work-

force of immigrant outcasts, led to the skyrocket-

ing growth in the housing market. America de-

veloped a train of exploitation on which the gov-

ernment shoveled the coal—laws were only made 

where convenient and not where necessary. As 

greedy capitalists exploited Mexican immigrant 

wages and loans, they dumped the risk back on 

the immigrants that purchases homes. The prob-

lem continually cycled as the housing bubble 

grew.  According to Ingraham, “The housing cri-

sis was built with excessive borrowing by home-

owners, lax lending standards employed by loan 
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originators, undercapitalized securitizers and 

financial institutions, weak oversight by ratings 

agencies, and a federal government that pushed 

pro-homeownership policies beyond what was 

financially prudent” (4). These interlocking insti-

tutions completely ignored the question of what 

was prudential: not everyone is financially capa-

ble of sustaining a mortgage, especially a mort-

gage stocked full of high-interest predatory loans 

that must be paid for on an exploited income.

The stress placed on loan bearers to pay off 

the unfairly imposed high premiums eventually 

became impossible to sustain when interest rates 

spiked and loan sharks failed to keep their prom-

ises. Finally, in congruence with the poor policies 

directed at financial institutions and misguided 

habits of capitalists, the housing bubble burst and 

the banks choked on credit and drowned in 

countless paper claims. Once investors uncovered 

the devaluation of their housing assets due to 

record-level loan defaults in 2007, several Wall 

Street giants and numerous smaller community 

lenders collapsed (Ingraham 2). Foreclosure on 

homes resulted across the board. The few banks 

still on their feet possessed countless repossessed 

homes that simultaneously flooded the markets. 

There was no longer a need for construction labor 

in the United States.

The pain inflicted on Mexican immigrants 

did not stop with low wages, tough working 

conditions, and discriminatory loans. Student of 

Anthropology Dawn Adolfson contends that the 

economic downturn of the United States in 2007–

2009 has significantly affected Mexican immi-

grants’ ability to find substantial work. More spe-

cifically, this long-lasting recession drastically 

reduced the number of jobs in labor-intensive 

fields such as construction (Adolfson 3). Since so 

many Mexican immigrants worked manual con-

struction jobs, the market collapse added to the 

economic disparity suffered by the lower social 

hierarchies; Huffington Post writer Shahien Na-

siripour summarized the situation in 2010: “those 

jobs [in construction] were lost in part because of 

the collapse of the housing market. With prices 

nationwide down nearly a third, foreclosures on 

the rise and a 'shadow inventory' of homes se-

cured by defaulted mortgages just waiting to be 

foreclosed on and unleashed on the market, 

there's little need for further construction.”  The 

result?  In 2010, about 2 million jobs in construc-

tion had vanished according to statistics from the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (Nasiripour). The loss 

of construction jobs hit this targeted community 

especially hard, and even still, despite the dispro-

portionate impact created from the economic 

slowdown, there are no signs that immigrant La-

tino workers are leaving the U.S. labor market 

(Kochhar 1). 

Not only did many Mexican immigrants lose 

their jobs, they also suffered from a significant 

decline in weekly wages (Kochhar 3). According 

to Kochhar “Wages of Hispanic workers in the 

construction industry fell sharply in 2007—a loss 

of 6.9% for all Hispanics and 4.0% for foreign-

born Hispanics” (5). The disparity within the 

housing market meant that for those immigrants 

capable of sustaining work, the reduced profits of 

their employers were unfairly reflected in their 

wages. The hope of a better rung on the social 

ladder, higher wages, and the option to have resi-

dence in America was now nothing more than a 

pipe dream.

The federal government failed to properly 

address immigration’s role in the U.S. economy. 

Mexican immigrants became the unintentional 

martyrs of the market crash. López says, “Facts 

cannot be ignored even by those who reject (if in 

fact they even consider) [their] fundamental 

moral obligations. Mexican households seem to 

have, and certainly perceive, no short-term means 

of economic survival without continued access to 

our labor market” (713). Without access to the 

labor market and without protection from the 

law, the immigrants were further isolated from 

the other groups in society. The vulnerability of 

this isolated class of society was compounded 

with disadvantages that came from their induced 
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state of poverty; yet, Fiss would argue that this 

induced state of poverty transcends isolated dis-

tinction to create a whole new social structure 

altogether: it manifests itself in the further strati-

fications and degradation of the very poor by 

placing them in danger of becoming pariahs. The 

business elites of America continued to throw the 

economic burden down the social ladder, know-

ing its weight would prevent those below from 

rising.  By encouraging legislation that indirectly 

inflicted suffering on minority groups, the gov-

ernment effectively helped immigrants work to-

wards their own demise and allowed investors to 

exploit the disadvantages of a subjugated class 

for capital gain, only for those gains to be re-

versed across the board—with the majority of the 

reversal placed on the oppressed immigrants who 

were unable to protect themselves. 

The simple truth is this: we are responsible 

for the present condition of Mexican immigrants 

among us; our failure to tackle the problem head 

on led to the destruction of a social class and the 

creation of another outside the rule of law. We are 

responsible for the commitment implicit in the 

14th amendment that is automatically enacted by 

our decision to allow immigrants to become a 

part of our community. As López puts it, “If in-

volvement and neighborhood matter, undocu-

mented Mexican workers are part of the living 

and working community. They are we” (713). 

Mexican immigrants are here to stay; the 

policies originally mandated to reduce discrimi-

nation trapped the minority group in the United 

States by binding them to a social contract that 

was harmful to their shot at the American Dream. 

Two hundred years ago, Thomas Jefferson 

encouraged us to respect the desires of those who 

knocked at our door wishing to conform to our 

idea of community by creating legislation that 

properly acknowledged our nation’s high esteem 

for equality. In order to return the nation to the 

direction established by its founders, it is impera-

tive that lawmakers completely restructure im-

migration policy.  López asserts, “If, as it appears,  

Mexicans cannot humanely be dissuaded from 

coming, some form of access must be legislatively 

accommodated or they will simply continue to 

come and work outside the boundaries of the 

law” (713). We must learn and respond to what 

our recent history has displayed so vividly: when 

some people are allowed to operate outside the 

boundary of the law, society as a whole no longer 

benefits from the security of the law. By creating 

an environment that legally opposed immigra-

tion, but economically depended on it, we created 

a system that harmed both immigrant and citizen. 

Furthermore, these social disabilities imposed by 

our nation’s blindness for capital greed are un-

constitutional because they are inconsistent with 

the 14th amendment’s protection of equality (Fiss). 

Fiss argues, “We ought not subjugate immigrants, 

not because we owe them anything, but to pre-

serve our society as a community of equals.” Our 

laws must adequately address Mexican immi-

grants’ place in our community because that is 

the only way to protect all citizens from the back-

lash created by a disregard for the law. This will 

prevent the social imbalance that subjugates im-

migrants when the rule of law is disobeyed and 

work to return our capitalist system to a competi-

tive market that respects the law. Democracy can 

no longer stand second to exploitation: it must be 

maintained as a common-wealth pursuit aiming 

to protect our rights—because when it comes to 

the rule of law, it is, and always will be, an all or 

nothing bargain. If politicians aim to seek revenge 

by turning immigrant pariahs into scapegoats 

once again, the creation of a great wall or a show 

of power towards our immigrant neighbors will 

only act as it once did—as a source of legal oppo-

sition and economic demand. If we fail to avoid 

subjugation, we risk making ourselves a society 

without the law’s protection. 
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mid light violin music and the clinking 

of expensive silverware, four people 

gather to discuss what has been on 

Gotham’s mind for months—Batman (The Dark 

Knight). Who is he? Who gives him his authority? 

How can one man stand above everyone else—a-

bove the law—and be celebrated for it? As the 

music builds, Harvey Dent, Gotham’s newest Dis-

trict Attorney, tirelessly defends the vigilante but 

finally relents that “You either die a hero, or live 

long enough to see yourself become the villain.” 

Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight (2008), the 

film this scene is from, explores the blurred and 

thin line that marks the boundary between super-

heroes and their villains. Worldwide, the movie 

grossed over $1 billion, and many consider it 

among the best superhero movies ever made 

(“The Dark Knight”). However, if Adilifu Nama’s 

definition of a superhero as someone who is 

“heavily steeped in affirming a division between 

right and wrong” and “operates within a moral 

framework” is correct (7), Batman does not qual-

ify. In the movie, Batman physically assaults pris-

oners, destroys public property, and hacks into 30 

million Gothamites’ cell phones (The Dark Knight). 

A better label for the movie would be that it is 

among the best anti-hero movies; psychologists 

Michael Spivey and Steven Knowlton define an 

anti-hero as “not always motivated by such noble 

principles and […] frequently placed in the posi-

tion of choosing among several evils” (54). From 

1938, the year of Superman’s creation, up until 

A
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1986, our comic book heroes, according to comic 

book legend Stan Lee, showed “courage, integ-

rity, honesty, and compassion.” However, these 

superheroes also introduce us to the concept of 

casual violence. After the 1986 publications of 

Batman: The Dark Knight Returns by Frank Miller 

and Watchmen by Alan Moore, our beloved comic 

book superheroes became overshadowed by anti-

superheroes: dark and violent superheroes with 

questionable morals and motivations. Mark Vo-

ger, a writer and graphic designer, created the 

name for this new era of “unkinder, ungentler 

comic book heroes”: The Dark Age (1). Superhe-

roes and subsequent anti-superheroes desensi-

tized us, and now, when we see a violent news 

story or movie, we rarely bat an eye. Many police 

officers seem to have taken our acceptance of 

casual violence for granted, as evidenced by the 

increase in police brutality cases and police-

related deaths in recent years. By 2008, our “su-

perheroes” played into our love for “realistic” 

portrayals, with characters appearing as broken, 

scarred, and/or mentally unstable. The Dark 

Fan cosplaying as Batman, as the character appears in the 
movie Batman v. Superman: Dawn of Justice (2016).



Knight only perpetuated our descent into dark-

ness, driving us further into the clutches of vio-

lence. We have become a broken and violent soci-

ety; and anti-superheroes are the only characters 

we can really understand. Early superheroes in-

troduced us to casual violence, and we gradually 

accepted their actions as necessary and even en-

tertaining; and this entertainment factor drove 

comic-book writers to create darker, more violent, 

and more realistic storylines that readers identi-

fied with, eventually culminating in the prolifera-

tion of the anti-superhero. 

In 1938, Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster created a 

new breed of hero—the superhero—who repre-

sented the pinnacle of morality and justice. Su-

perman took the world by storm, as “pure and 

chaste and good as a knight of old” (Wright 192). 

He was a role model that everyone in Depression-

ridden, war-fearing America could accept. Su-

perman’s kind and helpful personality remained 

a mainstay, though the same cannot be said for 

the original temperament of his darker friend, 

Batman. The Dark Knight hit the scene in 1939 as 

a “noir vigilante” who “executed criminals with-

out compunction with twin-six guns” (Anders 

19). However, just one year after his inception, his 

creators Bill Finger and Bob Kane bequeathed 

Batman a child: Robin, the Boy Wonder. Almost 

overnight the dark and twisted Batman became a 

father, and the “dark-toned stories fell out of fa-

vor in lieu of more lighthearted fair” (Anders 19.). 

At the time, Americans could not accept such a 

dark and violent character. We were still a hope-

ful and optimistic people, and we needed some-

one to remind us of that during the Depression 

and subsequent world war. Americans wanted 

heroes that spread hope and morality, exempli-

fied by the creation of various comic book issues 

featuring superheroes parading into Europe and 

winning World War II. Captain America was even 

conceived during this time period, embodying 

our over-patriotic and optimistic attitude. All 

these one-note parental superheroes supplied us 

with the simple and “easy-to-understand world-

view” (Comic) that the World War II propaganda 

period demanded. In early comics, the superhero 

is clearly good and must stop the clearly evil ad-

versary. But in order to foil the villain’s plot, su-

perheroes would often resort to violence. Even 

Superman was not immune to using force, as evi-

denced by Action Comics #10 where he is seen 

punching a plane—with a human inside it (Shus-

ter). Superheroes normalized violence and made 

it seem casual: Superman lazily grabbing Hitler 

around the neck and dragging him over an ocean 

(Shuster, “How”); Batman beating up The Joker 

(Kane); Captain America socking Hitler in the jaw 

(Kirby). Even though these early heroes were not 

dark, they still perpetrated violence and set us on 

the path to desensitization. 

By 1986, years of good-natured superhero 

violence coalesced into a dark and twisted brutal-

ity, the likes of which the world had never previ-

ously seen. As Mike Richardson, founder of Dark 

Horse Comics, said in the documentary Comic 

Book Superheroes Unmasked (2005), “the traditional 

innocence of superheroes went out of the market 

at that point.” Batman: The Dark Knight Returns 

and Watchmen had arrived. Frank Miller, the 

author of The Dark Knight Returns, described his 

comic as “giving Batman his balls back” (Comic)—

and he certainly succeeded. The comic’s panels 

are rife with guns, blood, broken bones, and 

death. Miller follows the life of an aging Batman, 

who is forced out of retirement because of un-

precedented levels of violence in Gotham. Bruce 

Wayne returns to crime fighting in a brutal night-

long siege of Gotham’s criminal popula-

tion—hospitalizing dozens—and completely dis-

regards Gotham’s Finest, at one point telling the 

police “These men are MINE,” while quickly run-

ning off to deal out his own extra-legal justice (F. 

Miller). Not long after, The Joker makes his tri-

umphant reappearance when he murders at least 

a hundred people with his trademark laughing 

gas. The Joker-Batman showdown ends with The 

Joker snapping his own neck to frame Bat-

man—and the story only gets darker from there. 
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The United States is hit with an electromagnetic 

pulse from a Soviet nuclear warhead, courtesy of 

Superman attempting to divert it. America soon 

sinks into all-out chaos, in which a proto-fascist 

Batman attempts to regain control. Superman, at 

this point the president’s pet, attacks Batman and 

engages him in a fight that seemingly kills Bat-

man and almost claims Superman’s life (F. 

Miller). That same year, Alan Moore wrote 

Watchmen, in which he took the mental instability 

and violence that was increasingly apparent in 

comics and turned it into a social commentary. 

His message: Superheroes are “people that you 

trust with your lives, and nobody should do that. 

You really need to trust yourself” (Moore qtd. in 

Comic). Moore’s heroes, the Watchmen (Ror-

schach, Nite Owl, The Comedian, Doctor Man-

hattan, Silk Spectre, and Ozymandias), range 

from morally ambivalent (e.g. Doctor Manhattan) 

to completely psychotic (e.g. Rorschach). The 

graphic novel follows the superheroes’ less-than-

perfect lives, cataloguing rape, the Vietnam War, 

nuclear accidents, prison and civilian riots, and 

the violent murder of over three million peo-

ple—an act planned by one of the “superheroes,” 

Ozymandias (Moore). Watchmen changed the way 

writers would create comics forever. As Paul Le-

vitz, president of DC Comics, said, “You went 

home and you ripped up whatever you had done 

that week and just said ‘No…There’s more I can 

do’” (Comic). The comic book world was changed 

forever. Artists had to step up their illustrations, 

and writers had to ramp up their stories. Feel-

good stories of Superman saving Metropolis 

would no longer cut it—readers began expecting 

complex and dark storylines. Readers craved the 

realism and gray-areas that Watchmen and The 

Dark Knight Returns created. Watchmen and the 

new Batman were not the same as our heroes of 

old. They broke through the superhero mold and 

created their new niche: the anti-superhero. 

