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Introduction to Volume XVII 



Introduction by the Senior Editors

Whether you are reading this copy of Viewpoints soon after its 
publication or years after the pandemic, be aware that you are peering 
into the minds of Western Reserve Academy’s student body amidst one 
of the most unusual years of their lives. Hundreds of WRA students 
spent an entire year of their lives wearing masks and distancing from 
their peers, while others never had the opportunity to see their peers 
and instead had to attend school everyday through a screen. The one 
thing that every student shared was the pandemic, which was an 
ever-present reality for everyone, regardless of whether they were in-
person, online, or both at some point. Those who learned in-person had 
to go about their days in school constantly mindful of the possibilities 
of catching the virus and the threat of school shutting down over a 
surge in COVID cases (this happened in February when WRA closed 
for a week to stop the spread). The online students did not have it any 
better, since, as any online learner can attest, having no place to go but 
sit in front of the desk and being deprived of socialization will take its 
toll on one’s mental health. With many athletics, extracurriculars, and 
trips cancelled from the pandemic, the year was incredibly difficult for 
everybody, but everyone in the WRA community strived to make the 
most of their pandemic experience.
 When it came time to start working on this year’s edition of 
Viewpoints, it was obvious that COVID would be a significant theme 
throughout the issue like last year. While it is true that the survey and 
many essays and senior speeches feature the student experience with 
COVID, we want future readers to know that WRA’s students in 2020 
and 2021 were still able to pursue some of the pastimes that they love 
despite disruptions of the pandemic. Within this copy of Viewpoints, 
you will find everything from beautiful landscape photos, to scientific 
explanations of time dilation, to historical essays concerning the works 
of literary giants, to personal essays about lessons learned from one’s 
parents, to so much more! You will just have to take our word for it 
and explore the amazing content ahead of you.
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 Putting together this issue of Viewpoints was no easy task. 
While last year when we put the previous issue together we were 
all online and could work together remotely, for much of this year 
we had some editors in school while others as remote learners. 
Anyone who has tried to have an in-person meeting while trying 
to connect remote people via computer screen can attest to how 
frustrating the experience can be, with constant technical issues that 
inevitably hamper productivity. (Technical issues are always our main 
concern that can oftentimes frustrate our staff and inevitably hamper 
productivity.) Nevertheless, we persisted to put this issue together on 
time. We caught a lucky break when, toward the end of the year, we 
were finally able to get every student editor in-person, which made 
working together much easier. After all of the meetings, emails, and 
announcements that are necessary for a functioning publication, we 
are incredibly proud to have finished this year’s issue of Viewpoints on 
time during a pandemic for all to read and ponder.
 Both of us Chief Editors came to WRA as new sophomores, 
and as we depart from this campus after an unconventional senior year, 
it is important for us to be thankful for everyone who helped make 
our three years at the school an amazing and memorable experience 
that has provided us with lessons that will last a lifetime. We would 
not be where we are today without all the wonderful teachers and 
advisors who are too numerous to name, but who all helped us along 
our journeys and made us constantly aware of our individual potential. 
We are forever indebted to our many friends who helped us, joked 
with us, and encouraged us over our years here; without them, the 
Reserve experience would not have been nearly as fun as it was. We 
would also (of course) like to thank our amazing Viewpoints library 
mentors, Ms. Bunt, Mrs. Hoffman, and Mr. Campbell, as their advice, 
guidance, and humor were invaluable in motivating us to put this 
issue together. To our new staff members, Lauren Jacot ’22, Stella Lee 
’23, and Veronique Mintz ’24, we are incredibly grateful for all the 
amazing work you put into this issue, and we know you will take the 
publication to new heights in future years! Finally, we would like to 
thank everybody who submitted to Viewpoints because without you, 
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this issue would be filled with nothing but our analyses of Mikhail 
Bulgakov’s fiction, and unfortunately, not too many people are as 
passionate about his books as we are.
 Living with COVID in our lives for over a year has taught 
us many valuable lessons. One of the most important things we 
have learned after so many months of isolation is that real human 
connections are priceless. Forever be grateful for all the wonderful 
people in your life because you never know when it will be impossible 
to see them again.
 Now go on and explore the voices of Western Reserve 
Academy!

Sincerely,
 Elie Aoun ’21, Chief Editor, Nonfiction
 Selma Wu ’21 Chief Editor, Art
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My Mother’s Story
Anonymous

I asked my mother to sit down with me, assured that I had 
already heard the most stories of her life.

“You wouldn’t be interested in my life,” she claimed, “it’s so 
boring.”

“Just tell me, I’m sure you can think of something,” I retorted. 
She may not know how wonderful of a storyteller she is, but she has 
the ability of transforming any daily occurrence into a captivating tale. 
Even if I couldn’t write about her life-changing story, at least I would 
be amused by her anecdotes. “Could you start from the beginning?” I 
asked. And so she began.

Born only two years after the Vietnam War, her childhood 
revolved around fear. When the War with America ended, the clash 
with China began. Her paternal grandparents worried that China 
would invade Hanoi, the country’s capital and where my mother 
resided. They would probably die if she and her parents stayed, the 
grandparents asserted, and brought her to quê, their rural village. The 
etymology of quê refers to one’s “motherland.” In a literal sense, you 
refer to quê as where your parents grew up.

She proceeded to come and go from quê. Her parents brought 
her out to attend primary school in Hanoi when the Sino-Vietnamese 
turmoil concluded, and she would return for some semesters when 
family matters arose years later. Though a haven, quê was very 
underdeveloped because those who prospered moved to the city. The 
disparity between the city and village life caused prejudice that even 
children weren’t immune to. People in the city laughed at her rural 
accent when she returned to her parents, while the rural kids in quê 
taunted and poked sticks while she walked home from school.

Post-war communist Vietnam was of such abject poverty that 
the entire country struggled to earn enough money and put food on the 
table. Even my grandparents’ profession as an engineer and pharmacist 
did not alleviate their financial burdens. As the main breadwinners in 
their immediate family, they were obligated to aid their parents and 
siblings by sending money for survival. The stress of caring for others 
caused them to be carefree with their daughter’s life.

“What are some of the things you remember the most about 
your childhood? What did you like to eat and do the most?” I ask, as 
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I remember my annual trips to my quê, Hanoi. I know what I loved to 
do when I visited: walk to a local restaurant 5 minutes away from our 
condo to feast on the authentic version of vietnamese tumeric and dill 
fish, “cha ca.” If I had gone early enough in the morning, I could see 
rows of residents all doing physical exercises together in our condo’s 
courtyard. As many as fifty people showed up to stretch to the workout 
instructional chants on the portable loudspeaker. Every corner I turned 
brought a different crowd doing a different exercise.

“My favorite feeling was when summer started to arrive. All 
of us kids would meet on the corner of the street at 5:30 a.m. and we 
all exercised to the speaker. We ate breakfast and played afterwards.” 
Most vivid in her memory is the cicada’s chirp and the royal poinciana 
flowers that only bloomed when the school year ended. “Now,” she 
tells me with a somber look, “land is getting so extraneously expensive 
and these trees are getting cut down to build new buildings.” Because 
there were few toys to play with, my mother walked on the streets 
of Hanoi  with her friends instead and became very attached to the 
local restaurants. “When I was growing up, there was a mother and 
daughter pair who sold sticky rice. Each morning, they arrived at the 
same corner of the street. I had the ‘duty’ of purchasing the rice to treat 
guests if they ever came to my parents’ house.” Over thirty years later, 
she is still able to imagine the way the ladies arranged the rice in the 
banana leaf. I didn’t expect I would feel saddened and nostalgic after 
this interview, but I began to understand why she became so excited 
during our visits when we passed by something that seemed so trivial 
to me. In my head, it seemed as if it was just another place I could get 
food. But to her, it was a memory.

Upon entering middle school, both her parents relocated to 
Bulgaria to have better jobs, leaving my mother with her grandparents. 
Vietnam had a strong connection with Bulgaria because both countries 
were members of the Soviet block, and Bulgaria was also where they 
attended university. My mother missed her parents a lot, although she 
knew they had to do this to care for the family. She did not get much 
attention from her grandparents because they prized male sons and 
grandsons over everyone, but it was during this time when she found 
her passion and got much care from other relatives and loved ones.

“These were the ones who defined my character and taught 
me to be a good person. This time was challenging, but it was an 
opportunity to get their love.”

“Do you remember anyone specifically?”
“My 6th grade teacher was my idol. She cared for me as if I 
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was her child, for your grandma had asked her to help me. I became 
very sad, so on weekends I pedalled my bike to her house and did 
everything with her. She fed me even though the food was rationed 
out.” The devastation of the country got to the point in which one 
person could only have 10 kilograms of rice, 2 pounds of meat, 2 
pounds of fish, and 2 dozen eggs for an entire month.

“She must have been an angel to you, then,” I commented.
“Of course,” she replied. “That’s why I named you after her.”
It was during this time that she found her first love: the English 

language. The middle school she attended was a magnet school, a 
school that specialized in specific subjects. By the end of fifth grade, 
she wanted to attend a magnet school for those talented in math. The 
cut off for the entrance exam that determined acceptance was 0.5 
points higher than the score she received.

“I learned the interesting reason why I failed much later on,” 
responding to my disbelief. Every child looks up to their mother, and 
I grew up thinking she was invincible in mathematics. “The people 
who passed the exam had their own private tutors... and the tutors 
themselves were the teachers who wrote the exam.”

“Connections, I see!” The magnet school she ended up 
attending specialized in English. Very few Vietnamese citizens 
took English as a foreign language; many took Russian (again, the 
importance of being a Soviet satellite country). When she learned 
English for the first time in third grade with a tutor, she instantly 
fell in love with the language. By the mid 1980’s, the country had 
slowly transformed from a communist regime into a market oriented 
economy, and her parents now had enough money to purchase a tv set 
to place in the living room. Everyday she waited until 10:30 pm, when 
all the cable shows ended and a new program was projected, named 
“Follow Me.” This British educational program taught English through 
the daily adventures of the host. The intro to each episode featured an 
airplane flying and it resonated with her wish to go somewhere new. 
She always dreamt of traveling elsewhere as a child, and this dream 
fulfilled when the opportunity to come to America arose.

Learning from what had happened with the middle school 
entrance exam, she made sure to find the tutors and do everything 
she could to successfully enter high school. The family lived in a 
two hundred and fifteen square feet house, so she would take all her 
books outside to go study and avoid distractions. Her diligent studies 
rewarded her with an acceptance to the most prestigious high school in 
the nation.
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“So, do you think everything you worked for was because you 
wanted to come to America?”

“I studied a lot mainly because I genuinely enjoy learning. But 
I do think that some of the events that happened in my childhood lead 
up to the decision to emigrate. Coming to America changed my life.”

It is true that everything prior built up like little bricks as a 
stairway to America, and the passion for learning and the English 
language gave her access to the stairway. She discovered a program 
that had sprouted when she graduated from college, which allowed 
undergraduate students to pursue their graduate career in America. The 
nation hoped to elevate its position in the world by investing in their 
smartest students. The scholarships provided were equivalent to the 
Rhodes Scholarship. Unlike having an admissions committee to decide 
who enters, the selection was entirely objective and relied on an exam 
to filter who was the brightest. If the students met the requirements to 
pass the exam, they were selected. All qualified citizens of Vietnam 
took this exam in hopes of a new start.

“If you don’t do everything to the best of your abilities, it will 
be hard to succeed. You have to work for success,” she first said to me 
8 years ago. I was crying over a math problem because it seemed too 
hard and I didn’t want to even attempt it. The world is a meritocracy, 
and places such as Vietnam depend on meritocracy to determine who 
advances. The exam was the most fitting way to show one’s ability. It 
was how she succeeded, I think now. How she only needed a single 
attempt to show her abilities and advance by earning the scholarship. 

The letter came, and hours were spent researching her new 
destination at the local World Bank office. The Bank aided people 
of poor countries by setting up offices with limited internet access 
throughout the world. But sitting everyday in the office for two hours 
did not diminish the culture shock she experienced.

“What was your first impression of America?”
“I watched many American shows and read American books, 

still everything seemed strange.” The first destination happened 
to be the sunniest city in the nation, Los Angeles. The sunniness 
did not alleviate how overwhelmed she felt, in fact, it added to her 
emotions. She had already gotten lost in the concourse, and it wasn’t 
the language disparity that caused the hardship, but the isolation. I 
can’t imagine how it could feel to have no knowledge of the direction 
I head towards, while thousands of miles away from my home, into an 
entirely new place and a contrasting culture. Understandably, the first 
thing she did was buy a phone card to call her parents, whom she had 
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not been away from for more than 24 hours. How was she going to be 
away from them for years? America felt spacious, which just gave her 
loneliness room to expand even more.

“I always hoped someone would call me, even if they dialed 
the wrong number, just so I could talk to someone.” A 5 minute phone 
call back to home cost 20 dollars, so it was hard to talk to her parents 
regularly. In the Vietnamese culture, there was always someone by 
your side when you did things. You lived very close together. In 
America, everyone was so busy so she was on her own.

It took time, but the sun slowly began to rise. The best way 
to combat loneliness was to keep herself busy, she learned. She 
read books about America to learn more about the country, about 
the religions, about American politics, history and literature. With a 
modest amount of stipend as a graduate student, she was able to travel 
extensively within America. In each of the many places she travelled 
to, she tried to talk to the people there: asking them questions, asking 
them to share their life experiences and stories with her. It’s during the 
times of hardship that a person learns the most.

After almost 20 years of living in America, three phases seem 
to exist. The first phase occurred during the first three years when 
she first arrived. What stood out to her the most was the quality of 
the products. Coming from a country where chaos is conventional, 
everything seemed so organized and affordable. The second phase 
was the 10 years that followed, a time when her love for her country 
broadened every day. The quality of American people struck her even 
more than the quality of the products. She understood how generous, 
kind, helpful, and open everyone was. They always supported her at 
the hardest times, without the intention of wanting anything in return. 
In her third and present phase, she is used to the scenery and people, 
but what attracts her is the American ideals.

Unlike the MBA, obtaining her PhD was both challenging and 
rigorous. Obtaining the MBA just required time and strategic thinking. 
When she persisted to go on and earn her PhD, it felt like she loved 
her new country too much and could not bear to leave. She resolved 
to stay in America when the graduate work concluded. Unlike other 
offices I have been to, her office does not display framed degrees on its 
walls. Instead, the degrees are tucked away in a cylinder storage box 
deep in her closet at home.

“Why do you not hang that up? You worked hard to get it,” I 
pointed out.

“It reminds me of too many bad memories. I worked for the 
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title, not the piece of paper.”
“Then why did you still want to get it if it brought that much 

pain?”
“I wanted to achieve everything that was possible. If I had 

just stopped after my MBA, then I know I would always regret not 
working hard enough to reach the final stop. It was also for the sake 
of learning, too. I always love to challenge myself.” Sometimes, I 
feel a wave of guilt rushing through me because I do not possess as 
much enthusiasm for learning as my mother. She had gone through so 
much to start a new life for her and her (future) family. “It’s not how 
smart you are, but how hard you are willing to work for something. 
If your hard work is consistent, then you will be successful,” sensing 
my feelings. I write my mother’s story as I voluntarily take on the 
challenge to retell her life, her words sticking with me. I am about to 
close my laptop, get ready to go to my next class, and say to myself, 
“It’s about how hard you are willing to work for something.”

1982 1997
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Assorted Reserve Record Editorials
Elie Aoun

The articles compiled here are all the editorials written by 
Elie Aoun for the Reserve Record during the 2020-2021 school year 
(arranged in chronological order). Some of the editorials have images, 
which are included at the end along with a caption. Please note that 
there may be slight differences between the articles here and how they 
were originally printed in the newspaper.

Great Man Theory: Accurate or Nonsense?

 In the course of human events, many theories have risen 
to explain the driving force of human history. From the debunked 
theories of racial superiority from the Enlightenment to the popular 
theory of environmental determinism exemplified by Jared Diamond’s 
book Guns, Germs, and Steel, one hypothesis has always stood out to 
me for its romanticism and outlandishness: great man theory.
 Great man theory was best articulated by 19th century British 
philosopher Thomas Carlyle in his lectures “On Heroes, Hero-
Worship, and The Heroic in History.” Carlyle was a prolific essayist 
and historian, but he is best known today for his formulation of great 
man theory. I have often wondered, as Carlyle famously asserted, 
whether “the history of the world is but the biography of great men.” It 
is a fascinating idea worth more examination in historical circles and 
classrooms.
 The term “great man theory” might deceive one into thinking 
that its adherents believe “great men” are somehow flawless beings 
capable of no wrong. Carlyle, however, did not believe that “great 
men” like Napoleon Bonaparte, William Shakespeare or Martin Luther 
were perfect individuals. On the contrary, Carlyle believed that great 
men had flaws, but possessed enough genius and vision to overcome 
these flaws and accomplish extraordinary feats. While Carlyle’s 
borderline worship of great men for their near supernatural talents is 
likely to turn off most modern readers, it does not disprove the central 
question as to whether the course of history is determined through the 
deeds and thoughts of a few extraordinary men.
 Many objections have been presented against great man theory, 
including a famous one by biologist Herbert Spencer. Spencer did not 
believe that great men shaped their society, but rather that “before [a 
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great man] can remake his society, his society must make him.” Great 
man theory was also critiqued in Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace. In one 
scene, Tolstoy wrote: “The French soldiers went to kill and be killed 
at the battle of Borodino not because of Napoleon’s orders but by their 
own volition.” Tolstoy depicted Napoleon as a general not in control of 
his armies, but rather dependent on the whims of the masses.
 Other prominent thinkers have supported the idea of history 
as the product of great men. Philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
concept of the “Übermensch” shares many similarities with Carlyle’s 
“great man.” The “Übermensch” is a man destined to be strong and 
marvelous, while not being ashamed of his greatness, courage, and 
right to rule. Pragmatist philosopher William James also rebuked the 
criticism of Carlyle by Herbert Spencer, claiming that “the great man’s 
society, properly so called, does not make him before he can remake 
it.”
 The veracity of great man theory has been debated by 
intellectuals for almost two centuries, and I do not claim to have a 

definitive answer to the question I originally 
posed. If I had to say, I would argue great 
men do have a moderate impact on medium 
and short term history, but larger factors 
such as culture and environment determine 
long term trends to a greater degree. 
Whether one thinks about great man theory, 
however, I believe the theory is worth 
serious consideration by anyone seeking to 
understand the great questions of history.

Did Napoleon have the influence of a “Great Man,” or was his impact 
on history negligible? (Picture from Wikimedia).

Reflections on the Revolution in CHAZ

 To the history of failed communist states, we can add the 
Capitol Hill Autonomous Zone (CHAZ). Established on June 8, 
2020 in downtown Seattle by Antifa sympathizers, BLM extremists 
and other anarcho-communists agitators, CHAZ is a fascinating 
case study into the anatomy of fringe left-wing ideology. Owing to a 
lack of police action by Seattle leaders, CHAZ criminals were able 
to control six city blocks for over three full weeks. The breakaway 
nation’s turbulent history can provide modern readers insight into what 
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would happen to the rest of America if the principles of CHAZ were 
universally adopted.
 CHAZ was founded on the principle that the USA is an 
oppressive fascististic capitalist regime that systematically oppresses 
African Americans, so a “police-free zone” was needed to be created 
as an alternative to the broken American system. However, it turns out 
that creating a new nation and maintaining order with nothing except 
social justice theory is a difficult task for bourgeois college students.

When the residents of CHAZ attempted to start an agricultural 
industry, they demonstrated their lack of any real working knowledge. 
For a group of communists who claim to stand for the working class, 
their collective farm was a laughing stock: it consisted of bags of 
topsoil dumped on cardboard pizza boxes. The entire state of CHAZ 
resembled a warzone; homeless people and graffiti was present in 
every corner of the city blocks of CHAZ.
 Ironically, for a group of anarchists who oppose borders and 
immigration laws, the first thing the agitators did when they took over 
the land of CHAZ was set up a guarded perimeter across the new 
country. Perhaps some of them realized that controlling immigration 
is essential to the security of a country. Furthermore, the anti-police 
anarchists set up a “CHAZ Security Force” to maintain law and order. 
The state of affairs in CHAZ, though they appear like a political satire 
novel, ended in tragedy for real human beings.
 Safety in CHAZ was a nightmare. The real people who lived 
in the six city blocks of CHAZ were forced to live in terror for weeks. 
Property theft was rampant and people were harassed daily by armed 
anarchists. Videos show that gunshots rang out in the new nation every 
night. Two African American males, Lorenzo Anderson Jr. aged 19 and 
Antonio Mays Jr. aged 16, were fatally shot in CHAZ. Several more 
African Americans were shot and injured. The CHAZ experiment led 
to injuries and deaths of the exact group the breakaway nation was 
supposedly set up to protect.
 For weeks, the mayor of Seattle Jenny Durkan insisted that 
CHAZ was just a “block party” and a “Summer of Love.” She took 
no police or legal action against the CHAZ anarchists for weeks 
and instead implicitly allowed them to control six city blocks where 
ordinary people live and work. Her lack of response illuminated 
her cowardice and unspoken willingness to kowtow to the wills of 
destructive anarchists. It took multiple shootings and deaths for her 
to shut down the violent breakaway state in her city. On July 1, 2020, 
twenty four days after its founding, the Seattle Police Department was 
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allowed to enter CHAZ and shut down the violent failed state.
 What will the legacy of CHAZ be? To some, CHAZ was 
an unserious experiment by young idealists that is not important to 
examine. To others, CHAZ was a window into the inevitable failure of 
utopian ideology when put into practice. The real question, however, 
is who will remember the names of Lorenzo Anderson Jr. and Antonio 
Mays Jr.? When CHAZ is forgotten and swept into the dustbin of 
American history, will their lives have mattered?

Residents of CHAZ create a communal garden by dumping topsoil 
over pizza boxes. (Picture from Reddit).

CHAZ residents set up barricades to protect their new break-away 
nation. (Picture from The Conversation).
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Orwell Never Dies: On the Importance of Clear Political Language

 In American political discourse it has become stale to quote 
George Orwell’s novels 1984 and Animal Farm to claim the other side 
is totalitarian. The great insight of 1984, however, is that language 
shapes politics; totalitarianism takes root only after you have been 
deprived of the proper words with which to think and oppose it. To 
better grasp the importance of language in our culture, it is essential to 
read Orwell’s 1946 essay “Politics and the English Language” to see 
what insights he may provide to the problems of 21st century America.
 Orwell observes that many political words are simply 
meaningless. Words like “fascism” have no meaning except to signify 
“something not desirable.” To call somebody a “fascist” does not 
necessarily mean that person supports a repressive dictatorship, 
instead the accusation is often simply a sign of disagreement. Another 
example of a meaningless word in politics is “change.” Advocates 
of “change” fail to realize that even the most ardent defenders of the 
“status quo” (I.e., conservatives) desire many changes in social and 
economic policy. Conservatives would like to see a flat tax, increased 
bans on abortion, business deregulation and a balanced national budget 
among others—agree or not, these are certainly are “changes.” To 
claim one simply stands for “change” is a meaningless platitude meant 
to raise one’s sense of moral superiority. It only retracts from fruitful 
discourse. “Change” is only one such word among dozens.
 Part of the dumbing down of language, Orwell explains, 
“consists in gumming together long strips of words” that contradict 
each other and “making the results presentable by sheer humbug” 
so the speaker appears intelligent and righteous. One such example 
among a vast ocean of nonsense comes from a January 15 Washington 
Post article by Cristina Beltrán where she argues that “multiracial 
whiteness” explains why in 2020 Trump won a third of the Latino 
vote and an increased share of the black vote from 2016. “Multiracial 
whiteness,” she explains, reinforces the “desired approach” among 
racial minorities “to colorblind individualism” and thus allows them 
to “engage in the wild freedom of unbridled rage and conspiracy 
theories.” Beyond the disgusting attempt to paint non-white 
Republicans as angry race traitors, the obvious contradiction between 
the words “multiracial” and “whiteness” must be lost on the writer. 
 To have a vibrant culture of free speech we need a clear 
language, not the current political language that Orwell said “is 
designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to 
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give an appearance of solidity to pure wind.” A clear language requires 
us to reject vague and meaningless words and instead incorporate 
nuance and complexity into our dialogue. Touting words like “science” 
or “equality” for their assumed virtue does not benefit our discourse 
but rather serves to castigate the opposing side unfairly. Furthermore, 
we must avoid academic jargon that is rife with contradictions. 
Arguments such as “hate speech is not free speech” or “affirmative 
action is not discriminatory” are not coherent by definition yet are 
widespread in national discourse. Any improvement in our politics 
must begin with an overhaul of our language or it is doomed to fail. 
Let clarity be our compass and truth our destination if we seek a better 
future.

Real news articles showcase the linguistic incoherence of our 
discourse. (Pictures from The Root and CNN).

A Critical Analysis of “Return to Monke” Memes

 Meme trends ebb and flow with the passage of time. Some 
memes are meant as a total farce and contain no deeper meaning 
except to shock, disgust or elicit a quick laugh. Other memes, 
however, contain a deeper meaning and philosophical importance. 
One fascinating example of such a meme is the “Return to Monke” 
format. With a purposeful misspelling, the meme seems to be nothing 
more than a silly attempt to joke about primates, but upon closer 
examination it is obvious the meme offers serious social commentary 
for our time.
 Memes about monkeys have been popular on social media 
platforms since 2018, but the first usage to specifically include the 
phrase “return to monke” comes from mid-2020. According to its 
entry on the website Know Your Meme, “Return to Monke” memes 
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“romanticize a simplistic archaic lifestyle” present in primates, 
resembling an anarcho-primitivist philosophy held by those who shun 
the technologically-dependent lifestyle of modern man. They seek to 
raise the question: was the life of the past actually worse than our life 
today?

Often the phrase “return to monke” is preceded with the 
instruction to first “reject humanity.” The meaning here is clear: 
modern life, with all its human-caused calamities, economic 
uncertainties, soaring rates of mental health problems and 
technological overdependence, is not worth the benefits humanity 
derives from it. Instead, it is best to return to the simple lifestyle of our 
very distant ancestors. With all the grave problems of the last year (a 
pandemic, riots, the contentious election, etc.), it is easy to see why 
this meme has such a massive appeal.

The idea of rejecting modernity in favor of the traditional past 
is not new to Western thought. The Greek Cynic philosopher, Diogenes 
of Sinope, was notorious for rejecting all societal customs and arguing 
that virtue can only come from harmony with nature. Two thousand 
years later, Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
famously argued for a return to a state of nature in the modern age. 
“Man is born free and everywhere he is in chains,” claimed Rousseau, 
who saw the systems of modern society as inherently repressive and 
soul-crushing. While the ideas of Diogenes and Rousseau are not 
without problems or valid criticisms, they show that questioning the 
perceived benefits of our time is not without historical precedent. 
“Return to Monke” memes are only the newest (and funniest) 
manifestation of such inquiry.

Does the existence of these satirical “Return to Monke” memes 
mean we should burn our iPhones and live in the woods until we die? 
Not necessarily. But they do mean that modern society, its institutions, 
and its conveniences should always be subjected to critical scrutiny. 
Our technology has the power to cure diseases and put a man on 
the Moon, but can conversely cause mental health crises, contribute 
communally to the breakdown of societal bonds, and globally engineer 
deadly biological agents and nuclear weapons. Some detractors might 
say this is too much meaning to draw from a meme that is not even 
spelled correctly, but memes reflect the feelings of the time into which 
they are born. It is not an ideological stretch to say that the “monke” 
has something to teach us.
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A typical “Return to Monke” meme instructs the viewer to regress to a 
primitive state. (Picture from Reddit).

The Roots of our Political Polarization

 The turmoil of the last several years has rightfully led many 
public figures to decry the polarization of our politics. The increasing 
tendency for people to enter online echo chambers and the growing 
gap between left and right are partly responsible for the sense of our 
society coming apart. Seeing polarization here on campus, Western 
Reserve Academy put together a list of discourse guidelines to make 
students more comfortable engaging with those whom they disagree 
with. Why has polarization cut so deep that an elite boarding school 
for future leaders has to create a list of basic guidelines so students can 
just talk to one another?

For years, psychologists have studied the connection between 
personality type and politics. Personality traits like orderliness, 
openness and disgust sensitivity have such a strong correlation to one’s 
political ideology that NYU professor Jonathan Haidt concludes, “you 
can make predictions about people’s values and votes from just a few 
seemingly unrelated things, such as whether they find novel cuisines 
appealing or how messy their desks are.” Whether our personalities 
are primarily a result of genetics or upbringing is irrelevant here; what 
matters is our opinions are greatly influenced by factors outside our 
control. Since our personalities will inevitably fail to give us a totally 
accurate view of the world, why has it become so hard to acknowledge 
the importance of open debate between freethinking yet different 
people?
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 The issue of polarization partly arises when one side is 
immovably committed to their position, thinking it is the only 
possible moral position. Why would any right-leaning student share 
their opinion when many members of the politically left majority—
including teachers who determine their grades—have already 
presupposed that their left-wing opinions are not only correct but are 
also the default way in which Americans view the world? Opinions 
like “America is systemically racist” are not shared by half the country, 
yet it is seen as racist to even challenge such notions with peers or in 
a class. It is socially acceptable to say “abolish the police” at Morning 
Meeting, but say “build the wall” or “America is not institutionally 
oppressive” and everyone knows it would be social suicide. 

It is impossible to disagree in good faith with people who are 
dogmatic in their convictions and who believe their narrow ideological 
framework can explain the whole world. If you wholeheartedly think 
your beliefs are true and morally perfect—in other words, if you think 
your ideas will surely take us to utopia—then anyone who disagrees 
must either be ignorant or evil. In the mind of the ideologue, dissenters 
are ignorant if they are not aware of the supreme virtue of your 
convictions, or evil if they do not want utopia and must instead prefer 
to see people suffer. Reality is much too nuanced to engage in such “us 
vs. them” thinking and achieve anything worthwhile.

Western culture has revered Socrates for 2,500 years because 
after a lifetime of questioning he still concluded only: “I know that 
I know nothing.” Without humility and an understanding that every 
truism we hold could be wrong, it is impossible to have fruitful 
discourse. If we are not prepared to put our innate dogmatism aside, 
further polarization will inevitably continue even while we complain 
about it on the sidelines, unaware that we are its creator.