Americans came to prefer a dark, twisted, 

mentally unstable anti-superhero over a moral, 

honest, kind-hearted superhero, and the evidence 

lies in the characters themselves. The years fol-

lowing 1986 saw the creation of Cable (1990), 

Gambit (1990), Deadpool (1991), Spawn (1992), 

Hellboy (1993), and countless other characters 

that fall into the anti-superhero category (“List”).  

As author Bradford Wright says:

We couldn’t accept a goody-goody coming 

down and doing things just because they 

were good; but we could accept someone 

who felt some twisted emotional need to fight 

evil. And we could accept it with violence 

and accept it with irony. (Comic)

In the 1960s and 1970s, we rose up against our 

own government, protesting war, racism, and sex-

ism—and our government responded with vio-

lence. Between two world wars, a depression, 

various Cold War skirmishes, and the growing 

social movements back home—America grew up. 

We got too serious for Superman’s tame stories. 

We made the anti-superheroes a reflection of our-

selves: twisted, dark, cynical, mistrustful, and 

violent. The government’s use of violence, com-

bined with the violence we saw in the news, mov-

ies, and comic books,  created an ambivalent atti-

tude towards brutality. It became normal and 

commonplace, altering the very fabric of our soci-

ety’s mental health. Our involvement in Vietnam 

took a toll on our collective psyche as it was a war 

many protested and a whole generation con-

demned. It was also the first war America ever 

lost. We came to see the corruption and amoral 

attitude of our government, and we lost faith in 

the moral superiority that early superheroes 

touted. When the 1980s rolled around and we 

reached the height of the Cold War, American dis-

illusionment seemed to reach its zenith. In fact, in 

1980, American trust in the government was at 

25%, lower than it had ever previously been 

(“Public”).  Americans were no longer innocent 

and ready to lap up the vanilla adventures of Su-

perman. We wanted substance. We wanted com-

plexity and flaws. We wanted anti-superheroes. 

However, social critic and comic book ex-

plainer (he aims to “make complex ideas a little 

more accessible through the captivating medium 

of comics”) Scott Niswander seems to imply that 
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the heroes of the Bronze Age (1971–1986), who 

were “striving for cultural relevance,” gradually 

faded into the anti-superheroes of the Dark Age. 

He agrees with the opinion that there is no defini-

tive end to the Bronze Age, rather “every single 

title and publisher had their own stopping point, 

years separate from each other, that then pushed 

them into the Modern (Dark) Age” (Niswander). 

However, his argument proves problematic, as it 

does not take previous superheroes and violence 

into account. It also gives most of the credit for 

the creation of the anti-superhero to the cultural 

shifts that took place during the Bronze Age. 

While I certainly agree that the turbulent atmos-

phere of the ‘60s, ‘70s, and ‘80s played a large 

part in the development of anti-superheroes, es-

pecially of their psyches, the superheroes created 

the path to violence and put us on it. When Su-

perman made his first appearance in 1938, radio 

was king. The difference between the radio and 

comic books, though, is that you cannot see any-

thing. Hearing violence and seeing violence are 

two completely different things. While movies 

were around, it was Depression-era America, and 

most people would rather not spend what little 

money they had on moving pictures. In fact, by 

1933 the U.S. Ministry of Commerce reported that 

“cinema attendance [had] dropped by 56% since 

1928” (“Timeline”). Televisions were hardly rele-

vant: by 1946 only around 6,000 households even 

owned them (Stephens). The only way people 

could have actually seen violence was if they saw 

it in the streets or in the pages of a comic book. 

According to many psychologists, “observational 

learning and desensitization” are typically re-

garded as the key causes of long-term effects, 

such as increased aggression, from exposure to 

violent media (Krahé et al. 631). Psychologists 

Barbara Krahé and her fellow researchers define 

observational learning as “the acquisition of cog-

nitive structures that promote specific behaviors 

from observing others perform similar behaviors” 

(631). Essentially, if a child sees Batman and Su-

perman rough up enough villains in their comic 

books, that child might believe that those violent 

actions are normal and acceptable. In turn, obser-

vational learning can cause desensitization, or a 

“gradual reduction in responsiveness to an 

arousal-eliciting stimulus” (Krahé et al. 631). This 

observational learning is key, as merely hearing 

violence does not necessarily lead to desensitiza-

tion. People need to see the violence. Desensitiza-

tion is especially common in regard to violence 

because “violent stimuli lose their capacity to 

elicit strong emotions the more often the stimulus 

is presented” (Krahé et al. 631). If a child contin-

ues to read the moral, yet violent, comics of the 

1940s, he/she will become more and more desen-

sitized to violence. The innocent comics of the 40s 

and 50s would have desensitized most Ameri-

cans, as approximately half the population came 

into contact with comics (the Detective Comics 

Group, alone, reported sales of over 700,000 com-

ics, when the American population was only 

around 130 million) (J. Miller; “US Population”). 

Psychologists have also found that repeated vio-

lent stimuli can lead to sensitization to violence; in 

other words, the more some individuals see vio-

lence, “the more they like watching it” (Krahé et 

al. 631). All of these factors (observational learn-

ing, desensitization, sensitization) taken together 

suggest that comics could have made us more 

prone to, and more accepting of, violence. It is no 

wonder that comic books and their superheroes 

became progressively more violent, as we became 

addicted to violence and needed more stimuli to 

be entertained.

Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight exempli-

fies our ambivalence about violence and our in-

creasingly murky morals. Nolan’s Batman is simi-

lar in tone and personality to Miller’s—he is dark,  

flawed, and loves to use violence and fear against 

his enemies. In Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns, 

Batman suspends a criminal upside-down off the 

tallest town in Gotham (68); in Nolan’s The Dark 

Knight, Batman does exactly the same thing to 

The Joker. In The Psychology of Superheroes, Chuck 

Tate writes that Batman “appears to only have 
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one strategy—the threat of violence either pre-

ceded by or followed by actual violence” (143). 

However, the Gotham Police Department never 

stops Batman. In fact, it makes sure that it gets in 

on the violent—and illegal—action, too. When 

The Joker is in police custody, the police officers 

allow Batman to conduct his own “interrogation” 

of The Joker, and turn a blind eye when Batman 

physically assaults their prisoner. The Gotham 

police force does not care what happens to the 

people in their custody; one officer says to The 

Joker, “I know the difference between punks who 

need a little lesson in manners, and the freaks like 

you who would just enjoy it” (Dark Knight). That 

same officer then proceeds to assault The Joker, 

almost immediately after Batman’s “interroga-

tion,” saying, “I know you’re gonna enjoy this. 

I’m gonna have to try to enjoy it even more” 

(Dark Knight). It is illegal for a police officer to 

physically abuse an inmate, even if that inmate is 

taunting him/her. Gotham’s police force demon-

strates an extreme moral deficiency. Not only are 

its officers abusive, they are also uncaring about 

the less dangerous prisoners. When one man 

stumbles to the bars of his cell and cries out 

“Please… My insides hurt,” the officer on guard 

replies, “I don’t really care…You’re out of your 

mind, pal. Back off” (Dark Knight) Only after the 

prisoner collapses does the officer finally call a 

medic. By that point though, it is too late and a 

bomb in the inmate’s stomach goes off (Dark 

Knight). Gotham’s police force continues to show 

that they are not Gotham’s finest—in fact, they 

are quite possibly Gotham’s most corrupt, vio-

lent, and morally ambivalent. Their actions pose a 

stark comparison to the Superman of the 1940s 

and his strict moral code. 

Today, police brutality and neglect is a com-

mon occurrence, and we do almost nothing to 

stop it. In 2015 alone, cops were responsible for 

1,300 deaths, and approximately “every seven 

hours” a cop kills an American citizen (“Stats”). 