Welcome Our New Anti-Racist Handicapper General

 Kurt Vonnegut’s classic dystopian story “Harrison Bergeron” 
depicts an America in 2081 where “everybody [is] finally equal.” 
Equality is guaranteed by forcefully dumbing down every human 
being to the level of the dullest person; the athletically fit must wear 
extra weight to keep them clumsy and the mentally adept must have 
their thoughts continually disrupted through government-mandated 
hearing devices. This repulsive state of affairs is all enforced by 
the “United States Handicapper General.” While we have not yet 
reached Vonnegut’s nightmare, it is undeniable that children today are 
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receiving an ever-worsening education that will make it harder for the 
best of them to succeed and solve the problems of the future.
 The assault on foundational literature is ubiquitous. In 
Massachusetts, English teacher Heather Levine tweeted she was “very 
proud to say we got the Odyssey removed from the curriculum this 
year!” Teacher Lorena Germán, under the hashtag “DisruptTexts,” 
wrote an article criticizing the “ingrained and internalized elevation of 
Shakespeare” and compared it to “white supremacy and colonization.” 
In 2018, Seattle teacher Evin Shinn tweeted under the same hashtag 
that he would “rather die” than teach The Scarlet Letter. This list is 
miles away from being exhaustive. It has become fashionable and 
virtuous for educators to remove canonical Western texts from school 
curricula, denying millions of students the only exposure they will 
have in their development to the best books ever written.
 This “woke” mind-virus has not only infected countless 
humanities departments, but it has contaminated STEM subjects too. 
An organization called Equitable Math (which received a $1 million 
grant from Bill Gates) claims on its website that “white supremacy 
culture shows up in math classrooms when... The focus is on getting 
the ‘right’ answer.” For brevity’s sake, not all of the countless absurd 
and racist ideas from this organization can be listed. As another 
example, in April 2021 the Virginia Department of Education 
announced its plan to eliminate all advanced math courses prior to 11th 
grade to promote “equity.” Such a program would force thousands of 
advanced students to move at the pace of their slowest peers, instead 
of moving at a pace that would constantly challenge them. Vonnegut 
must be rolling in his grave.
 The push to degrade education is rooted in the abhorrent, 
racist theories of writers like Ibram X. Kendi and Robin DiAngelo. 
Authors like Kendi contend that it is not enough to not be racist, but 
we all must be actively “anti-racist.” The phrase sounds noble, but 
it fundamentally entails destroying every institution that does not 
produce equality of results. Since each individual has a unique set 
of skills and talents, equal results across all fields are an impossible 
goal, but “anti-racist” true believers cannot be satisfied in their zealous 
crusade until we are all the same. In this ideological quest, not only 
have millions of students been denied a real education by being forced 
to learn through a screen for over a year, but whatever pathetic excuse 
for an education they can manage to receive has been watered-down to 
the point of meaninglessness and oftentimes deliberate indoctrination. 
Parents must hold their children’s educators accountable and demand 
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a real, intellectually rigorous curriculum before we receive our own 
“Handicapper General” under the charade of “equity” and “anti-
racism.”

The refusal of many educators to teach the classics of Western 
literature is depriving them of a real liberal arts education. (Picture 
from ThoughtCo).
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Master of Satire: An Analysis of Mikhail Bulgakov’s Parodies of 

Communism 
Elie Aoun

 From its conception in the October Revolution of 1917 to 
its fall in 1991, the ideology that underpinned the Soviet Union has 
fascinated Russian and Western thinkers alike. In the course of its 
existence, the USSR committed a plethora of human rights abuses 
from censorship and confiscation of property to forced labor camps 
and mass killings, all in the name of changing human nature to create 
the perfect “New Soviet man.” Soviet propagandists and Western 
apologists covered up these atrocities or defended their results, but 
dissidents in the USSR wrote prolifically to expose the reality of the 
Soviet Union to any reader who could access their writings. One such 
writer named Mikhail Afanasyevich Bulgakov sought to undermine 
the fundamental tenets of communism through satire. Bulgakov wrote 
many stories, plays, and novels throughout his life, but the overarching 
shadow of constant censorship meant that most of his works were 
never published in his lifetime and only reached audiences decades 
after his death. Bulgakov’s true beliefs are often hard to parse through 
the many layers of satire and personal references employed in his 
writings, but through a careful reading it is revealed that Bulgakov 
despised the communist system that oppressed his fellow citizens, the 
censorship that crushed his career, and the attempt to change human 
nature that was doomed to fail. Bulgakov’s use of autobiographical 
references and political satire form a central thread throughout his 
works which he incorporated to express his lifelong criticism of the 
all-encompassing systems of communism, censorship, and the Soviet 
attempt to recreate human nature; he viewed all of these structures as 
corrosive to the life of an artist specifically and antithetical to human 
happiness generally.

Genesis: The Ukrainian Upbringing

Mikhail Afanasyevich Bulgakov was born in 1891 as the 
eldest of seven children to a financially modest but highly educated 
family in Kiev, Ukraine. His father, Afanasy Bulgakov, was a devout 
Orthodox Christian and a researcher at the Kiev Theological Academy. 
Mikhail Bulgakov grew up studying Orthodox Christianity and a 
plethora of great European writers like Goethe, Dickens, Gogol, and 
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Dostoevsky. The lives of the Bulgakovs were “typical of the educated 
Russian middle class in [Kiev],” and the young Mikhail Bulgakov 
appears to have had a happy childhood up until the 1907 death of his 
father from nephrosclerosis, a kidney disease that would later claim 
Mikhail Bulgakov’s life (Curtis 2). This experience was traumatic for 
Bulgakov, leading him to reject the Orthodox faith he was raised with 
and to turn to the scientific theories of Charles Darwin (2). Bulgakov 
went to the University of Kiev in 1909 to study medicine, graduating 
in 1916, and during his studies in 1913 he married a visiting young 
girl named Tatiana Lappa. By 1916, however, all was not well for the 
recently-wed Bulgakovs as the destruction of the First World War was 
heating up and Eastern Europe was on the precipice of revolution.

In 1917, the Russians under Tsar Nicolas II were losing the 
Eastern Front to the Imperial German forces. The Bolsheviks, a far-
left revolutionary faction led by Vladimir Lenin, promised to end war 
with Germany, and after overthrowing Tsar Nicolas II in the October 
Revolution they signed the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk with Germany, 
ending the war on the Eastern Front. The Russian Revolution 
prompted numerous different factions to vie for control of modern-
day Ukraine in the Ukrainian War of Independence. The Hetmanate, 
an anti-socialist puppet government set up by the Germans dominated 
most of Ukraine after the Soviet capitulation to Germany. Fighting 
against the Hetmanate were the Ukrainian nationalists, a socialist 
faction led by Symon Petliura (also translated as Petlyura) in addition 
to the Bolshevik Red Army who joined the war in 1918 to reclaim 
land lost to the Germans. During these turbulent and violent years, 
Bulgakov worked in the countryside as a medical doctor until 1919 
when he joined the “Whites,” a loose movement of pro-monarchist 
forces who opposed the communist “Reds,” as an army physician 
(Curtis 5).

Bulgakov began writing as he traveled with the Whites, mostly 
short articles intended for local publications. Bulgakov witnessed 
many horrors as an army doctor which he wrote about and which 
became formative life experiences for him. During his time in the 
army, Bulgakov ended up contracting typhus fever in 1920 and 
eventually chose to pursue a literary career in Moscow instead of 
continuing as an army doctor. Though Bulgakov spent his formative 
years in Ukraine, he and his wife Tatianna decided to move to Moscow 
in 1921 because “had he stayed in the Ukraine, he would most likely 
have been liquidated in the purges that Nikita Khrushchev was to 
mount against the Ukrainian intelligentsia” in the dangerous years 
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following the eventual triumph of the “Reds” (Michalopoulos 135). 
Bulgakov spent the rest of his life in Moscow, but before turning 
his attention to the plight of the Muscovites he would look back on 
Ukraine one more time.

Looking Back: Reflections on Ukraine, Civil War, and the Rise of 
Bolshevism
 

Bulgakov wrote a novel between 1923 and 1924 called The 
White Guard which serves as a realistic, semi-autobiographical 
reflection on his time growing up in Ukraine and living through the 
Ukrainian War of Independence. Even at a glance, this early novel 
by Bulgakov was a transgression on communist orthodoxy since 
the title referenced pro-monarchist “White Guard” and portrayed 
them in a favorable light, as opposed to elevating the “Red Guard” 
who supported the Bolsheviks against the Tsar (136). The White 
Guard takes place in 1918 and follows the lives of Alexei, Elena, 
and Nikolka Turbin, three siblings living in an apartment in Kiev 
following the death of their mother. Lifelong Bulgakov scholar and 
teacher of Russian Literature at Oxford J. A. E. Curtis asserts that The 
White Guard serves as a reflection on Bulgakov’s childhood, political 
regimes he experiences, and the country he grew up in (7). The 
Turbins in many ways resemble the Bulgakov family in their history 
and beliefs, and they attempt to live normal and happy lives in Kiev 
while it is under control of the German-backed Hetmanate, but the 
eventual arrival and triumph of Petlyura’s socialist forces wreak havoc 
on the lives of the Turbins and all of Kiev. 

The Turbins reflect the traditional pro-monarchist Orthodox 
family that Bulgakov grew up with, and their beliefs partly represent 
the beliefs of Bulgakov and his family. Though Bulgakov abhorred 
despotic dictators like Joseph Stalin, Bulgakov seemed to display some 
sympathy and agreement in his writings with a monarchist/autocratic 
state. The family stove of the Turbins contains many anti-socialist 
and pro-monarchist messages engraved in its side, including “Down 
with Petlyura!” “Long live Russia!” and “Long live the Monarchy!” 
(Bulgakov, The White Guard 14-15). These engravings suggest 
that Bulgakov’s family probably supported the Russian Tsars, and 
likely Bulgakov himself held some admiration for them too. In one 
passage, Alexei Turbin, the oldest of the Turbin siblings and an army 
doctor modeled on Bulgakov’s life, begs a portrait of Tsar Alexander 
II in a school if he can “save this doomed building… with all the 
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regiments of Borodino? Why [doesn’t the Tsar] come alive and lead 
[his troops] down from the canvas? They’d smash Petlyura all right” 
(108). Alexei’s suggestion to the portrait of Alexander II is evidence 
that Bulgakov believed a strong monarch is necessary to combat the 
incursions of socialism. Professor of Russian Literature at Queen’s 
University and Bulgakov scholar A. Colon Wright argues that “[t]
here is perhaps a certain ambivalence in Bulgakov’s views” regarding 
autocracy and that Bulgakov “seems to have an artistic interest in, and 
admiration for, the strong leader, as well as appreciating at least some 
of the benefits of autocracy” such as “tradition, order, [and] stability” 
(43). Bulgakov uses Alexei, who explains that he is a “monarchist” 
who “can’t even bear the very word ‘socialist,’” to show Bulgakov’s 
belief that socialism is antithetical to the happiness of Alexei and the 
Turbin family (Bulgakov, The White Guard 86). In The White Guard, 
Bulgakov offers a mixed portrait of the traditional Russian monarchy 
while presenting a cynical and ominous picture of Petlyura’s socialist 
forces who come to occupy Kiev.

Like his ambivalent and often obscure views of monarchy, 
Bulgakov also presents a critique of religion along with an 
understanding portrayal of its importance. Lieutenant Viktor 
Myshlaevsky, a classmate of Alexei Turbin who spends part of 
the novel living in the Turbin family apartment explains that 
“Russia acknowledges only one Orthodox faith and one Tsar!” 
(49). Myshlaevsky serves as a literary representation of traditional 
monarchist opinions that Bulgakov grew up around. Myshlaevsky 
also instructs a group of soldiers that “it is [their] duty to live up to 
the trust placed in [them] by the Mother of Russian Cities and if the 
enemy appears—attack” since “God is with us!” (23) Myshlaevsky, 
like a typical Russian Orthodox, places immense faith in God, but 
Bulgakov’s lack of faith leads Alexei to be much more skeptical of 
religious claims. When speaking with a patient who claims that God 
is their “only refuge and comforter,” Alexei explains that though he 
respects the patient’s views, the patient should “give up thinking so 
hard about God” and “reduce the time [they] spend praying” since 
it will only further fatigue the patient (287). Alexei, like Bulgakov, 
often thinks that religion may hurt those in dire circumstances but 
still understands that faith in God is an important comfort for most 
Ukrainians and Russians. Though a lifelong atheist, Bulgakov’s 
Christian upbringing led him to understand the importance of religious 
belief and traditional structures as foundational to human societies, 
leading him to oppose the Bolsheviks in his writings since the they 
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sought to exterminate all vestiges of religion from the USSR.
Though The White Guard is a novel focusing mostly on 

Ukranian life before Ukraine’s annexation by the USSR, the novel 
includes numerous overt and figurative critiques of the Bolsheviks. 
Bulgakov’s prophetic warning of the coming Bolsheviks is best 
exemplified by Alexei Turbin’s realization that “[n]ow we have 
something much worse on our hands, much worse than the war, 
worse than the Germans, worse than anything on earth—and that 
is Trotsky” (46). Even symbolically, Bulgakov demonstrated his 
belief that the rule of the Bolsheviks would result in nothing short of 
catastrophe. During Petlyura’s victory parade, Bulgakov describes “the 
sun burst[ing] through the dull, overcast sky… bigger than anyone 
had ever seen it in the Ukraine and quite red, like pure blood,” the 
red serving as a symbol for the communist Bolsheviks on the verge 
of invading Ukraine and the blood as an image of the imminent 
massacres that consumed Ukraine in the 1920s and beyond (258). 
Most importantly, Bulgakov demonstrates that most Ukrainians 
implicitly despised all aspects of Bolshevism:

[Ukrainians] hated the Bolsheviks, but not with the kind 
of aggressive hatred which spurs on the hater to fight and 
kill, but with a cowardly hatred which whispers around 
dark corners. They hated by night, choking with anxiety, by 
day in restaurants reading newspapers full of descriptions 
of Bolsheviks shooting officers and bankers in the back of 
the neck with Mausers, and how the Moscow shopkeepers 
were selling horsemeat infested with glanders. All of them—
merchants, bankers, industrialists, lawyers, actors, landlords, 
prostitutes, ex-members of the State Council, engineers, 
doctors and writers, felt one thing in common—hatred. (59)
In Bulgakov’s opinion, Ukranians from all walks of life 

understood and hated Bolshevik ideology, but none were able to 
articulate it and thus no effective resistance was able to be presented 
to defend Ukraine from its annexation. The White Guard would serve 
as one of but certainly not the last of Bulgakov’s scathing critiques of 
Bolshevik methods, practice, and ideology.

Forward: The New Economic Policy and “New Soviet Man”
 

Following the victory of the Bolsheviks over the White 
forces, economic devastation plagued the newly-established Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) under the control of Vladimir 
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Lenin. The USSR experienced labor shortages, famines, and 
rebellions from the “War Communism” policy enacted during the 
Russian Civil War. In response to the looming economic catastrophe, 
Lenin instituted the New Economic Policy (NEP) to allow private 
businesses to operate, relax central control over the economy, and 
encourage foreign investment in the USSR. This “mixed economy” 
was a concession that communism was failing the country and some 
elements of the capitalist system that the Bolsheviks abhorred were 
needed to revitalize the economy. The ruling coalition, beginning 
with Lenin and continuing with Joseph Stalin, supported continuing 
the NEP because of its proven economic benefits while true believers 
like the revolutionary Leon Trotsky saw the NEP as a “retreat from 
revolutionary socialist principle” that needed to be overturned in 
favor of more state control (Haber 505). In the realm of literature, 
the “paradoxes and innumerable contradictions” of the NEP period 
from its inception in 1921 to its end under Stalin in 1928 “provided 
Russian satirists with almost inexhaustible material” to point out the 
inconsistencies of the mixed economy of the USSR (Blake 31). The 
inconsistencies resulted from the attempt to integrate the irreconcilable 
principles of the Marxist communism of the Bolsheviks with the 
principles of laissez-faire capitalism present in the West.