Perhaps one of the most famous examples of po-

lice abuse, and one that actually prompted some 

Americans to protest, was the murder of Freddie 

Gray on April 19, 2015. After Baltimore police of-

ficers arrested Gray, they put him in the back of a 

police van—and then the controversy began. The 

order of events is unclear even today, but Gray 

entered the van alive and left it dead. Baltimore 

police admitted to several breaches of conduct: 

Gray was not seat-belted after being placed in 

a transport van, a violation of department 

policy; Gray was not offered medical atten-

tion, despite several requests; and officers did 

not call for an ambulance when he was ar-

rested, as they should have. (Hermann and 

Cox)

Like the Gotham police force, Baltimore officers 

did not seem to care about what happened to 

their charge. Not only did they not follow proce-

dure but they denied an American citizen medical 

attention when he requested it. There is also the 

possibility that they physically assaulted Gray, 

leading to his death. However, it is the police 

abuses that the media does not sensationalize that 

are the most shocking. Rikers, one of America’s 

most notorious prisons, has a mile-long abuse 

record. For starters, within a five-month period, 

Rikers had 62 confirmed cases “in which inmates 

were seriously injured by correction officers,” ac-

cording to New York Times writers Michael Win-

erip and Michael Schwirtz. One of these cases 

involved a mentally-ill inmate, who “officers 

pulled…into his solitary-confinement cell” (Win-

erip and Schwirtz) and beat unconscious, a situa-

tion that almost mirrors The Joker’s. Rikers also 

has a habit of denying inmates proper medical 

attention. Judy Jean Caquias, who had a history of 

liver disease, received several lab tests and blood 

work at Rikers, which found that her liver was 

stressed. Instead of sending Caquias to a special-

ist (which they should have), “they prescribed 

her Tylenol 3 and iron, both dangerous for peo-

ple with liver problems” (Eichelerger). She 

quickly became delusional and disoriented, and 

her vital systems began failing. Only after all 

that occurred and she was on the brink of dying 

did Rikers send her to a hospital. At that point 

though, it was too late. Caquias died less than 
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two months into her incarceration (Eichelerger). 

Again, the similarities between the dystopian, 

corrupt, crime-ridden Gotham and America are 

too close for comfort. Perhaps the reason we 

readily identify with Batman and other anti-

superheroes is because we are essentially living 

in their violent, amoral world.  

Everywhere we look in comics, it is anti-

superhero after anti-superhero. While Marvel 

movies are typically fun summer popcorn flicks, 

their biggest franchise, The Avengers, is a grab-

bag of anti-superheroes in the comics: Iron Man, 

a billionaire tech-genius who nearly kills an “in-

nocent bystander while piloting the armor 

drunk” (“Iron”); The Hulk, a gamma monster 

who cannot distinguish friend from foe when he 

is enraged; Thor, a spoiled and temperamental 

demigod who kills his brother, Loki (“Thor”); 

Black Widow, a former Russian spy who has a 

history of carrying out assassinations (“Black”); 

Hawkeye, a bow-and-arrow expert who was 

first introduced as a villain and later attempts to 

kill Norman Osborn (“Hawkeye”); and even 

Captain America, a soldier-out-of-time who 

eventually questions his role in the American 

government, prompting him to leave behind the 

Captain America mantle and become Nomad 

(“‘a man without a country’”) (“Captain”). If 

that is not dark and violent enough though, 

simply look to Marvel’s first Netflix superhero 

series. Daredevil is just as dark and violent as The 

Dark Knight, if not more so. Daredevil (Matt 

Murdock) beats up and terrorizes criminals, 

while Kingpin (Wilson Fisk, Daredevil’s main 

adversary) brutally murders multiple people 

(Daredevil). However, the biggest evidence of the 

anti-superhero trend is Man of Steel (2013). In 

Zack Snyder’s “superhero” movie, America’s 

shining star of truth, justice, and morality, Su-

perman, does the unthinkable—he murders 

someone with his bare hands (Man of Steel). To-

day, even the previously incorruptible Super-

man is forced into the anti-superhero category. 

As Spivey and Knowlton say, an anti-hero is 

“frequently placed in the position of choosing 

among several evils” (54). Superman could either 

murder Zod, or let Zod kill an innocent family. 

Instead of finding a solution whereby no one 

would end up dead, as previous Supermans 

would have done, our new Superman opts for the 

anti-superhero route of killing the enemy (Man of 

Steel). Long gone are the days of moral perfec-

tion and Superman, when Americans’ biggest 

problems were a revolving door of one-note evil 

villains. It is the age of the anti-superhero. It is 

every man for himself, and everyone admits to 

possessing a dark side.

Without superheroes, we never would have 

reached the place we are now—a place where vio-

lence reigns supreme and cruelty is expected. Su-

perheroes gave us our first look in popular cul-

ture at how violent the world can be and that we 

can use that violence to solve all of our problems. 

At first, we used violence as a last resort, like the 

early Superman and Batman. But then we used it 

as a back up. And now we use it all the time. As 

writer John C. Wright states, “Human psychology 

has two basic reactions to images of darkness and 

horror: the first is to be horrified…the second is to 

be curious what it would be like to horrify” (182). 

Americans were horrified in 1939 when Batman 

killed criminals and, to alleviate our horror, they 

gave him a child to protect and nurture. But, 

gradually, the superhero’s well-meaning violence 

infiltrated our consciousness. Combined with the 

violent societal upheavals of the ‘60s and ‘70s, we 

became desensitized. Americans moved on to the 

second reaction: curiosity. We wanted the dark-

ness and the violence; it called out to us. As Brad-

ford Wright says about the 1980s Daredevil, “The 

humanity came from this place of Daredevil being 

so flawed and kind of broken” (Comic). Ameri-

cans began to define humanity as intrinsically 

possessing some kind of flaw. We saw the dark-

ness in ourselves and, instead of recoiling in hor-

ror, accepted it and pulled it out into the sun for 

all to see. We accepted the anti-superhero’s brand 

of brutal justice, with the majority of us silently 
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allowing cops to “clean up the cities” by neglect-

ing the law. Now we must ask ourselves: How 

much darker can we go? Will we continue to em-

brace our inner demons, hastening our dark and 

violent descent? We must acknowledge that vio-

lence cannot solve all of our problems, and that 

maybe our darkness is not an advantage. Frank 

Miller said that Batman believes that “entropy is 

the natural state of existence” (Comic); but do we?   
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ost homebuyers do not expect their 

new house to ooze black goo from the 

walls and toilets. In the 1979 film The 

Amityville Horror, George and Kathy Lutz find 

themselves in a gooey situation as the possessed 

land under their home drives their very existence 

into a crisis they never anticipated. Yet, in a way, 

the Lutzes were typical American homeowners of 

their day. The United States during the 1970s was 

an exercise in crisis management. The decade of 

disaster began when the country was blindsided 

by the 1973 energy crisis and ended with another 

energy crisis in 1979. Both events were the result 

of America’s dependence on foreign oil, particu-

larly on imports from the politically unstable 

Middle East. Relying on such a risky source for an 

essential commodity placed the United States in 

an insecure position. The impact on American cul-

ture was so serious that in 1979, President Jimmy 

Carter dedicated his “Crisis of Confidence” 

speech to instilling a national resolve to preserve 

the American Dream in a society that he saw as 

economically challenged and morally adrift. A 

central tenet of the American Dream is home 

ownership, the market for which fluctuated dur-

ing the 1970s due to economic stagnation. Carter 

emphasized that social change must begin with 

taking the high ground at home, arguing that the 

M

Oil-Dependent America: 

Founded on the Passage to 

Hell
by Kenneth McCann

Kenneth McCann is a Mechanical Engineer-

ing major from Norman, OK, who wrote this es-

say in the “Modern Monsters” course taught by 

David Long.

“strength we need [to recover our confidence in 

our future] will not come from the White House, 

but from every house in America."

One house in particular—the imposing 

Dutch Colonial in Stuart Rosenberg’s 1979 film 

The Amityville Horror—put special demands on 

the strength of its owners as they seized upon 

their slice of the American Dream. The owners, 

George and Kathy Lutz, purchase the house to 

provide more space for their growing family. This 

is the first home the couple has owned; Kathy 

remarks to her sister that the family has “always 

been a bunch of renters” (Amityville 9). In Horror 

Films of the 1970s, John Kenneth Muir argues that 

horror films resonate with theater audiences be-

cause they “have always mirrored the fears and 

anxieties of their ‘real life’ epochs” (1). The ex-

citement Kathy feels after buying the house likely 

resonated with moviegoers who either dreamed 

of purchasing a home or fondly remembered 

their first home. The new-home-turned-

nightmare attacks what horror fiction writer Ste-

phen King calls “national phobic pressure 

points” by exposing a secret horror in the lives of 

ordinary Americans (King 6). 

How would an average American react to 

buying a haunted house? George and Kathy’s 

Photograph of the Dutch Colonial house in Amityville, PA 
that allegedly inspired the movie The Amityville Horror.
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expansion-driven purchase of the spacious Colo-

nial home upholds the colonialist spirit of frontier 

settlers from the early years of the United States. 

As the citizens of the young nation moved west-

ward, they took it upon themselves to seize Na-

tive American land. This fulfillment of Manifest 

Destiny resulted in Native Americans suffering at 

the hands of the predominantly white male set-

tlers (Baigell 3).  The Amityville Horror most 

overtly suggests that the Lutzes are being 

haunted by Manifest Destiny.  A white male him-

self, George discovers that his house was built on 

an Indian burial ground. Conducting research at 

the local library, he learns that Native Americans 

were tortured by a missionary who owned the 

land in the 1600s (Amityville 21-22). Thus, George 

hypothesizes that the encroachment of his family 

on former Indian land prompted the retaliation of 

the spirits of the Indians buried under his home. 

The Indian-spirit-possessed house attempts to 

drive the Lutz family away, much like the resis-

tance of Native Americans to white settlers. The 

encroaching settlers often regarded Indians as 

“untamable and barbaric” thereby justifying 

“their elimination from areas of white settlement” 

(Baigell 9). Barbaric spirits living within the 

house use physical harm (e.g. slamming windows 

on children’s fingers, locking the babysitter in the 

closet, and making Kathy’s sister nauseated) to 

successfully drive the Lutz family away from the 

house. The Lutzes’ settlement of the house is a 

phenomenon that “reflects Americans’ tendency 

to invade a geographical area and imprint our 

own cultural values on the land and its people” 

(Zakerion 1). 

 The Lutzes’ ordeal and eventual flight is not 

simply a re-enactment of American colonial his-

tory, though; their story also symbolizes Amer-

ica’s response to the oil crisis of 1973. The United 

States had to decide whether importing oil from 

politically unstable countries was worth the risk 

to its own peace of mind. American oil importers 

accepted the risk of conflict of interests in the 

Middle East. In 1948, tensions stemming from the 

attempted division of the British Mandate of Pal-

estine into three separate states had culminated in 

the Arab-Israeli war. The United States did not 

insert itself into the war; in fact, it maintained an 

arms embargo against all belligerent nations. Is-

raeli forces triumphed, and Israel seized “control 

over 78 percent of the territory comprising former 

Mandatory Palestine” (Tobin 271). Ultimately, the 

proposed Arab state was never created and re-

sentment towards Israel festered among the Arabs 

until the Yom Kippur War in October 1973. Under 

the orders of National Security Advisor and Viet-

nam War hawk Henry Kissinger, the United 

States supplied weapons to the Israeli forces to 

compensate for the destruction of Israeli planes 

and artillery by enemy forces. In retaliation for 

the United States’ involvement in the Yom Kippur 

War, the Arab nations instituted an embargo on 

oil exports to the United States, which sent the 

country into the 1973 oil crisis (Rustow 167). This 

raised fears about “the nations of OPEC uniting to 

blackmail the energy-dependent nations in-

to…paying exorbitant prices for oil and natural 

gas”—a tactic with the potential to wreak havoc 

on the American economy (Runyon 7–8). Kiss-

inger’s support of Israeli colonialism in the Yom 

Kippur War made the United States a party to the 

original land grab that denied Palestinians a 

homeland and infuriated the Arab world.

George Lutz was no Kissinger. His only mis-

take was acquiring a property that he had no 

right to occupy, yet his story is shadowed by Kiss-

inger’s aggressive foreign policy. When Lutz, the 

newlywed stepfather of three children, shops for 

an affordable house large enough to support his 

family, he embodies the philosophy of American 

colonialism by meddling with the house’s inten-

tions. Exercising his sense of entitlement, George 

finds a bargain in the former home of the DeFeos 

(who were murdered inside the house), and pur-

chases the house at a “knocked down price [of 

$80,000 instead of $120,000] because of its bloody 

history” (“Amityville”). Despite the house’s low 

price, George’s wife Kathy expresses concern over 
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the murders that occurred at the home the year 

before. Ignoring his wife’s protests, George ac-

cepts the risks of buying a house with blood on 

its walls and puts his family at the mercy of the 

unknown force that caused the DeFeo murders. 

This occupation of foreign land antagonizes the 

demons within the house and results in their in-

tent to drive the Lutz family away. The purchase 

of the house in spite of its bloody history under-

scores George’s relentless focus on fulfilling his 

dream of owning a home.

The house’s retaliation against the Lutz fam-

ily mirrors relations between the United States 

and oil producing countries in the 1970s. Amer-

ica’s insatiable thirst for Middle Eastern oil con-

tinued to exist despite political instability in the 

region. Once George Lutz signs the contract, the 

family becomes subject to harassment by the 

house, just as the United States exposed itself by 

entering into a restrictive contract when it agreed 

to import oil from OPEC. At the start of the 1970s,  

domestic oil production was unable to meet the 

needs of an increasingly energy hungry popula-

tion, whose “total energy consumption [in 1973] 

outpaced the nation’s capacity to produce suffi-

cient energy from domestic sources” (Runyon 4). 

The only option for the United States was to in-

crease its reliance on imported oil, exposing the 

country to price fluctuations decided by the oil 

exporting nations (Barsky 116). As the oil pro-

ducer, OPEC had the power to limit exports and 

set prices as it saw fit. Thus, the embargo follow-

ing the Yom Kippur War contributed to “fears 

about future oil supplies in late 1973” (Barsky 

130). Because of the embargo, the United States’ 

livelihood and economy became “vitally depend-

ent upon peace in that troubled area and continu-

ity in the flow of oil supplies” (McLean 101). 

Likewise, the Lutzes’ survival in their house de-

pends on the house’s cooperation in not trying to 

kill them.  

Tales of deaths caused by haunted houses are 

deeply ingrained in conventional horror movies. 

In Danse Macabre, King alludes to The Amityville 

Horror’s use of cliché horror movie tactics—such 

as the house having a mind of its own—when he 

characterizes the film as “a Tale to be Told around 

the campfire” (King 148). The demons within the 

house awaken when the family invites Father De-

laney over to bless the house. The blessing of 

houses is a Christian tradition intended to protect 

the residents of the house from misfortune and 

signify that they own and control the property. 

Since the Indian spirits beneath the house refuse 

to recognize the Lutzes as the new owners, they 

intervene in Delaney’s blessing ritual.  After De-

laney enters the first room off the stairs, the door 

closes by itself and he notices flies buzzing by the 

window. Once he dons his Catholic stole in prepa-

ration to bless the house, he is attacked by a 

swarm of flies and begins to sweat profusely. 

Once Delaney is nearly overwhelmed, an unseen 

voice orders him to “get out” of the house. The 

priest’s donning of the stole alludes to a Judeo-

Christian tradition of promoting dialogue and 

understanding between religions (Hughes 71). 