Coinciding with the NEP was the Soviet attempt to recreate 
human nature to build the “New Soviet man.” The Bolsheviks 
believed they could alter human nature to make people more selfless, 
hardworking, and ideologically pure. Not only did the Bolsheviks 
believe they could recreate human nature, but also that this attempt at 
essentially “playing God” should be exhibited in all aspects of normal 
life. Leon Trotsky made it abundantly clear that literature in Soviet 
society should reflect the vision of the “New Soviet man” in his book 
Literature and Revolution:

Man will make it his purpose to master his own feelings, to 
raise his instincts to the heights of consciousness, to make them 
transparent, to extend the wires of his will into hidden recesses, 
and thereby to raise himself to a new plane, to create a higher 
social biologic type, or, if you please, a superman… All the 
arts—literature, drama, painting, music and architecture will 
lend this process beautiful form.
Mikhail Bulgakov, owing to his traditional Orthodox 

upbringing and skepticism toward Bolshevik ideas, perceived the 
notion of a “Soviet New man” as impossible and the Soviet effort to fit 
all of literature into the frame of this new race of people as destructive 
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to the world of art. The temporary relaxation of censorship under the 
NEP allowed a writer like Bulgakov to attack what he viewed as a 
flawed and doomed vision to recreate human nature (Blake 31-32). 
Bulgakov made it part and parcel of his ensuing works to include 
biting satires of the NEP and the “New Soviet man” to point out the 
structural and philosophical flaws underpinning Soviet society.

Ridicule: Two Political Novellas 
 

In 1924, Bulgakov wrote two satirical works criticizing the 
NEP and “New Soviet man,” the first of which was a science fiction 
novella titled The Fatal Eggs. Bulgakov was keenly aware of the 
events occurring in the Soviet government while writing The Fatal 
Eggs. A few weeks before Vladimir Lenin’s January 21, 1924 death, 
Bulgakov wrote a diary entry exclaiming “God alone knows what 
will happen to Russia” after Leon Trotsky contracted an illness and 
had to step away from the government for a few months (Manuscripts 
Don’t Burn 56). Upon Trotsky’s return from his illness, Joseph 
Stalin had already bypassed Trotsky and taken control of the Soviet 
state. The fact that the events of the novella take place in 1928, 
four years after it was written, is evidence that The Fatal Eggs is a 
satirical commentary on Russia’s future after the turbulent political 
games occuring in the Kremlin in 1924. The novella centers around 
Professor Vladimir Ipatievich Persikov, a Moscow zoologist who has 
discovered a red ray that can greatly accelerate and augment biological 
growth. According to Bulgakov scholar and professor emerita at the 
University of Massachusetts Boston Edythe C. Haber, in The Fatal 
Eggs “[t]he society of the novella reflects the hybrid system of NEP 
in which specific features both of the west and of bolshevism play 
roles” since, in the novella, Persikov’s private laboratory is able 
to exist alongside the totalitarian state (500). Though the Moscow 
presented in the novella reflects the mixed economy of the NEP, 
many distinct aspects of Bolshevik ideology and practice still pervade 
Persikov’s life and serve as Bulgakov’s biting political commentary. 
Once the Soviet government and GPU (acronym for the secret police) 
discover Persikov’s red ray, they unleash a biological Pandora’s Box 
of destruction on the Russian countryside through a mix of blind 
ideological faith and state mismanagement that Bulgakov saw as 
inherent to the communist system.
 One of the foremost critiques of The Fatal Eggs is toward 
the state mismanagement and incompetence that Bulgakov believed 
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inevitably accompanies communism. Persikov’s discovery of a red 
ray that can accelerate biological growth occurs at the same time 
as a chicken plague sweeps through the USSR and kills countless 
chickens. To combat the chicken plague, the Soviet government sends 
an official named Alexander Semyonovich Phate (a pun on the word 
“fate”) to confiscate Persikov’s ray and use it to quickly replenish the 
chicken population. Against Persikov’s protests that Phate should not 
“use a ray that has not been properly studied,” Phate explains that he 
has guards with him, and by night “Phate’s men had taken the three 
large chambers, leaving only the first, small one that the professor 
had used for his first experiments” (Bulgakov, The Fatal Eggs 54-55). 
However, state mismanagement causes a batch of anaconda eggs to 
be sent to Phate’s collective farm instead of chicken eggs which Phate 
unknowingly breeds with Persikov’s stolen ray. After unknowingly 
using the ray on a batch of anaconda eggs overnight, Phate wakes up 
to see a serpent “about twelve yards long and as thick as a man” leap 
past him and brutally kill his wife, causing him to run away from the 
farm and eventually flee to Moscow (71). The herd of giant snakes 
begin ravaging the countryside, killing everyone they find as they 
make their way to a Moscow that is under extreme panic from the 
threat, and Moscow ultimately only survives because a record-cold 
frost wave swept through the country before the snakes could arrive. 
This calamity, that is only narrowly avoided by a “deus ex machina” as 
the last chapter is called, is the backdrop for novella which Bulgakov 
uses to criticize the diminishing individual freedom and increasing 
ideological conformity of the Soviet Union.
 The role and treatment of intellectuals in Soviet society 
is a central part of The Fatal Eggs and serves as Bulgakov’s 
commentary on the draconian regulations and ridicule suffered by 
Soviet intellectuals in the 1920s. When a newspaper correspondent 
arrives at the laboratory, Persikov quickly tells his assistant Pankrat 
to “[t]hrow him the hell out,” until Pankrat informs Persikov that the 
correspondent is from the “Gee-Pee-Yoo” (a pun on the acronym 
“GPU,” the Soviet secret police) and Persikov begrudgingly allows 
the correspondent into the laboratory (Bulgakov, The Fatal Eggs 20). 
The correspondent proceeds to barrage Persikov with meaningless 
questions with a “predatory joy,” leading Persikov to feel “utterly lost” 
and frustrated (21-22). The interaction with the GPU correspondent 
is Bulgakov’s satire of the seemingly omnipresent secret police and 
their ability to harass even the greatest intellectuals with impunity. 
However, Bulgakov’s criticism is not only limited to the secret police, 
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but is also applicable to the rest of the Soviet citizenry who blindly 
follow the ideology of the state. After panic proliferates in Moscow 
when news of the giant snakes arrives, an angry mob breaks into 
Persikov’s laboratory shouting that Persikov is a “[g]lobal villain” who 
“let the snakes loose” and must be killed (92). Persikov is ultimately 
killed by the mob, “crucified in the state’s larger social experiment” 
by a mob of Muscovites who do not know where the full blame for 
the catastrophe lies (Haber 501). Since it was state mismanagement 
and not Persikov directly that caused the snake outbreak, the mob’s 
destruction of the laboratory and killing of Persikov demonstrate 
Bulgakov’s belief that the Soviet state could easily lie to its people and 
divert all blame from its failure onto those not technically responsible. 
Bulgakov thought that in the totalitarian communist system, the state 
could inevitably make catastrophic mistakes through bureaucratic 
inefficiency or the malice of a dictator and intellectuals like Persikov 
(or writers like Bulgakov himself) would be blamed and either lose 
their careers or be killed.
 The final political thread of the novella and the root of the 
snake calamity is the zealous belief of Soviet intellectuals in their 
ability to change human nature. Edythe C. Haber suggests a fitting 
connection between Phate and Leon Trotsky even though there 
are hardly any superficial similarities between the manager of the 
state farm and the Russian revolutionary (507). However, Phate’s 
ideologically zealous belief that “[b]y God, [Persikov’s ray will] 
work” (Bulgakov, The Fatal Eggs 54) reflects “Trotsky’s grandiose 
beliefs in the transforming powers of science and art” (Haber 507). 
Bulgakov scorned what he saw as a doomed attempt to recreate human 
nature through the allegory of the hijacking of Persikov’s ray by the 
Soviet state. Though some scholars argue that Persikov is the tragic 
hero of The Fatal Eggs, he holds a great deal of responsibility for the 
catastrophe of the novella. Bulgakov abhorred all human attempts to 
manipulate nature, and Persikov’s ray is a “man-made phenomenon” 
just as the “Soviet political system is a man-made phenomenon” in 
addition to the redness of the ray serving as a reference to communism 
(Powell 103). Since the creation of an artificial ray that can accelerate 
biological growth is a clear reference to the Soviet attempt to change 
human nature and since “responsibility for the crisis in the novella 
lies squarely with man,” it is impossible to fully absolve Persikov 
of blame because he invented the ray (103). Haber correctly asserts 
that Bulgakov becomes a victim to his belief that he could bring 
nature under his control (501). Through the tragic demise of Persikov, 
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Bulgakov not only shows that the scientists who try to recreate human 
nature are attempting an impossibly dangerous task, but also the artists 
who try to manifest this vision as Trotsky desired are complicit in the 
inevitable catastrophe.
 Soon after writing The Fatal Eggs, Bulgakov wrote another 
highly political novella in 1925 called Heart of a Dog that features 
many of the same themes and critiques as the former novella. 
Therefore, it is appropriate to analyze both novellas in tandem. Heart 
of a Dog follows a stray dog named Sharik who wanders around 
Moscow alone and narrates the first chapter of the novella. Soon, 
however, he is captured by a famous Moscow surgeon named Philip 
Philippovich Preobrazhensky who seeks to use Sharik for one of his 
biological experiments. Preobrazhensky implants the pituitary gland 
of a deceased criminal into Sharik’s brain, beginning a process of 
transformation that turns Sharik into a bipedal beast who can speak 
yet has no grasp of civility. As Preobrazhensky attempts to civilize 
Sharik, a Communist Party member and chairman of the house 
committee named Shvonder tries to convince “citizen Sharik” that as a 
member of the oppressed working class he should join the Communist 
Party and work against the traditionalist ideology of Preobrazhensky 
(Bulgakov, Heart of a Dog 75). The clash between Preobrazhensky 
and Shvonder’s ideas as they try to assert control over Sharik (who 
changes his name to “Polygraph Polygraphovich”) ends in disaster, 
forcing Preobrazhensky to undo the surgical operation that infused the 
dog with human characteristics and transform Polygraph back into the 
street dog Sharik. As Preobrazhensky and Shvonder grapple for control 
of Polygraphovich, Bulgakov reveals many critiques and satires of 
communist ideology and the Soviet state through the development of 
Polygraphovich’s distasteful characteristics.

The dichotomy between Preobrazhensky’s apartment and the 
outside world is symbolic of the clash between “clean” pre-Revolution 
Russia and the “dirty” post-Revolution Soviet Union. After the 1917 
October Revolution, the Communist Party began redistributing 
apartment spaces in the big Russian cities and prohibiting individuals 
from owning many rooms without sharing. In Heart of a Dog, 
Professor Preobrazhensky is one of the last people to have several 
rooms of his own (in his case he has seven), and he is only able to 
avoid losing those rooms by being the foremost surgeon in Moscow. 
Eric Laursen, a professor emeritus of World Languages & Cultures 
at the University of Utah, argues that Preobrazhensky’s apartment 
represents “the last enclave of bourgeois dining in Moscow,” meaning 
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Shvonder’s demand that Preobrazhensky must give up his many rooms 
is not a random attack but rather a clear manifestation of communist 
ideology (494). Furthermore, Preobrazhensky refuses to tolerate any 
deviation from his traditionally ordered and clean life, blaming any 
such transgressions on communist ideology. When he notices people 
suddenly coming up his marble staircase with their muddy boots on, 
Preobrazhensky is frustrated as to why “the proletarian [can’t] leave 
his galoshes downstairs instead of tracking up the marble” (Bulgakov, 
Heart of a Dog 35). The maintenance of his clean apartment, 
according to Laursen, are essential to Preobrazhensky as a traditional 
Russian since “his apartment walls are the last defense of the 
‘civilized’ world against the ‘ruin’ encroaching from outside” due to 
the desire of the communists to rid him of his spare rooms (494-495). 
Preobrazhensky views himself as the last defender of his traditional 
way of life in much the same way as the Turbins in The White Guard 
were protecting their long-established way of life from the encroaching 
socialists of Petlyura.

The use of political terms and references by both 
Preobrazhensky and Polygraphovich is indicative of the 
insurmountable ideological divide between the two men and in 
a broader sense of Orthodox Russia and the communist USSR. 
Preobrazhensky evidently abhors communist values and terminology. 
Preobrazhensky tells a communist woman that she is right when 
she declares him a “hater of the proletariat” (Bulgakov, Heart of a 
Dog 30). Though Preobrazhensky decries communist ideas, he is 
ideologically consistent since he does not seek to use them to his 
advantage. On the other hand, Polygraphovich adopts the burden of 
being an oppressed member of the working class, he refuses to do 
any real work. Polygraphovich is an ideological hypocrite, since, 
as Laursen points out, he “like Shvonder and the house committee” 
demand a “portion of the professor’s living space, money, and 
possessions” without contributing anything to society beyond tearing 
down traditional structures (507). This hypocrisy is symbolic of 
Bulgakov’s belief that the supposed “New Soviet men” that the 
state tried to create are not in fact selfless beings at all but rather 
possess all the same petty flaws and selfish desires as everyone else. 
Bringing the will of nature, represented in the novella by the actions 
of Polygraphovich, to the desired whims of a group of inflexible 
intellectuals is an impossible task that Preobrazhensky tragically 
attempts to his future dismay.

Professor Preobrazhensky decries the use of terror to 
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achieve one’s desired ends, but his experiment ultimately leads to a 
proliferation of terror. When asked how he made the dog Sharik follow 
him, Preobrazhensky reponds:

By kindness. The only method possible in dealing with 
living creatures. By terror you cannot get anywhere with an 
animal, no matter what its stage of development. I’ve always 
asserted this, I assert it today, and I shall go on asserting it. 
They are wrong thinking that terror will help them. No—no, 
it won’t, whatever its color: white, red, or even brown! Terror 
completely paralyzes the nervous system. (Bulgkov, Heart of a 
Dog 16)

This statement indicates that Preobrazhensky is an allegory for 
good-natured intellectuals who seek to change human nature for the 
good, and it is also a political message denouncing the terror used 
by the Reds and Whites during the Russian Civil War. However, 
Preobrazhensky’s kindness is not present in the transformed 
Polygraphovich, who eventually follows Shvonder’s communist 
message and becomes a low-level official. As an official Communist 
Party official, Polygraphovich explains that “it’s the profession” 
to purge Moscow’s cat population and have the cat skins “used for 
coats” for the proletariat (110-112). Polygraphovich’s purges represent 
Bulgakov’s belief that the Soviet state, rather than making the perfect 
selfless new man, instead creates mediocre bureaucratic officials who 
terrorize people as they are ordered supposedly for the good of the 
working class. The failure of Preobrazhensky’s attempt to change 
Sharik’s nature for the better is a clear allegory to the “New Soviet 
man,” and the ultimate message conveyed by Sharik’s cat purge is 
that well-meaning communist intellectuals, blindly not realizing that 
nature is absolute and cannot be changed, will try to proceed with their 
ideological experiment not understanding it will only lead to further 
suffering and catastrophe.