Delaney’s attempt at religious diplomacy fails 

because the house forces him to leave. The 

house’s rejection of Christianity stems from the 

land’s use by a missionary in the 17th century to 

convert Native Americans to Christianity. The 

Native Americans resented the missionary’s in-

trusion into their lives, and the present actions of 

the house show that “a representative of the past 

is coming back to haunt a representative of the 

victimizer” (Zakerion 11). The demons target the 

Crucifix hung by the Lutzes in the living room. 

They coat the Crucifix in black dust and turn it 

upside down, escalating the tension further. 

George attempts to expose the demons by walk-

ing through the house waving the Crucifix while 

chanting “bless this house” (Amityville 21). The 

mere presence of Delaney and the Crucifix causes 

the unknown force within the house to drive them 

away. 

Again, this force at another level represents 

America’s oil dependency. Oil’s control over the 

American people is evident within the Lutz 
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house, which is shown through the house’s ma-

nipulation of its inhabitants. During the 1970s, oil 

was a primary source of heat for American 

households, since “about one-fifth of energy [in 

1973 was] used for commercial and residential 

heating” (McLean 104).  In The Amityville Horror, 

heat is used to show the activity of demons 

within the house and how their presence has af-

fected George. The family notices the draft ema-

nating from the basement and how the air often 

feels colder than the reading on the thermostat, to 

which George remarks that “this house is sup-

posed to be well insulated” (Amityville 6). Since 

the Lutz house is subjected to drafts, the (likely 

oil-fired) furnace must burn more fuel to keep the 

house warm, linking the demons within the 

house to America’s dependence on oil for heat. 

This increase in fuel consumption would have 

created an expensive situation for the Lutz family, 

especially in the wake of the 1973 oil crisis when 

“a shortage of heating oil drove up prices” for 

consumers (Runyon 4). Fortunately, the house 

features a wood burning fireplace that can pro-

vide heat without depending on oil. To fuel the 

fireplace, George chops wood in quantities so 

large that Kathy exclaims that he has “enough 

wood to heat the whole South Shore” (Amityville 

9). In subsequent scenes, George sits in front of 

the fire, seemingly mesmerized by it. During one 

of these trances, he turns on his wife, drives her 

to the floor and nearly kills her with his wood-

chopping axe. The fire-induced trances are prod-

ucts of George’s obsession with keeping warm 

despite his broken furnace. The Amityville Horror 

is a grim parody of the oil crisis, a post-energy 

crisis breakdown of American life.

The house’s wrath also extends to energy, 

particularly its influence on the operation of 

automobiles. In the 1970s, the Federal govern-

ment forced the American automobile industry to 

recall many of its vehicles to repair safety-

compromising defects (Hoffer 217). This eroded 

confidence in the American auto-manufacturing 

industry. Rosenberg capitalizes on the public’s 

wariness of unsafe automobiles by allowing the 

house to manipulate a car. After Father Delaney 

visits the house, his car suddenly begins to 

swerve out of control. The steering becomes unre-

sponsive, and the brakes become nonfunctional, 

sending the car careening through an intersection 

and over a curb. When Delaney recounts the inci-

dent to Father Ryan and attributes it to Satan, 

Ryan dismisses it as “a mechanical defect” and 

that he would “blame Detroit a lot faster than the 

Devil [because it] seems like every month there’s 

some kind of recall” (Amityville 17). This compari-

son between automobile makers and Satan ex-

ploits the American population’s fear of unsafe 

cars. Automobile recalls arguably caused con-

sumers to equate a misbehaving car with manu-

facturers’ liability. Hoffer also cites a steering re-

call affecting “3.7 million General Motors full size 

autos … for a steering lockup defect,” which 

likely provided a basis for Rosenberg’s depiction 

of Delany’s possessed car (Hoffer 217). The futil-

ity of Delaney’s attempt to convince Father Ryan 

about the presence of demons in the Lutzes’ 

house suggests that automobile recalls had be-

come commonplace in 1970s culture. Automakers 

themselves contributed to the problem, as they 

“were loathe to mention, much less recognize 

safety related defects” until the Federal govern-

ment mandated that they do so (Hoffer 212). The 

1973 Oil Crisis plagued the United States with a 

crippling immobility, since automobile owners 

had to endure high gas prices for their ration of 

mobility-granting gasoline. Stephen King empha-

sizes the connection between automobile-related 

struggles within the film and those in everyday 

America, arguing that “Stuart Rosenberg plays on 

[America’s car-dependent culture by showing] 

gasoline selling at a cool dollar forty a gallon” 

(King 151).

The Lutzes are implicated in colonialist ex-

pansion on two levels:  they occupy a literal 

house whose origins are marked by the USA’s 

original colonial displacement of Native Ameri-

cans, and their present domestic life—like that of 
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all Americans—is dependent upon a more recent 

colonial displacement in the Middle East. George 

discovers his house’s role in colonial history 

when he meets his business partner, Jeff, and his 

wife, Carolyn, at the local bar. They find that the 

first white settler of George’s property, John 

Ketchum, took the land from the Shinnecock In-

dian tribe after he was excommunicated from 

society for being a witch. Thus, the land became 

cursed, and George “is now living on special 

ground, [cursed with] devil worship, death, and 

sacrifice” (Amityville 22). She cites the physical 

law of energy conservation which states that 

“there’s one simple rule: energy cannot be created 

or destroyed….it can only change forms” (Amity-

ville 22).  Later, the three enter George’s basement, 

where Carolyn recalls that the Shinnecocks “put 

all the crazy people here and left them here to 

die” (Amityville 24). Thus, the Lutzes are haunted 

by aboriginal spiritual forces, the mysterious “en-

ergies” emanating from the basement, and by a 

more contemporary form of energy controlled by 

OPEC.

Ultimately, connections between the house 

and America’s reliance on oil imports are con-

firmed by the house’s suffusions of oil itself. Dur-

ing the Lutzes fourth day in the house, the toilets 

back up and release a thick black liquid reminis-

cent of raw crude oil. After the toilet sprays the 

goo into the air, George and the children back 

away because they assume it is toxic. The climax 

of the film reveals that a pit of similar thick black 

goo exists in a secret room in the basement. Due 

to the blood colored walls and floor, Carolyn 

deems it the “passage to Hell” (Amityville 24). The 

blood imagery alludes to the land’s history as a 

site of Native American pain and suffering. When 

the family flees the house the next day, George 

falls through the stairs and into the pit as he tries 

to rescue the family dog. After nearly drowning 

in oil, George is pulled out by the dog and the 

family leaves the house for good. George’s en-

trapment in the pit of “oil” is the metaphorical 

manifestation of America’s crippling dependence 

on foreign oil. 

The “passage to Hell” in the basement is the 

source of the hauntings in the Lutz house. From 

17th century colonists’ theft of Indian land to the 

insatiable demand for imported oil in the 1970’s, 

America’s lust for blood and oil is deeply in-

grained in the country’s history. America’s pas-

sage to Hell was a social and political construc-

tion; the daily lives of United States citizens like 

the Lutz family are built atop a pit of oil that ex-

erts control over them as they fuel their cars and 

heat their homes. The magnitude of oil’s control 

was realized during the Energy Crisis of 1973 

when oil price increases by OPEC threatened the 

economic well-being of Americans accustomed to 

seemingly unlimited supplies of oil. Despite the 

town of Amityville’s eponymous atmosphere of 

friendly relationship, the house itself is quite the 

opposite. The hostile and unamicable Colonial 

home in The Amityville Horror remains a chilling 

reminder of the stranglehold oil had on Ameri-

cans during the 1970s because it demonstrates the 

horrors incurred by building a livelihood over an 

oil-filled pit to Hell.
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ike many students in the South, I grew up 

in a football-centric culture. The connec-

tion I share with my father has been main-

tained through the years, in part, by a shared love 

of the football program at the University of Okla-

homa. Aside from fostering such bonds, benefits 

of the collegiate brand of football include the pro-

vision of academic opportunities for players who 

may have been unable to afford the pursuit of 

higher education otherwise and the garnering of 

vital support networks and funding for universi-

ties. This same sport, however, has also helped to 

develop an American culture which values dis-

plays of aggression above all forms of intellectual 

achievement. When universities place emphasis 

on a sport like football, they are supporting an 

institution which intentionally endangers athletes 

and those associated with them through an exclu-

sive brand of hypermasculinity—one which en-

courages violence off the field and discourages 

societal participation by those who do not con-

form to its standards. When these schools neglect 

to suspend or expel football players in equal 

measure with the rest of the student population, 

they are perpetuating discrimination again-

st—possibly even endangering—non-football-

playing students. Issues of funding for athletic 

programs and social inaction by students have 
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further complicated the problem of college foot-

ball. 

Even when taken at face-value, the sport of 

football causes repeated head injuries which, in 

addition to causing long-term brain damage in 

players, also seem to be contributing to their vio-

lent actions off the field. Symptoms of chronic 

traumatic encephalopathy (CTE), a brain disease 

found in over 30 deceased NFL players (some of 

whom committed suicide), include aggression 

and lack of impulse control (Gregory). The most 

widely publicized victim of the disorder is Jovan 

Belcher, a Kansas City Chiefs linebacker who, in 

2012, shot his girlfriend nine times and then—in 

the parking lot of the Chiefs’ practice facili-

ty—turned the gun on himself (Gregory). Ac-

cording to Dr. Sam Gandy, director of the Mount 

Sinai Center for Cognitive Health and NFL Neu-

rological Center, whether severe head injuries 

have been suffered or not, the frontal lobe, which 

helps control behavior, is often jostled around on 

impact, and the resulting damage can cause 

mood swings and even violence (Gregory). Al-

though researchers are working to identify cases 

of CTE in active players (for the moment, the dis-

ease can only be diagnosed posthumously) in 

order to definitively establish this link, it is im-

possible to ignore the implication: players who 

Fans crowd into the Cotton Bowl in Dallas, TX for the 101st 
“Red River Shootout” between the University of Oklahoma 
Sooners and the University of Texas Longhorns.
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spend years knocking their brains around will see 

the effects of this behavior, and these effects often 

present themselves in the form of players’ violent 

actions against themselves or others (Gregory). 

Even more sickening is the notion that statistics 

regarding the prevalence of brain injuries as a 

result of the high level of physicality in the sport 

have been collected solely from NFL players—a 

fact that introduces the negligence with which 

university administrators have addressed the ef-

fects of football culture on their campuses. 

When it comes to football, there are numer-

ous reasons for such negligence. Without a strong 

program, many universities would likely lose 

influential donors and an ease of recruitment, 

among other things. Thus, rather than cutting 

football expenses, schools cut other sports (and, 

in turn, scholarships) for both male and female 

athletes in order to conserve funding. In 2006, for 

example, James Madison University cut three of 

its women’s teams, along with seven of its men’s 

teams in order to “streamline” its athletic pro-

gram and to remain in compliance with Title IX 

(Lipka). Mary Jo Kane, director of the Tucker 

Center for Research on Girls & Women in Sport at 

the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities, points 

out that the roster for the university’s football 

team (99 players) could have been cut in half—a 

change which would put the number closer to 

National Football League standards (53 play-

ers)—in order to achieve the school’s goals 

(Lipka). The university’s athletic director, Jeffrey 

T. Bourne—in a statement which disregards the 

potential of the ten teams whose opportunities 

were taken away altogether—said that he would 

not want to put his football team at a “competi-

tive disadvantage” (Lipka). James Madison’s new 

rules also allow the program to deny requests of 

women’s club teams to become varsity teams 

(Lipka). Adding a varsity team requires the 

school to cut or reduce scholarships for other 

sports (football), a step which universities such as 

James Madison are reluctant to take.  

Pro football plays an even more significant 

role in the trivialization of women’s college 

sports. At the professional level, legitimate 

women’s teams find little success in gaining me-

dia attention or popularity with the public. The 

National Women’s Football League (now defunct) 

was even forced by the NFL—which was “pro-

tecting its brand”—to change its name. Yet the 

Lingerie Football League—in which actresses or 

models play a version of football wearing lin-

gerie—openly aligns itself with the NFL, even 

using NFL teams’ colors to represent the same 

cities, and the NFL has taken no similar action 

(Knapp 143–144). The LFL, like the female cheer-

leaders at collegiate and professional football 

games, displays the role of the sport in reinforcing 

gender norms in the United States. The sexualiz-

ing of female athletes serves to quash their indi-

viduality and athleticism while exemplifying a 

belief that the role of women is that of a sexual 

object for male pleasure. It also reserves the posi-

tion of dominance in the sports world for men. 

Women’s access is restricted when it comes to 

contact sports such as football, and, when it is 

granted, physicality is limited and disempower-

ing media representations are perpetuated. These 

media representations include a focus on physical 

attractiveness, the exclusion of non-heterosexual 

women, and habitual reference to family roles 

(Knapp 144–145). Considering the treatment of 

women attempting to gain access to football at the 

professional level, it is no surprise that little effort 

has been made at the university level to include 

women in the sport in a non-sexualized manner. 

Keeping women from playing football on the 

same level as men maintains the high standard of 

masculinity of the sport, while supporting the 

sexualizing of women who take any part in it 

trivializes the effort of the female athlete to be 

taken seriously. 

Women are far from the only demographic 

harmed by collegiate football culture: to date, no 

active athlete in the NFL has declared himself to 

be anything other than cisgender and heterosex-
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ual. Michael Sam, who came out while playing 

football at the University of Missouri, was drafted 

but was subsequently released by both the St. 

Louis Rams and Dallas Cowboys (Mazzie 159). 

Sam, one of 17 players chosen as the Southeastern 

Conference (SEC) defensive player of the year by 

The Associated Press since 1996, was even se-

lected 145 places lower in the draft than any pre-

vious winner (Newberry). Football culture re-

mains one of a declining number of spaces in 

which being LGBTQ continues to present a threat 

harsh enough to force one to stay in the closet. A 

2011 Sports Illustrated survey of 1,400 pro athletes 

showed that, unsurprisingly, NFL players are the 

least likely of the four major pro leagues to wel-

come an openly gay teammate, with 43% saying 

that they would not (Wolf). The NFL’s track re-

cord—or lack thereof—with the LGBTQ commu-

nity would understandably deter collegiate 

LGBTQ players from being comfortable in their 

own locker rooms, and, by default, being com-

fortable as “out” students on campus. The mere 

presence of a sport with such attitudes on univer-

sity campuses should be enough to raise contro-

versy among students, and yet football has re-

mained the most popular collegiate sport in the 

nation for decades. 

Unfortunately, the attitudes expressed by its 

players fall short of the pinnacle of controversy 

for the sport. Football is a sport which requires 

acts of violence in order to advance play. When 

groups of young adult males are repeatedly pres-

sured to commit violent acts in a controlled set-

ting, causing severe head trauma to themselves 

and others in the process, some of these students 

are bound to carry such aggression to other areas 

of their lives. A 2014 study of NFL crime statistics 

found that, when accounting for the high income 

level of the average NFL player, domestic vio-

lence arrest rates for pro footballers are extraor-

dinarily high (Morris). And in a 1997 study of 

NFL players, Michael Welch found that “scorers” 

(running backs and receivers) represented the 

majority of those arrested for committing violent 

acts against women. It is no coincidence that ball-

carrying players, who are subjected to more head 

injuries as a result of being tackled, are those most 

likely to become violent off the field later in their 

careers. This statistic could also suggest that the 

more prestige a player is given on the field and in 

the locker room, the more likely the player may be 

to carry this perceived power to other aspects of 

his life. The “controlled” violence he has been 

taught to participate in on field may continue to 

manifest itself outside of the aggression-bubble. 