Banned: The Battles with Censorship and Stalin’s Intervention

 As the 1920s progressed, Bulgakov’s life and literary career 
became more turbulent and punctuated with more problems. In 
1924, Bulgakov began an affair with a woman named Lubov (Lyuba) 
Belozerskaya, and by 1925 he had left his first wife Tasya and moved 
in with Lyuba who he married in April 1925 (Curtis 7). Bulgakov 
attempted to publish his three most notable works (The White Guard, 
The Fatal Eggs, and Heart of a Dog) with either mixed or no success. 
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Bulgakov was able to get The Fatal Eggs published in the journal 
Nedra in 1925 under a pseudonym, but Heart of a Dog was rejected 
for publications by Soviet officials and was never published in 
Bulgakov’s lifetime. Furthermore, Bulgakov’s manuscript of Heart of 
a Dog was confiscated by the Soviet secret police, putting Bulgakov 
dangerously under the watch of the Soviet state that in many cases 
exiled or killed its dissident writers (8). A brave publisher attempted 
to publish The White Guard, but Soviet authorities closed the journal 
down and arrested the publisher before the final part could be released 
(8). During this period, a literary consultant at the prestigious Moscow 
Art Theatre read the partial text of The White Guard that had been 
published and suggested to Bulgakov that he transform it into a play. 
Bulgakov accepted the offer to create the play, but named the play The 
Days of the Turbins because the original title portrayed the “Whites” 
in an unacceptably positive light to Soviet authorities. The play 
premiered in October 1926 to great approval and a hysterical audience, 
and Bulgakov quickly rose to literary prominence and success (9). 
However, all was not well in the state of Russia because, as Bulgakov 
planned several more plays and stage adaptations of his works for 
the Moscow Art Theatre, the repressive grip of the ideologically rigid 
literary establishment tightened around Bulgakov.
 The years of the late 1920s proved to be some of the worst 
years of Bulgakov’s life as the Soviet literary establishment and 
prominent Communist Party officials rejected every play Bulgakov 
wrote for the Moscow Art Theatre. It seems miraculous that The Days 
of the Turbins was ever allowed to be staged in the mid-1920s because 
of its clearly anti-Bolshevik message. Researcher and scholar of Soviet 
censorship of the arts Steven Richmond believes that in the mid-1920s, 
the literary “Right” (those communists who deviated from hardline 
orthodoxy) still held a significant deal of influence and were able 
to help get works that were not always favorable to the Soviet state 
published, but as Stalin consolidated more power, the influence of the 
“Right” greatly diminished and eventually became nonexistent (94-
95). Though The Days of the Turbins was one of the most successful 
plays in 1920s Moscow, the increasing ideological rigidity of the 
Soviet establishment led it to eventually removed the play from the 
Theatre’s repertoire, along with the other plays that Bulgakov wrote 
in that period such as Flight, Zoyka’s Apartment, and The Crimson 
Island (Curtis 12). Seeing all of his works censored brought Bulgakov 
“total despair,” and in 1929 he sent a request to the Soviet authorities 
asking for permission for him and his wife Lyuba to leave the USSR, 
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but this request was rejected (Richmond 97). Out of options and seeing 
his once successful literary career in shambles, Bulgakov decided to 
appeal directly to Stalin.
 On March 28, 1930, Bulgakov sent a lengthy letter, again 
directed toward the Soviet government, this time recounting the 
troubles he had faced, explaining his philosophy as a writer, and 
requesting a second time to be allowed to leave the country. In the 
letter, Bulgakov criticizes the ideologically pure literary critics of his 
day, who he asserts wrote 298 hostile reviews of his works out of the 
301 reviews he found (Richmond 98). Bulgakov’s letter reflects his 
belief that he had been subjected to constant undeserved criticism for 
attacking the Soviet system through satire. Bulgakov states that he 
“had become a satirist” when “no true satire… was even thinkable any 
more in the USSR” (Manuscripts Don’t Burn 107). Bulgakov goes on 
to declare that “anyone who writes satire in the USSR is questioning 
the Soviet system,” elucidating his literary philosophy centered 
around subverting the flawed Soviet state (107). The end of the letter 
includes another request to emigrate outside the USSR, and if this is 
not possible, Bulgakov requests for the Soviet government to give him 
a theatre job that he is qualified for (109). Less than a month later, on 
April 18, Stalin himself called Bulgakov on the phone, and part of the 
exchange was transcribed by Bulgakov’s wife Lyuba:

Stalin: We have your letter. The comrades and I have read it. 
You will have a favorable answer. But maybe it is better to let 
you go abroad? Have we really plagued you so?
Bulgakov: I’ve been thinking a lot recently about whether a 
Russian writer could live outside his homeland, and it seems to 
me that he cannot.
Stalin: You are right. I also think this. Where do you want to 
work? In MKhAT [Moscow Art Theatre]?
Bulgakov: Yes, I would like that, but when I spoke of this [with 
the theatre] I was denied.
Stalin: Submit an application. I think they will agree. 
(Richmond 99)

Bulgakov scholars to this day debate the true motives behind Stalin’s 
protection of Bulgakov. Some researchers believe that Stalin genuinely 
admired the writings of Bulgakov, apparent in the fact that Stalin 
watched The Days of the Turbins over a dozen times (Michalopoulos 
136). Richmond, on the other hand, asserts that Stalin only protected 
Bulgakov to create a “fairy tale” to falsely trick the Soviet people 
into thinking that he appreciated the works of Bulgakov, and this 
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Machiavellian tactic on the part of Stalin was “totally sinister” move 
of “self-serving political and sociological brilliance” (101). Whether 
Stalin protected Bulgakov out of admiration for his works or reasons 
of political cunning, Stalin’s personal intervention without a doubt 
guaranteed Bulgakov’s survival through the perilous 1930s, however 
the censorship never ceased. Though Bulgakov realized he would 
likely never again see his works published in his lifetime, he still 
decided to write another novel in secrecy during his final years.

Underground Notes: The Secret Composition of The Master and 
Margarita

 In 1928, Bulgakov set out to write a novel about the devil. 
He worked on this manuscript in the 1930s for the remainder of his 
life, all while major events transpired in his personal life and in the 
USSR at large. In 1929, he began an affair with a woman named Elena 
Shilovskaya who was already married and had two kids (Curtis 14). 
He divorced his second wife Lyuba in 1931 and married Elena in 1932. 
“Great happiness and devotion” characterized their lives together, and 
they remained married for the rest of Bulgakov’s life (19). However 
fulfilled the couple felt together, they lived in the epicenter of one 
of the darkest times of the USSR. From 1936-1938, Stalin launched 
waves of political repression dubbed the “Great Terror” which killed 
at least 700,000 people and banished many hundreds of thousands 
more to forced labor camps in Siberia. Artists and intellectuals were 
not spared in these purges. Writers in Bulgakov’s literary circle were 
punished for attacking the Soviet state in any way, like the poet Osip 
Mandelstam who was sentenced to internal exile for the crime of 
writing an epigram criticizing Stalin (19). An aura of terror permeated 
the entire country throughout the final years of the 1930s: neighbors 
informed on each other to the secret police for thought crimes, free 
speech became a relic of a bygone era, and innocent people were 
summarily executed in the dead of night. Unimaginable repression, on 
top of the censorship Bulgakov faced throughout his life, became the 
backdrop for Bulgakov’s novel about the devil which he named The 
Master and Margarita.
 Bulgakov wrote The Master and Margarita sporadically 
from 1928 to 1940 owing to many external factors that interrupted 
the novel’s composition but ultimately contributed to its storyline. 
Bulgakov wrote several drafts of the novel throughout this period, 
the first of which he burned in a stove because of the frustration he 
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felt after one of his plays was banned by the government (Curtis 
17). The motif of an artist who is frustrated by censorship became 
a central thread throughout the course of the novel. At many times, 
Bulgakov considered entirely abandoning the novel because he feared 
the consequences that could fall on him and his wife if the Soviet 
authorities discovered the draft he was working on. It is miraculous 
that Bulgakov had the courage and willpower to compose a novel 
whose discovery could have caused his death during one of the most 
repressive periods of Soviet history. In 1939, Bulgakov became 
gravely ill, but sought to continue working on The Master and 
Margarita by dictating new scenes to his third wife Elena (37). Soon, 
however, Bulgakov had grown so ill that he stopped working on the 
novel, and he eventually succumbed to nephrosclerosis (the same 
disease that killed his father) on March 10, 1940. Upon Bulgakov’s 
death, The Master and Margarita was left in a nearly complete 
state, but was not yet officially published and only existed in Elena’s 
private possession for many years. The novel, once published, quickly 
cemented itself as one of the foremost classics of the Soviet era, and 
its plot and characters offer a fascinating and insightful view into the 
political environment of 1930s Moscow, the few triumphs and frequent 
struggles Bulgakov experienced in his life, and his views on the future 
of his work.

Devilish Satire: A Distinctly Soviet Classic

 Bulgakov’s novel about the devil aptly begins with the devil 
(named “Woland” in the story) arriving unannounced in 1930s 
Moscow. Woland enters an affluent area called Patriarch’s Pond 
where Mikhail Berlioz, a “chairman of the board of one of Moscow’s 
largest literary associations” known as MASSOLIT, and a young poet 
with the pen name Bezdomny (meaning “homeless”) are having a 
discussion about the existence of Jesus Christ (Bulgakov, The Master 
and Margarita 3). The two intellectuals, in proper Bolshevik fashion, 
refute the possibility that Jesus or God exist. Woland then joins in 
the conversation with the two men, who assume Woland must be a 
foreigner. Woland is astonished to hear Berlioz’s explanation that 
the majority of Russians “made a conscious decision long ago not to 
believe the fairy tales about God” (7). Woland then informs Berlioz 
that he will die that night by having his head cut off by a Russian 
woman named Annushka. Berlioz, in total shock, does not believe 
Woland’s prediction, and Woland, who claims he is a “specialist in 
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black magic,” begins to tell the story of the crucifixion to show the 
two intellectuals that Jesus actually existed. Thus, the narrative of 
the story switches from 1930s Moscow in the first chapter to first 
century Jerusalem (named “Yershalaim” in the story) in the second 
chapter. The entire second chapter is a somewhat altered version of 
the Biblical story when Pontius Pilate sentenced Jesus Christ (named 
“Yeshua Ha-Notsri” in the story) to death. After hearing Woland’s 
story about Yeshua’s sentencing in Yershalaim, Berlioz concludes 
that Woland is simply a “madman” (34). Woland then begins uttering 
some very personal details about Berlioz’s family, leading Berlioz 
to take off running. One of Woland’s henchmen, a lanky man with 
a pince-nez named Korovyov, materializes out of thin air to ask 
Berlioz for some spare change, but Berlioz instead chooses to ignore 
Korovyov, stepping across the street where a car being driven by 
Annushka hits Berlioz and decapitates him. This chaotic opening to 
The Master and Margarita sets up a plethora of religious, political, and 
autobiographical themes that are present in the rest of the novel and 
represent the culmination of Bulgakov’s life and work.
 The culture of informing on others (reporting people to the 
secret police) is a motif Bulgakov develops throughout the novel as 
a critique of ideological rigidity that Muscovites enforced on their 
fellow citizens. During the reign of Stalin, and particularly during 
the Great Terror, it was normal (often even beneficial) for people to 
report neighbors or family members to the secret police either out of 
ideological fervor or for selfish opportunistic benefit (such as getting 
a neighbor’s apartment because they were sent to a labor camp). 
The Moscow of the novel reflects this reality as “people started 
disappearing without a trace” from an apartment because of informers 
to the secret police (63). Bezdomny, an obscure poet lacking literary 
talent, is an example of this archetypal informant, a true believer in 
communism and a “prototype of a New Soviet Man” according to 
professor Daniel Mark Vyleta (40). Before Berlioz was killed, Woland 
spoke to the two intellectuals about philosopher Immanuel Kant’s 
five proofs of God’s existence. Bezdomny then quickly blurts out that 
“Kant ought to get three years in Solovki [a notorious forced labor 
camp] for proofs like that,” indicating that Bezdomny, like many 
Russians in Bulgakov’s day, lacks any support for free expression 
and instead supports punishing people with deviant views (Bulgakov, 
The Master and Margarita 8). The culture of informing is so deeply 
ingrained in Soviet culture that it appears in the thoughts and dreams 
of Muscovites. A house chairman named Nikanor Ivanovich Bosoi has 
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a dream where an audience of people accuse him of possessing foreign 
currency, a grave crime in the USSR. Bosoi is put on a stage against 
his will, where he claims that it is only “by magic” that hundreds of 
dollars of foreign currency appeared in his apartment (136). Audience 
members begin confessing to crimes with grand fanfare and trumpets 
in the background. They and Bosoi all implicitly feel the burden of 
guilt in their daily lives, whether they are guilty of anything or not. 
Vyleta offers an accurate analysis of the meaning of Bosoi’s dream:

Every single dream-character plays the game of the public 
affirmation of socialist values, while clinging on to their 
personal, selfish, and often rather petty secrets, and nobody 
stands up and yells that all this is madness. This, then, is 
Bulgakov’s picture of Soviet society, a society where everyone 
accepts the discrepancy between public game and private self 
as the ‘form of life’ that is theirs. Everyone is, by definition, a 
crook, because he/she holds on to a private self, and everyone 
needs and cherishes a private self in order to survive. (45)

Bulgakov viewed Soviet culture as a farce that only satire could 
accurately portray. To survive in the Soviet Union, people had to give 
up basic aspects of their humanity and live with a constant feeling 
of guilt since at any moment they may be accused of a crime and 
punished. Bulgakov viewed this surveillance culture as antithetical to 
human flourishing and as an intrinsic characteristic of communism.
 Another political theme Bulgakov focuses on in The 
Master and Margarita is the hypocrisy of the purportedly altruistic 
Muscovites who, if the Bolsheviks succeeded in recreating human 
nature for the better, would possess no selfish desires. However, 
Bulgakov believed that the Bolsheviks failed in altering human nature, 
and the characters of the novel reflect this insight. After Berlioz’s 
death, his uncle Maximilian Andreyevich Poplavsky, an economist 
living in Kiev, selfishly attempts to acquire Berlioz’s enviable 
Moscow apartment. Though Poplavsky saw “no particular need for 
him to attend the funeral,” he knew he had to travel to Moscow to 
secure the apartment since “[p]ractical people know that opportunity 
doesn’t knock twice” (Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita 165-
166). Bulgakov is demonstrating the breakdown of familial bonds and 
love under communism; individuals are forced to be “practical” and 
grab whatever they can instead of having sympathy for those around 
them. When Poplavsky arrives at Berlioz’s apartment, he is greeted by 
Korovyov and the three other members of Woland’s retinue: a short 
man with a fang named Azazello, a giant talking black cat named 
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Behemoth, and a naked witch named Hella. The four strange figures 
terrorize Poplavsky, who flees back to Kiev, and though Poplavsky 
like most ideologically committed Russians would love to file a police 
complaint, he “was far too smart for that” since it would be absurd for 
him to say he was harassed by a talking cat (170). Bulgakov does not 
just implicate members of the intelligentsia like Poplavsky for being 
selfish, but also the majority of everyday Soviet citizens. Woland hosts 
a black magic show in Moscow where he asks his assistant Korovyov 
if “the Muscovites [have] changed… in any significant way” (101). 
Bulgakov makes it clear that they have not. Woland magically causes 
real money to rain down profusely on the audience, and the ensuing 
scene quickly degenerates into a selfish brawl where every person tries 
to grab as much money as possible:

Some people were already crawling in the aisles, looking under 
the seats, and many were standing on top of their seats, trying 
to catch the capriciously twirling bills.
The faces of the policemen began to look more and more 
bewildered, and the performers piled out from backstage.
In the dress circle a voice was heard saying, ‘What’s that 
you’re grabbing? That’s mine! It was coming toward me!’ 
Another voice yelled, ‘Don’t push me or I’ll push you back!’ 
And suddenly a slap was heard, whereupon a policeman’s 
helmet appeared in the dress circle and someone was taken 
away. (103)

This scene represents Bulgakov’s clear message that human nature 
is still as selfish as it was before the introduction of communism. 
Vyleta concludes that the devil himself, like Bulgakov, “denies the 
existence of the New Muscovite” (42). Woland, in his interactions with 
the Soviet people, serves not as the traditional conception of Satan 
as a wholly evil figure, but rather is a judge and an investigator who 
uncovers the realities hidden beneath the surface of Moscow. It can 
thus be inferred that in Bulgakov’s mind, only a figure as powerful and 
uncompromising as Satan himself could fully reveal the truth behind 
the horrors of 1930s Russia.