In the realm of collegiate athletics, this per-

ceived power comes through for him outside the 

game in the form of coaches and school adminis-

trators, supposed figures of moral authority who 

are all too familiar with the profitability margin of 

young football stars. This football-player privilege 

has shown itself in cases such as that of running 

back Joe Mixon of the University of Oklahoma. In 

July of 2014, a surveillance video was released 

which showed Mixon punching another student, 

breaking four bones in her face and knocking her 

unconscious (Neff). That October, he accepted a 

plea deal on a misdemeanor assault charge and 

was given a year-long deferred sentence, 100 

hours of community service and mandatory 

counseling. In terms of university punishment, 

Mixon was suspended from the team for a season, 

but was allowed to remain on campus and con-

tinue attending classes (Neff). Recalling that 

Oklahoma’s president, David Boren, expelled two 

(non-football-playing) students for leading a racist 

chant earlier the same year, Mixon’s punishment 

seems light by comparison. Boren justified his 

decision by citing a belief in “second chances” for 

students, though this policy apparently applies 

only to football players (Neff). As alarming as 

verbal threats and racism are on a college campus,  

an act of violence should in all cases be consid-

ered a more dangerous crime, for what should 

be—but apparently aren’t—obvious reasons. 

In part, this could be blamed on politics: it 

should be noted that the student body was out in 

full-force to signal its disdain for racism on cam-

pus, while no such demonstration was organized 

to protest Mixon’s crime. Also worthy of mention 
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is that the football team, joined by its coaches, 

refused to practice until action was taken against 

the racist students. It is fair to assume, based on 

the outcome of Mixon’s case, that the team and its 

coaching staff would have taken no part had 

there been a demonstration against one of their 

own. The team includes players of color; it in-

cludes no women. Boren’s actions in both cases 

were swayed by the pressures placed on him—or 

not placed on him—by OU’s students. So the 

question becomes: why would there be such an 

outcry against racist statements but not against 

the physical abuse of women? Surely football 

players’ acts of violence have not become so 

commonplace as to be completely ignored by 

university students. While blatant racist state-

ments have become taboo enough to warrant a 

school-wide outcry, acts of violence by football 

players, as well as the game’s perpetuation of 

sexism and homophobia, have somehow slipped 

into a blind-spot of ignorant acceptance on col-

lege campuses. 

Since Mixon’s return to the team for the 2015 

season, the Sooners have won eleven of thirteen 

games. Mixon played a critical role in defeating 

Oklahoma State in a game which made OU con-

ference champions, his first play being a 66-yard 

touchdown run. He finished the game with 136 

rushing yards and two scores (Bailey). Although, 

at surface level, such statistics create the illusion 

that Coach Bob Stoops, President Boren, and ath-

letic director Joe Castiglione allowed Mixon to 

fulfill his potential at OU, the reality is that allow-

ing a student with a history of violence to remain 

a part of a violent sport is absolutely the worst 

decision these men could have made for him. By 

allowing players like Mixon a “second chance,” 

they communicate to other players—and to the 

violent players themselves—that the behavior 

was, and continues to be, acceptable. When 

schools like OU express such hesitance to remove 

players from the football team (whether due to 

favoritism or in pursuit of victory), they are dis-

missing the ideals of justice and equality alto-

gether, and they are endangering the lives of their 

students. The message being sent by universities 

who take little action to punish football players 

who commit violent crimes, and specifically those 

against women, is a dangerous one with the 

power to shape common thought on university 

campuses. 

This is not to say that the University of Okla-

homa stands alone in such negligence. As previ-

ously noted, the lack of head trauma statistics in 

collegiate players is the fault of every university 

with the resources to conduct the necessary stud-

ies. There are also numerous cases in which major 

universities clearly indicated that their priorities 

did not necessarily favor safety and fairness for 

all students. For instance, in August of 2015, Bay-

lor University’s Sam Ukwuachu was sentenced to 

six months in jail and ten years’ probation for 

sexually assaulting another student. Although the 

rape had been committed two years prior, Uk-

wuachu’s sentencing marked the first time Bay-

lor’s president, Ken Starr, even addressed the is-

sue (Nocera). According to Texas Monthly, the 

school had cleared Ukwuachu shortly following 

the report without even requesting to see the rape 

kit (Nocera). At the time, Baylor was apparently 

content to ignore the case altogether, producing 

only vague answers as to why Ukwuachu failed 

to play the 2014 season. And, though he sat out 

games following his indictment, Ukwuachu con-

tinued to practice with the team (Nocera). BU’s 

defensive coordinator even said publicly that he 

expected Ukwuachu to play the 2015 season as 

recently as two months before the trial. Following 

the trial, Starr said that, in order to prevent fur-

ther incidents, Baylor would hire an official to 

oversee “all student-athlete behavior” (Nocera). 

That is, one staff member for all 500 of Baylor’s 

athletes.

What’s more disconcerting is that, even when 

universities take proper action to remove the of-

fending player, that player is often quickly ac-

cepted to play at another school. For example, 

when the University of Georgia dismissed Jona-
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than Taylor following a domestic violence arrest 

in July of 2014, he was playing with Alabama by 

January of the following year. Three months later,  

he was arrested based on another accusation of 

domestic violence and was dismissed from UA as 

well (Noren). Shortly after Taylor’s second dis-

missal, the SEC introduced a rule which prohibits 

an athlete from transferring to an SEC school if 

the athlete has been “officially disciplined” by 

another school for serious misconduct (defined 

by the SEC as sexual assault, domestic violence, 

or other forms of sexual violence) (Noren). While 

the passage of this rule by a Division I athletic 

conference itself is a major step towards control-

ling some of the negative effects of college foot-

ball, the contention that arises from this case in 

particular is the fact that such a rule was neces-

sary in the first place; after all, Alabama was not 

the sole Division I school to recruit Taylor after 

his Georgia dismissal (Noren). 

The social beast that has been created by 

football allows for a state of intentional ignorance 

by students and administrators alike on univer-

sity campuses. Student protests commonly touch 

on such topics as racism and funding issues, but, 

even for all of its controversies, even for every 

female student with a broken jaw, they never 

come near football. While the discipline of play-

ers can be structured by new rules, the social in-

action of students when it comes to football injus-

tice is a phenomenon which may not allow for 

much real social progress. The tradition of foot-

ball in the United States is apparently enough to 

constrain student dissent against its violent, mi-

sogynistic, homophobic culture. Most students 

don’t seem to care that, for every “second 

chance” granted, another social injustice is perpe-

trated at the expense of their peer(s). If fathers 

like mine were to consider the consequences such 

a tradition could realistically have on the lives of 

their daughters, they would not be so eager to 

share it. 

Regardless of its tradition in the United 

States, football, in its current state, belongs no-

where near institutions of higher education. This 

game trains athletes to commit violent acts on the 

field and then creates in them a neurological pre-

disposition to carry these actions off the field. And 

when these crimes are inevitably committed, col-

legiate players are often not held responsible be-

cause of their roles in the game, further reinforc-

ing these aggressive behaviors. Out-of-context, 

the majority of Americans, certainly the majority 

of college students, would oppose an institution 

which causes long-term brain damage to its par-

ticipants, encourages violent, reckless acts, and 

condones a standard of dominance that often 

manifests itself through violence against and sex-

ual objectification of women. The cult of igno-

rance which has arisen around the sport of foot-

ball has long overstayed its welcome on univer-

sity campuses.
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Current and former students at Baylor University holding a 
silent protest of the university’s alleged mishandling of a 
rape investigation involving a player on the university’s 
football team.
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