Bulgakov chooses to finally introduce the two title characters 
halfway through the novel. The Master and his wife Margarita serve as 
autobiographical representations of Bulgakov and his third wife Elena. 
The Master (whose real name is never revealed) encapsulates all the 
major aspects of Bulgakov’s personal life; the Master is an aspiring 
writer who wrote a draft of a novel about Pontius Pilate, but after it 
was excessively criticized unjustly by the literary establishment like 
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Berlioz’s MASSOLIT, the Master burned the draft in his stove. The 
burnt draft and the attacks from the literary establishment directly 
mirror events during Bulgakov’s career as a writer. The connection 
between the Master’s draft and Woland’s story in the second chapter 
becomes clear as they are both referring to the crucifixion. Thus, in 
several more chapters of the novel, the setting is switched back to 
Yershalaim where the rest of the crucifixion story and its aftermath are 
explored. Margarita is introduced as a married woman who began a 
passionate love affair with the Master. While the Master is depressed 
and lacks motivation to continue his work, Margarita is energetic and 
willing to do anything to help the love of her life. The relationship 
between the Master and Margarita in many ways resembles that of 
Bulgakov and Elena, however, the resolution of the fate of the two 
characters is far from the reality that Bulgakov and Elena experienced.

The Master is by and large an ineffectual character due to his 
defeatist attitude, and so the onus falls on Margarita to bring solace 
to the Master’s life. After meeting with Woland’s henchman Azazello 
outside Berlioz’s funeral, Margarita is given a magical cream that 
turns her into a witch. Margarita flies to the apartment of a literary 
critic named Latunsky, who had written particularly harsh reviews 
of the Master’s works, and she proceeds to smash everything in his 
apartment. Latunsky was at Berlioz’s funeral while his apartment was 
being destroyed, meaning he was “born under a lucky star” since the 
funeral “saved him from an encounter with Margarita” (Bulgakov, The 
Master and Margarita 203). This scene is symbolic of Bulgakov’s 
frustration as a writer with the Soviet literary establishment, so 
Margarita smashing the critic Latunsky’s apartment is Bulgakov’s way 
of condemning the censorship he faced. Later on, Margarita meets 
Korovyov, who informs her that Woland is hosting a grand ball and 
that she is invited to be the hostess. She accepts the offer, and at the 
ball she must greet the guests who include some of the most notorious 
people in human history, like Caligula and Messalina, who the scholar 
Curtis thinks are equivalent to “the Soviet elite of [Bulgakov’s] day” 
(94). It is only after dealing with some of the worst people who have 
ever lived that Margarita is granted one wish by Woland. She asks to 
be reunited with the Master, which Woland allows. Buglakov must 
have had some hope that one day his works would be published for 
all to read because when the Master eventually tells Woland about 
his burnt novel on Pontius Pilate, Woland delivers the most famous 
line of the novel to the Master, saying that “manuscripts don’t burn” 
and magically restoring the entirety of the novel to give to the Master 
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(Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita 245). Like in his interactions 
with the selfish Muscovites, Woland is not entirely evil but is rather 
very morally ambiguous. Since the Master and Margarita do not claim 
to support Soviet values hypocritically and because they are committed 
to loving each other for the rest of their lives, at the end of the novel 
Woland grants them both eternal solace in a world resembling an 
afterlife. Bulgakov must have been optimistic to write this ending, 
since even though he knew he would never see this novel published 
in his lifetime he must have believed that at some point Stalin’s 
terror would cease and dissident literature could exist free from being 
banned. The Master is ultimately granted a world of eternal comfort 
free from censorship and Soviet ideology that Bulgakov only could 
have dreamed of in the last years of his life.

Afterword

 Though Bulgakov’s corpus of writings reflected the politics 
of the Soviet society he lived through, the general Soviet public 
would not be able to read these books for many decades. Only after 
the death of Stalin in 1953 and the intellectual “Thaw” of censorship 
under his successor Nikita Khrushchev could dissent literature be 
published. Still, even under under the liberalization of Khrushchev, 
Elena withheld the most overtly political manuscripts of Bulgakov 
like The Master and Margarita, Eventually, during the rule of Leonid 
Brezhnev (the successor of Khrushchev) The Master and Margarita 
was published in a censored form with about 12% of its content 
missing in a Moscow journal in 1967, almost three decades after it was 
written (Curtis 46). Even though the novel was partially censored, it 
stirred lots of debate in Soviet society. The full version of the novel 
was published abroad in 1973, bringing Bulgakov’s insights to an 
international audience. Other works, however, took even longer to 
publish in the USSR, like Heart of a Dog that came out in the USSR 
in 1987. The survival and eventually flourishing of these books is a 
testament to the bravery of Bulgakov for writing them in a dangerous 
time and the determination of Elena for keeping them in her possession 
for decades. In the end, Woland was correct that “manuscripts don’t 
burn,” and modern readers are unbelievably lucky that some of the 
greatest satire of the Soviet era has survived to serve as a warning for 
human folly.
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The Personal Chronicle of Stuttering: In Light of Academic 
Literature on its Scientific Verification.

James Baek

In the meantime, the more that I stuttered, the more fun some 
of my Korean classmates decided to make out of me by copying my 
stutter. What an irony. I automatically desired to repeat others, while 
attempting not to, but the very act that made me stutter, and others 
repeat my stutter! I often laughed their jokes off, but I was hurt and 
deeply troubled by such irony and their cruelty. When I became a fifth-
grader, and my stutter didn’t seem to get any better and coming home 
from school crying became my routine, my mother asked me to take 
speech therapy. I went every day to improve my stuttering, learning 
how to do abdominal breathing and in fact, helping me to release 
stress when I talk. This technique helped me by letting me reduce my 
frequency of stuttering while I talk. Later, I learned that this abdominal 
breathing is termed “Costal breathing,” also called diaphragmatic 
breathing, a speaking strategy aiming to deter and control stuttering. 
This strategy was connected to Patricia Sims’ research on the diagnosis 
of tension and strain as one of the primary triggers for stuttering. It 
did help me feel somewhat comfortable with my stuttering, sometimes 
even lessening its frequency. 

However, over time, I became more and more self-conscious 
of my stuttering. I started to isolate myself, being too hesitant to 
start any new friendships. My desires to befriend my peers were still 
there, yet extreme fears to be name-called “cripple,” “disabled,” and 
even “deaf” overrode such desires. The natural consequences were 
an extreme depression that lasted for three years, which involved 
occasional suicidal thoughts. The paper by Kefalianos, E. (2015), 
“The Impacts of Stuttering,” gave me contexts about my agony. The 
expected impacts of stuttering include diminished psychological health 
through “social phobias, educational underachievement, and reduced 
social wellbeing,” all of which seemed to be my case. But her research 
showed me intriguing twists as well. She concluded that stuttering 
children “had stronger language and non-verbal cognitive skills,” 
which, according to her, should be a reason to be relieved about the 
affected child’s health or education outcomes. While she might have 
underestimated the severity of my depression, which nothing could 
resolve or ameliorate, her explanations do coincide with my ever-
increasing passion for studying.    
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At school, to hide my insecurities, I started to cause trouble, 
being delinquent to feel better and be liked by my peers. Thanks to 
my parents, however, they noticed the problem and the hardship that 
I was going through, and they thankfully believed that my stutter was 
the reason I was acting like a juvenile delinquent. My dad believed 
that it might be the Korean language that was the primary factor for 
stuttering. Then, he decided to send me to Canada, where English 
was awaiting me. If he had read the articles by E Stern’s preliminary 
study of bilingualism and stuttering and Travis’ paper “The relation 
of bilingualism to stuttering,” I wonder, would he have changed his 
mind? Both of them are only a few in the long lists of research that 
warn of bilingualism’s danger for stuttering. But in my self-study for 
stuttering, I found out the study on the relation between bilingualism 
and stuttering can best be described as murky. For example, while 
Howell et al. in “The Effects of Bilingualism on Stuttering During 
Late Childhood” is rather sinister in his declaration of “increased 
risk of stuttering and a lower chance of recovery” for bilingual kids. 
Rachel Karniol, in her paper “Stuttering out of Bilingualism,” calls the 
relation “enigmatic” at best, requesting further research on the topic. It 
seemed to be, I decided, up to me to define and decide its continuing 
relation on my life. I wanted to find my solution to the ongoing 
problem. 

However, in Canada, my first attempt at schooling in an 
English-speaking country ended in disaster. I was called more 
colorful names there than in Korea, “retard,” “Asian with mental 
disability,”  and was even accused of hitting a girl with whom I had 
no conversation with. I was utterly isolated yet stood out for being the 
only Asian at the school. Then I moved to the United States, the land 
of opportunities with the cultural melting pot. My first and foremost 
goal in the States was to become extremely good at English so that 
I would not be discriminated against or that my merits would not be 
judged solely based on my English proficiency. When I knew I would 
stutter in English as well, I wanted my sentences to be as complete 
and phenomenal as possible. When I first came to an American high 
school, I saw so much variety in every individual in their appearances, 
racial categories, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Where I lived in 
Canada, I saw all Caucasian kids in my school, where differences were 
made fun of rather than embraced. However, in my American school, 
asserting one’s difference—whether that be a sexual orientation or 
social class—was the thing to be appreciated and accepted. 

My conceptualization of diversity required more expansion. 
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Lennard J. Davis, in his column “Why Is Disability Missing From 
the Discourse on Diversity,” asked the following question: “College 
brochures and Websites depict people of various races..., but how often 
do they include...blind people or those with Parkinson’s disease?” In 
that manner, he argued for the general need to incorporate people with 
disabilities in more media and scholarship opportunities. Ironically, 
however, when I read this column for the first time, rather than 
sympathizing with his criticism, I was surprised at it and inspired 
by the depth and seriousness of the inquiry he took upon himself. 
This perspective portrayed to me a system of efforts to include 
the marginalized into mainstream society, which in my limited 
experiences felt was somewhat lacking in South Korea. This deliberate 
consideration of diversity helped me realize that my disability, which 
seems to be relatively lacking in its severity compared to those of 
others, can be empowering. While I considered my stutter to be an 
obstacle, the leading cause for “despite” in many of my sentences, 
it could be a source of distinction from others, a driving force for 
appreciating others’ diversity. One monumental moment for me was 
when I became the junior class president. One of the main factors that 
helped me earn the position was my recognition of the demands of the 
marginalized, whose differing concerns were, at times, difficult to be 
reconciled. Without my stutter, I could not have grown into the person 
that I am right now.

In perspective, while I learned to cope with stuttering in this 
rather rough way, writing this particular paper was delightful, giving 
me more profound insights into my ongoing issue, and giving me 
essential criteria that can verify my status against the current medical 
knowledge on the subject of stuttering as well as chronicling my 
journey from the perspective of nothing other than stuttering. Reading 
this paper encourages me, not only objectively showing my current 
state of stuttering concerning the general body of medical knowledge 
available on the subject, but also assuring me of my achievement so 
far and informing me of where my aspiration leads. If this essay can 
shed light on any others who might have similar situations as myself, 
that will be very moving and fascinating. 
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Women as Props in Frankenstein
Chloe Bright

Every female character in Victor’s life in Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein dies before the end of the novel. Each gives their life 
either for a man or fulfilling a woman’s duty of the time; they are used 
as props to further the men’s story. Victor’s mother, Caroline Beaufort, 
gives her life caring for Elizabeth. Justine dies for a crime committed 
by Victor’s creation. Elizabeth, Victor’s wife, meets her demise at 
the hands of the creature. Frankenstein’s release occurred in 1818, 
102 years before women won the right to vote. Before the women’s 
suffrage movement (and after) women received unequal treatment in 
comparison to men. Aspects of how women are used and portrayed 
in Frankenstein prove why the women’s suffrage movement was 
necessary.

Within Shelley’s novel, men have a fear of women acting 
against what they themselves want, which was similar to American 
men’s attitudes towards women voting leading up to the 19th 
amendment. Near the end of the creation of his female creature, 
Victor had the thought that “she might become ten thousand times 
more malignant than her mate… [she] might refuse to comply with 
a compact made before her creation” (Shelley 112). He realizes that 
the new creature might be more violent or may not agree to move to 
South America in hiding. Victor dreads the possibility of the female 
creature wanting to live a life differently than what he and the male 
creature have planned for it. Rather than letting the woman have life 
and think even one thought for herself, he rips her apart. The mere 
thought of her wanting anything for herself causes Victor to destroy a 
creation which he spent countless hours on. Women in Frankenstein 
are never allowed to act independently of a man. Likewise, American 
women have historically been excluded from events where things of 
importance are discussed. The women’s suffrage movement began 
“[a]fter male organizers excluded women from attending an anti-slavery 
conference,” which is similar to how the women of Frankenstein were 
never allowed to think for themselves (“How Women Won the Right to 
Vote,” Constitutional Rights Foundation). Once women won the right 
to vote, they had more freedom from their husbands and the ability 
to voice their opinions in a way that could shape society. Men had 
apprehension over letting women vote because they would be able to 
have an impact on society, thus taking away some of the power men 
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held over women, just as Victor feared letting the female creature 
come to life because she may have her own desires. The female 
creature could have positively impacted society if she was loved, 
nurtured, and above all else given the chance to live. 

Additionally, women have value as wives and carers rather 
than as human beings in Frankenstein, just like American women 
before the suffrage movement. The Frankenstein family values 
Elizabeth because eventually she will become a beautiful wife for 
Victor, rather than who she is as a person. When Victor recalls how 
Elizabeth came into his family, he reveals that “[my mother] presented 
Elizabeth to me as her promised gift… my more than sister, since till 
death she was to be mine only” (32). Victor’s mother gave Elizabeth 
to him as a gift; she is meant to be his wife once they are both old 
enough. Elizabeth was rescued from an impoverished family, but the 
reason that she was chosen was because she was beautiful and would 
eventually make a good wife for Victor. Once part of the family, her 
only purpose is to comfort and bring joy to those around her and look 
pretty. Everyone loves her, but only because she fulfills her duties as 
a homemaker, waiting on the men in her household. The text never 
informs the audience if Elizabeth has any ambitions of her own, or if 
she has any opinions. She never acts of her own volition. She exists 
only to support Victor and give Victor reasons for his actions; she even 
gives her life for him. She is denied the ability to live her own life, as 
well as life at all. One hundred years after Elizabeth’s time, leading 
up to the 1920’s, society believed that “[w]omen’s sphere of influence 
was in the realm of the home and family, rather than in public affairs” 
(Fetters). In other words, women were only able to influence society 
within their own homes, instead of in public events. Like Elizabeth, 
women were expected to stay at home and take care of the household. 
The right to vote gave women a chance to have influence outside of 
their homes and feel valued by society. Women could now have a say 
on what they think should be happening in society. Elizabeth could 
have lived a life worth living and done more than wait on her family if 
the women’s suffrage movement happened during her lifetime. 

Furthermore, men own women throughout Frankenstein. 
Victor mentions that “[I] looked upon Elizabeth as mine… All praises 
bestowed upon her I received as made to a possession of my own” 
(32). Frankenstein views his cousin/sister/wife as an actual object, 
referring to her as his “possession.” He thinks of her as less than 
human; merely something to boast about and think about when he 
has the desire to. To Victor, women exist to please men and take care 
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of the home, like an automatic vacuum that moves on its own. They 
should do only what he wants and only when he wants it. Whilst he is 
not around, it is as if the women in his life do not exist. The women’s 
suffrage movement allowed for women to leave the grasp of their 
husband, fathers, and brothers. According to the Constitutional Rights 
Foundation, “Writers and commentators described the ‘new woman’ 
as independent and well-educated” (“How Women Won the Right to 
Vote”). Millions of women just like Elizabeth were finally allowed to 
become more than just a wife and mother. It became acceptable for the 
first time in American history for women to receive an education and 
have at least slight independence from her husband. Elizabeth could 
have done more than sit on a shelf and wait for Victor to pick her up 
and give her a purpose, but was never able to see this freedom. 

The main female characters of Frankenstein never lived to see 
a time where they could say or act independently of men. Most never 
even saw the end of the novel. They were forced to sit around and wait 
on the men in their household and complete the tasks that were asked 
of them. The women’s suffrage movement could have vastly improved 
the lives of these women by allowing them the chance to use their 
voice and be heard, as well as act independently. This text remains 
important because it allows us a look back into the past and a chance 
to revisit the iniquity half the population faced due to their gender. No 
one will ever truly know what Elizabeth could have done with her life 
if she had just been given the chance to act as her own person, parallel 
to billions of other human beings.
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Spitting Pain 
Teliyah Davis

Sounds of joy surround me as I play Badminton, taking in 
the sun’s rays; I lay back on the field and enjoy this moment. Slowly 
feeling a faint shadow cast over me, I realize that [] is standing above 
me: her voice inaudible, fading into the sounds of nature. The grimy 
look on her face, and the rigid stance that she took informed me of 
the confrontation to come. “Move,” she says, assuming that I would 
listen to her command. My refusal upset her, and after that,  everything 
happened so fast. 

“This girl really just spit on me.” Taking the back of my hand, I 
slowly wipe away the saliva sliding down my face. Standing there, my 
ears ring with the intensifying speed of my heartbeat. My hands were 
shaking, and I was scared—but it was not for me. My body starts to 
tremble uncontrollably; clenching my hands, I feel myself stiffening, 
so I close my eyes and count to ten. I am a black female. I do not 
have the luxury of retaliating. Racism’s most terrifying ability is its 
tendency to make you believe that you deserve what is coming to you. 
I did not.

A few days later, I’m in the Dean’s office, and she’s looking me 
straight in the eye, telling me what the girl had done was “cultural.” 
Dumbfounded does not begin to explain how I felt. I was a victim of 
a hate crime, and the person tasked with supporting me made excuses 
for my assailant. My truth, the real truth, became a lie.

When explaining the situation to others, I then became the 
aggressor. When explaining my story to others, I then became the one 
to blame. When explaining my feelings to those around me, I then 
became isolated in a tower of my own insecurities. My narrative was 
forgotten. No one was listening, and I felt alone. The unintentional 
resentment I harbor inside me towards white members of authority 
stems from her behavior on that day. This discontent was the price 
I had to pay for attending a predominantly white school. I was 
suffocating in a community that normalized bigotry. 

I was once again confronted with the vile system I had always 
known existed, I just hoped that it would change. I decided to dedicate 
my time to make sure no other black person went through what I 
did, which motivated me to help establish my school’s Black Student 
Alliance, a place where black students could be seen and heard. 
I never want them to experience the pain that I went through. We 
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need to know that someone is there for us. They need to know that 
we are in this together. Advocating for the black voices, needs, and 
creative mindsets at school drives me to no longer let acts of injustice 
go unspoken for. This alliance does not stop the prejudice they will 
inevitably face, but it shows them that being there for each other shows 
another struggling soul that there exists love among the hate. I’m not 
going to let racism ruin my days in the sun.   
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You Have to Find The Silver Lining
Lauren Dempsey

 I think about death a lot. “Who doesn’t?” Right—but I feel like 
I think about it more than the average person. I’m scared of dying to a 
point where I spend ungodly amounts of time picking my brains just to 
grasp even a glimpse of understanding. I feel as though I actively try 
to desensitize myself to it by hanging around in graveyards, studying 
true crime cases, and watching horror movies, but all that does is make 
me associate death with sadness and pain, and that’s the wrong way 
to look at death. Of course death is sad and painful, especially when it 
happens to your loved ones or if it happens too soon. Nobody deserves 
to die, but people just do, and there isn’t really anything we can do 
about it, and that is both horrifying and beautiful to me at the same 
time.
 My grandmother passed away back in February. I was 
incredibly close to her and she was so special to me growing up, 
but I didn’t cry when she died. I can’t even say I was sad. She had 
cancer and her health declined so quickly in the last two years to the 
point that she was barely recognizable by the end of her life. She had 
always been such a force of love and positivity and radiated happiness 
wherever she went, and even in her final days she never ever stopped 
telling me that she loved me. The thing was, though, I had already 
processed her death before she passed. Her not being fully there 
anymore while she was still alive gave me plenty of time to think 
about what she had meant to me during our time on earth together and 
that pretty much substituted my grieving process for when she actually 
passed. The main thing I kept telling myself was that my grandad, 
(who died right before I was born), would be so happy to see her — I 
don’t know where they met again, but I know that they are together 
forever now, and I take great peace in that. 
 My family never had a real service for her because of COVID. 
Instead, exactly 6 months after she passed, we had our own little 
service in our backyard. It was my parents, my sister, my aunt, and I 
all gathered together drinking champagne and essentially just dumping 
my grandma and grandad’s ashes in the mulch in our backyard. This 
sounds super weird and unconventional (and don’t get me wrong, 
it is) but we were so happy, and I know they wouldn’t have wanted 
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anything less. Everyone in the family took turns essentially sticking 
our hands in the ashes and mixing them around, just to ensure that 
my grandparents would be together forever and that the earth would 
somehow soak them in and keep them at “home” forever. My dad even 
made some jokes about snorting grandad, à la Keith Richards. Having 
this unconventional service was so much more joyful and beautiful 
than I think any real funeral service could have been, and if my family 
doesn’t send me off like that then I don’t want it.
 I’m not religious, but I live my life by thinking that everything 
happens for a really good reason. By not being able to have a real 
funeral service for my grandma, my family was instead given the 
opportunity to have an even better more intimate service than any of 
us could have ever asked for. Obviously my grandma’s death wasn’t 
a good thing, but it happened for a reason, and I believe the reason 
was that it brought my whole family even closer together. Death is 
tricky in the sense where it’s easy to offend people by talking about 
it in a positive light, but I believe that it takes so much of the anxiety 
away from the idea of dying. I’m still scared of death, but I take great 
comfort in telling myself that it is ok and that it’s just something that 
happens, even if it seems to trivialize the idea of it a little bit. 
 Death is natural. Your body slowly decomposes to become one 
with the earth, or you’re cremated and your loved ones spread your 
ashes throughout nature to send you off to where you want to be. I 
don’t think there’s any point in making it out to be this dramatic and 
tragic thing unless there truly was something dramatic and tragic about 
the person dying. Maybe I’m not one to say that because everybody 
processes death differently, and obviously losing a loved one is 
upsetting, but would they really want you to be that sad about it? If 
I dropped dead tomorrow, I would be so heartbroken by seeing my 
family in pain. I would want them to celebrate me and my life and be 
happy about the things I did accomplish and the mark I made on their 
world, not for them to be sad over what I could have been. 
 We have to find the silver lining in everything, and death is 
one of those things where I think it is much easier to do that than one 
might think. I spend so much time pondering the good and bad aspects 
of death, and I think what truly scares me and everyone else is that we 
just don’t know. I hate how that is an inherently scary thought, because 
not knowing could mean that something beautiful and amazing awaits 
you in the “great beyond.” Thinking about death is most definitely 
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not a waste of time, but dreading it is. The more I think about it, the 
more certain I feel that it really just is something that is a part of life 
and there’s no point being scared of something that will happen to 
you. This is sort of hypocritical because I am scared of death, but I 
shouldn’t be, and I will continue working on that acceptance until I am 
at peace.
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The Road’s Moral Compass
Lauren Dempsey

 Cormac McCarthy’s The Road strips down human nature to its 
very core. The few remaining inhabitants of a burnt post-apocalyptic 
America are forced into a primitive state to do whatever they can 
to survive in their cruel reality. Following a father and his son, The 
Road gives readers a glimpse into the daily lives of people struggling 
to remain “the good guys.” In a world as bleak and hopeless as post-
apocalyptic America, one would be better off dead than alive. The 
collective psyche of the remaining few has been dwindled down so far 
to a point where dying peacefully just seems too good to be true. When 
the man and the boy encounter “Ely,” the old man, he claims that 
“it’s foolish to ask for luxuries in times like these,” alluding to death. 
However, through all of the darkness and turmoil, the man and the boy 
still seem to have that rare glimmer of hope and some motivation to 
keep “carrying the fire.” That’s not to say that the man and the boy are 
naive and think everything will be okay, but they seemingly have this 
drive to remain good. Goodness is a tricky theme throughout The Road 
because it pushes the reader to justify questionable actions as well as 
question if it is even possible to remain good in such an unforgiving 
world. As much as the man tells the boy that he is a “good guy,” do 
“good guys” kill people? Do “good guys” steal? Yes and no. In a 
world like The Road, every harmful action done by the characters is 
justifiable by the means of survival. Goodness and love are fluid and 
can be expressed and shared in many different ways. The Road is a 
love story after all, and the love passed on from the man to the boy is 
arguably enough evidence to prove that he is a “good guy,” regardless 
of how he treats the outside world.
 The boy’s moral compass remains incredibly strong throughout 
the book. The boy was born into this broken-down society, making 
post-apocalyptic America all he’s ever known. He has been exposed to 
sights that most people couldn’t even fathom, stripping him away from 
his innocence. Realistically, he should be one depressed child who 
finds it hard to see any point in what he is doing, but he has a passion 
for being a “good guy,” like his father is supposed to be. Although 
the boy was raised in horrific circumstances, he still got to experience 
his father’s love which is important for his growth as a character and 
a person. The man loves his son unconditionally, so much so that he 
claims the boy is a god. 
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 The love that the boy is shown throughout The Road is integral 
to how he behaves as an individual and helps shape his worldview. 
While the boy was raised in a cruel world, he has the rare ability to 
be able to see through the cruelty that surrounds him. He is shown 
to be very empathetic and only wants to help people who he deems 
“harmless.” Even when people do harm them, the boy can understand 
their motives because he realizes that everyone is in the same boat. 
He views his father’s actions and can justify others who do the same 
things, such as steal. The boy is able to pick and choose what his 
father teaches him and apply them to how he sees the world, arguably 
making him rather mature and developed as an individual. That is 
something most children his age are unable to do, let alone children 
in his current situation. In a world like the one in The Road, right and 
wrong are blurry concepts because everything seems “right” when one 
has to survive. The boy having the ability to feel guilt and empathy 
as well as being able to recognize and call out his father for doing the 
wrong thing makes him the most morally-sound character in The Road.
 The man is not a bad person, but he does things that would be 
considered “bad” by our current societal standards. Near the beginning 
of the story, the man and the boy encounter a small “army” of men on 
trucks and one of them happens to stumble upon the protagonists. In 
an attempt to save his son’s life, the man shoots the other man point-
blank in the head without any trace of remorse. This is a justifiable 
action, for the other man held the boy at knifepoint and was ready to 
kill him. In The Road’s universe, it is so easy to pass off horrifying and 
unthinkable actions as okay because it makes sense within the context 
of their world. Shooting someone without guilt or remorse, or even 
thinking about the action after it has happened is abnormal. Whether 
or not killing the other man was justified, the fact that the man did 
not take time to reflect on his actions shows the true disparity and 
emotionless nature of harming others. 
 The man’s reaction to the cart being stolen was arguably 
the most “cruel” thing he did throughout the novel. However, it 
makes sense as to why he took all of the other man’s belongings. His 
argument behind his actions is that the other man did the same thing to 
them, so why is it so bad that he takes from the thief? The boy is very 
upset over why his father did this and eventually convinced him to 
leave the thief’s clothes out for him. In The Road, kindness can also be 
seen as weakness. Realistically, if the boy keeps his current mindset he 
would have a very hard time surviving without help from others which 
is too hard to come by. 
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While the man’s morals are nowhere near as strong as the 
boy’s, it simply does not seem to matter within the context of their 
world. The term “good guy” can be applied to anyone depending on 
circumstances. While murder and theft are not “good” things, are 
there any good things in worlds as cruel and bleak as the one in The 
Road? All the boy ever knew was the love the man showed him and 
to be wary of the outside world, but this strong exposure to love could 
arguably be his weakness. The man knew love and life once before, 
but now all he knows is his new world and his burning passion to 
love and protect the boy with everything in him. The man has bottled 
up all of his love and goodness and is sharing it with the boy and the 
boy alone, in turn making the boy share all of that love with the world 
around him. The man doesn’t even have a code of ethics anymore 
because he knows there is no point, for the only person who deserves 
to be treated well is the boy. To the boy, the man could be seen as the 
ultimate good guy because all the good the boy has ever learned has 
come from him. It’s the actions of the man and the way he treats the 
outside world that is troubling to the boy and his morals. All the boy 
knows about bad people is what he witnessed first-hand, and he will 
never come to fully understand why his father did the things he did 
until it’s time to do them himself. Good and bad are never black and 
white, and if one can give all of their goodness and love and pass it on 
to others, that makes them a good guy.
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Haruki Murakami’s Surrealist Social Critique
Lauren Dempsey

Magic is all around us, whether we are aware of its presence or 
not. That is what Haruki Murakami attempts to convey in most of his 
novels, the idea that magical forces are everywhere and that it takes 
someone special to uncover the secrets that lie within a magical realm. 
Characters embark on adventurous and almost spiritual journeys of 
self-discovery within these realms and encounter all sorts of fantastical 
creatures and worlds along the way, all while the rest of the world 
continues living their monotonous everyday lives. Murakami’s heroes 
are lonely and broken in some way shape or form, and to either come 
to terms with their identity or find a new purpose for living, these 
fantastical journeys are vital for their development and sense of 
belonging in the world (Loughman 2). This deep need for belonging 
and breaking free from routine is Murakami’s way of commenting 
on Japan’s strict and “idealistic” post-war/modernized society. Japan 
seemed to have “lost” something in the process of modernization, 
and Murakami’s critiques on culture can be seen as a “mourning” for 
what had been lost after the war, as well as commenting on collective 
trauma within Japanese society (Fuminobu 21). Fantasy and magic are 
unusual ways to comment on societal flaws but Murakami persuades 
his readers to question what the true messages in his stories are in a 
way that is incredibly creative. Haruki Murakami’s use of surrealist 
writing and magical realism within his novels creates a commentary on 
post-war Japanese society/culture and collective trauma and also uses 
specific language to make readers question reality within his stories 
creating a parallel between real Japan and “idealistic” Japan.

Matthew Carl Strecher argues that “skepticism toward the 
external world” is a bad thing, and that “having once accepted that 
there is no absolute reality in the world external to our minds (the 
conscious world), none, at any rate, that is not filtered through 
the medium of language, we recognize that language fulfills the 
extraordinary and necessary function of constituting reality nonstop, 
creating it anew in our minds from moment to moment” (29). 
According to Murakami, reality is something that must constantly be 
questioned. He uses this theme of characters being unsure of the reality 
they exist in very frequently and it offers his readers a chance to also 
question their own realities and delve deeper into the consideration 
of how the world around them works and what slight changes happen 
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around them. Language is a vital part of being aware of one’s reality, 
for language is used to describe how we perceive the world around us 
and our own human experience (Stretcher 30). Stretcher also states 
that language is “dependent on two fundamental factors: experience 
and culture” (30). Without experience or culture there would not be 
anything to discuss with anyone or anything to base humanity on, 
therefore nobody would have a sense of reality because nothing is real 
if we don’t give it purpose or meaning. 

Murakami’s finesse of language within his novels is impressive 
to say the least, for it is simple enough to understand the basic 
storyline but unique and complex in the sense that nothing is truly 
“opaque” in his novels (Wasihun 1204). Opaque, being the opposite 
of translucent, means that the reader is supposed to “see through” 
and question each statement and idea because it will either be of 
great significance later in the book or have some deeper meaning that 
comments on the world of the reader and Murakami’s own world itself 
(Wasihun 1204). “There is no reality perceptible to us that we do not 
create ourselves through language,” meaning that one’s own unique 
reality and perspective is formed through how one uses language 
(Stretcher 32).

The theme of alternate realities is especially prevalent in 1Q84, 
Haruki Murakami’s homage to George Orwell’s 1984, as well as 
being a fantastical love story involving cults, assassins, other-worldly 
creatures, and most importantly two different realities in which the 
characters phase in and out of. The story follows Aomame and Tengo, 
two lonely, lost individuals attempting to find their place in the world 
only to realize that they are only living in hopes of finding each 
other. The chapters alternate between Aomame and Tengo’s point of 
view, and for the bulk of the novel they are living in alternate worlds, 
Tengo’s being 1984 and Aomame’s being 1Q84. They eventually 
end up in the same reality, being 1Q84, but in the meantime, it is 
hard for the reader to distinguish between 1984 and 1Q84 without 
closely paying attention to details Murakami sprinkles throughout 
the alternating perspectives. However, if it were easy to distinguish 
between the alternate worlds, the book would not be as enticing and 
captivating because most of the entertainment value is questioning 
where exactly the heroes are and what are they doing there?

One could argue that Murakami’s use of alternating realities 
can be used as commentary on post-war/modernized Japanese society, 
as well as the western influence. Celeste Loughman observes that 
there is “no such conflict between Japan and the West in the works of 
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Haruki Murakami, arguably Japan’s most popular novelist. Whereas 
the characters in early twentieth-century Japanese fiction could and 
usually did choose traditional Japanese ways, Murakami knows that no 
such choice is possible now. Japan has come too far. If a conflict still 
exists, his characters are not engaged in or even aware of it” (N/A). 
“Westernized” Japan is very often criticized because again, Murakami 
among other critics believe that there was something “lost” after WWII 
in regards to how Japan used to be and how it is now (Fuminobu 21). 
A Wild Sheep Chase is a novel about a man who lives a monotonous 
life who gets word about a demonic sheep who has been possessing 
different characters throughout the novel, and he goes on a journey to 
discover more people who have encountered the sheep and find out its 
motives. Many critics believe that the sheep in A Wild Sheep Chase is 
a symbol of westernized Japan and the negative effects it has had on 
society ever since WWII (Fuminobu 20).

 Fuminobu adds that “the notion of ‘the sheep’ is a symbol that 
represents the negation of thought as it is understood in terms deriving 
from Western individualism and humanism; a symbol which attempts 
to maintain people’s uniqueness and unpredictability in contrast to a 
world of uniformity and certainty” (21). Holding onto “uniqueness and 
unpredictability” is something that Murakami’s heroes in his novels 
share in common, because all of them live boring monotonous lives 
but they also have a unique drive to try to keep their lives interesting 
and will do anything in order to hold on to that idea of something new 
and exciting happening. This is a direct reflection of post-war Japanese 
society. Since Japan made very strenuous efforts to redeem their 
country in the eyes of the public, Japanese people felt an immense 
amount of pressure to be successful and look good, eventually creating 
an “idealistic” society. Idealistic is in quotes for the sole reason that 
people were not happy; life didn’t offer anything new or exciting and 
everyone was just expected to do well and worry about themselves, 
which is something that Murakami had a problem with. His stories all 
center around unsatisfied and lonely people hoping to get more out of 
life, and that parallels with the attitude of Japanese people in the 20th 
century.

Celeste Loughman states that Murakami’s characters are 
“almost a cliche of the existential condition. Lonely, fragmented, 
unable to communicate, they live a mechanical, purposeless existence. 
They have become merely their functions. Vaguely they sense that 
something is missing in their lives” (2). The idea of “becoming 
merely their functions” applies to how Japanese society affected 
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people’s daily lives and how they interacted with the world around 
them. Reducing oneself to a “function” is exactly what Murakami 
continuously comments on throughout his stories because he wants to 
prove that humans need a distinct sense of identity to truly be human. 
Modernized Japan took on an inherently robotic societal function 
where jobs were pumped out left and right and people were needed 
to do those jobs. School and work became an essential part of the 
Japanese identity where people were stuck in a limbo of an intense 
work ethic, therefore diminishing their sense of selves and purpose 
(Loughman 2). 

Kafka on the Shore follows two separate narratives throughout 
the novel, one being Kafka Tamura, a runaway fifteen year old 
who finds a new life in a small town and the other being Nakata, a 
mentally-impaired elderly man who can speak to cats. Kafka and 
Nakata never meet but their stories are connected through the people 
they encounter and the experiences/qualities they share. Kafka is a 
perfect example of the typical Murakami character: he is unhappy 
with his monotonous life and embarks on a magical journey of self-
discovery to discover what he had been missing out on for the past 
fifteen years. Kafka’s search for himself involves meeting new people 
with drastically different life experience whom he can still relate to 
because at their core, they are all missing something that they lost 
long ago. The concept of “missing” something relates heavily to a 
previous point of how something was “lost” in the modernization 
of Japan and that people must put in serious effort to find what went 
missing to complete a part of themselves (Fuminobu 21). Exploring 
identity within Kafka on the Shore is interesting because Kafka is 
not a very interesting character; he never does or says anything out 
of line, and truly continues living a boring life even on his journey. 
However, something in him changes. He discovers something 
important and significant about himself without having to change much 
about his character or the way he interacts with the world around him 
(Murakami). This is Murakami telling the readers that they can change 
something within their own lives without having to really do anything 
about themselves. People can easily feel trapped living monotonous 
lives, but that does not mean that they are unable to be happy. They 
can fall in love, write a book, meet a new friend. Those are all ways in 
which characters (and people) can break out of a depressing limbo in 
which they feel stuck.

1Q84’s heroes Aomame and Tengo are also not the most 
interesting people. Although they encounter many mystical and 
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weird occurrences, the events that truly give them a will to live are 
as simple as someone holding their hand (Murakami). At their core, 
all humans want is to feel human. They want to live their lives to the 
fullest potential, and they don’t need to go on some Siddhartha-esque 
journey to obtain “nirvana.” Japanese society puts immense pressure 
on the citizens to do well and succeed, but it’s up to the citizens to 
decide if they want to throw away their identity to become another cog 
in the machine. Finding purpose in life can be as simple as looking 
for your lost cat (The Wind-Up Bird Chronicle by Haruki Murakami) 
or meeting someone new and interesting. Although magical journeys 
are exciting and important for the characters in Murakami’s novels, 
they never really find what they are looking for by embarking on said 
journeys. What’s missing must be found deep within themselves.

What 1Q84 and Kafka on the Shore both have in common 
is that they were both written post the Aum-Shinrikyo gas attack 
on the Tokyo subway in 1995. The gas attack is the worst domestic 
terror attack on Japan that the country has ever seen, and it heavily 
influenced Murakami’s work. Aum-Shinrikyo (meaning “divine truth” 
in Japanese) was a doomsday cult that gathered a massive following 
throughout the 1980s and 1990s and they had been planning to carry 
out an attack in hopes of killing a number of Japanese citizens in 
order to prove that they were all powerful and the only ones who 
would survive the “apocalypse.” On March 20, 1995, ten members 
of the cult released plastic bags filled with sarin gas, a deadly nerve 
agent developed by Nazis in WWII onto the Tokyo subway system, 
killing 12 and injuring many (Murakami 15). Murakami and the rest 
of Japan found this event to be extremely shocking, but an additional 
shock factor was how unconcerned citizens who were not affected 
first-hand by the attack were by those who had been affected. In his 
book Underground, The Tokyo Gas Attack and the Japanese Psyche, 
Murakami states that he “wanted to probe deeper into how Japanese 
society could perpetrate such a double violence” (16). Double 
violence being the concrete violence of the gas attack and also the 
social rejection of those who were affected because they were deemed 
“liabilities” to their respective work forces (15). 

Murakami uses the idea of  “secondary victimization” to 
describe how citizens were affected by the attacks (15). He calls it 
“everyday corporate violence of the most pervasive kind” which 
encapsulates how flawed he believes Japanese corporate culture is, 
going as far as to call it “violent” (15). In Underground, The Tokyo 
Gas Attack and the Japanese Psyche he interviews various victims 
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from the attack and has them describe themselves and their lives and 
how the attack specifically affected them. Murakami comments on 
his own work by saying “perhaps it’s an occupational hazard of the 
novelist’s profession, but I am less interested in the “big picture,” as 
it were, than in the concrete, irreducible humanity of each individual” 
(16-17). Individuality is something that gets so lost in Japanese 
society and Murakami knows this and hates it, so he makes a very 
specific point to get to know the people he interviews and helps the 
reader get to know/understand them as well. He doesn’t want their 
life experiences to be shadowed by one traumatic event, even though 
that’s how the general public would view the victims. Underground is 
the perfect example of how Murakami truly cares about the concept of 
individuality and how everyone has a story to be told, but they are held 
back from doing so because of the rigid culture they are thrown into. 
Murakami recognizes that “each person on the subway that morning 
had a face, a life, a family, hopes and fears, contradictions and 
dilemmas and that all these factors had a place in the drama,” and once 
he had “discovered the real person, I could then shift my focus to the 
events themselves” (18). These were real people with real experiences 
and Murakami could not stand them being reduced to merely a 
“victim” who could not do their job as well anymore (29). There 
is nothing magical about having one’s life be flipped upside down 
because of a traumatic event, but having someone recognize one’s 
worth and experiences as a unique individual can be as life changing 
as embarking on a fantastical journey. 

Haruki Murakami is one of the most creative and thought 
provoking authors to walk this earth. His ability to come up with 
incredibly creative and original storylines while additionally offering 
complex social critique is nothing short of genius. Modernized Japan 
has its flaws, but there is also much beauty to be found within the lives 
of Japanese citizens, and Murakami brings out both of those ideas in 
his novels. Characters do not have to be especially odd or interesting 
in order to be a unique individual who can experience all that life 
has to offer, and that can be a source of inspiration for those who feel 
trapped by Japan’s rigorous corporate culture. Reality is subjective, 
humans have no real way of knowing what world they live in because 
everyone creates a unique reality for themselves. Getting rid of the 
idea that there is only one reality opens the door for fascinating and 
life changing experiences, and characters in Murakami’s stories 
never truly stay in the same reality consistently. Phasing in and out of 
different worlds causes them to find out more about the world around 
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them, causing them to eventually find themselves, which is a common 
theme throughout all of Murakami’s work. Everybody is a distinct 
individual with unique experiences, and Murakami reminds the readers 
to not lose that individuality and to remain true to themselves, even if 
everything seems to be falling apart. Japanese culture puts immense 
pressure on citizens to succeed in their school and work lives, but 
Murakami says that school and work are not worth losing one’s 
individuality over. Magic truly is everywhere, but it takes someone 
who is willing to break free from social norms and standards to find 
it. Haruki Murakami’s expertly crafted social critique bends space 
and time in order to prove that without one’s individuality, they are 
nothing.
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Is an Uncrustables PB&J a Form of Ravioli?
Isabella Folio

 When I learned that I could finally write editorials for the 
Record, I felt ecstatic. The ability to write whatever I wanted, no 
prompt, made my head spin with potential ideas. Of course, I knew 
then that I would use my position in the most noble of ways: to write 
about the real issues, the most important problems that impacted 
our community. After two years of being an editor of some sort, I 
have been led here, to my most daring journalistic exploit yet: is an 
Uncrustables peanut butter and jelly sandwich a form of ravioli?
 First off, ravioli, as defined by the respectable Merriam-
Webster Dictionary, is as follows: pasta in the form of little cases 
of dough containing a savory filling (as of meat or cheese). This 
definition logically leads to the definition of pasta: a dish originally 
from Italy consisting of dough made from durum wheat and water, 
extruded or stamped into various shapes and typically cooked in 
boiling water (from the Oxford Dictionary). Based on the definition 
of ravioli alone, one might conclude that, yes, an Uncrustables PB&J 
is ravioli. They would be wrong. Ravioli is made out of pasta dough, 
which is made of durum wheat. However, Uncrustables are not made 
from durum wheat, and therefore are not a pasta of any type. In 
addition, for the more skeptical readers, peanut butter and jelly make 
for a more sweet filling, not a savory filling. 
 Now that we have addressed and broken down the definition 
of ravioli, let’s talk basic common sense. Have you ever consumed 
an Uncrustable? It does not taste like ravioli. Ravioli is savory and 
obviously Italian. Uncrustables, being a product of Smuckers, is one 
hundred percent American and you can tell from just one bite. It 
was the novelty childhood snack for half our generation, but ravioli? 
Ravioli is served for family dinner.
 This argument may seem clear as day to some. However, it 
has been met with the highest controversy. Even after hearing these 
air tight arguments, Joella Nagy ’22 stubbornly claimed, “[it is 
ravioli because] the sides are pinched closed, and technically bread 
and noodles are the same thing because they’re both part of the 
carbohydrate family, just cooked differently. As for the filing, you can 
put different things inside of a pasta-type ravioli (cheese, for example) 
and it’s still a ravioli, so who’s stopping me from putting meat inside 
of two pieces of sealed bread and eating it.” Ms. Nagy went on to state 
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that Uncrustables are a desert form of ravioli. 
 While this writer obviously feels Ms. Nagy’s claims are 
fallacious, journalism requests that the proper consideration be given. 
Hoping to find an answer, I scoured the websites and interviews of 
the candidates for the 2020 presidential election, but was shocked 
to discover none of the listed candidates had dared address this 
provocative question. This was rather disappointing. I mean, who 
would vote for a president who thinks Uncrustables are pasta? 
 That said, the debate will just have to go on. Perhaps someone 
will teach a class on it at some point, or write a thesis paper. In fact, 
Señora Lopez commented that, as someone who has made both 
Uncrustables and ravioli before, they are not the same because the 
process of making them is different. And this debate isn’t just about 
Uncrustables? What about mochi ice cream? Pierogies? Pop tarts? 
Fried food in general? That is the ravioli question.
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The McCarthy Crucible: Witchcraft for the Modern Age
Isabella Folio

 Described as one of the most important playwrights of his 
time,1 Arthur Miller created not only masterful story lines, but strik-
ing commentaries on the world around him, critiquing the American 
Dream and the corrupt institutions that make it as impossible to reach 
as the receding past with such plays as The Crucible and All My Sons.2 
To ensure power and meaning behind his plays, Miller pulled themes 
and plots from the backdrop of his life: early and mid 1900s Ameri-
ca.3 The 1930s-50s, often referred to as the Second Red Scare, hold a 
place as one of the most fear-filled times in America.4 The Scare lies 
before and during the Cold War—a conflict not of guns, but ideolo-
gies and threats. Western society found itself at war with emerging 
communism,5 a political theory claiming that the state should provide 
the people with necessities and that each person works to her ability. 
However, since both the United States and the Soviet Union, the model 
of communism at the time, possessed nuclear weapons and had just 
exited conflict, this standoff never mutated into outright battle. The 
United States, which competed against communist nations, saw the 
rise of Senator Joseph McCarthy from Wisconsin, who led the fight 
in rooting out hidden communists.6 Though Senator McCarthy often 
preached that he fought for a noble cause, hundreds or thousands7 of 
those he and other committees named as communists had little or no 
evidence set against them, and were unjustly attacked.8 Ironically, 
one of Miller’s most famous works, The Crucible, not only reflected 

1  Steven R. Centola, “Why The Crucible Is Important,” The Arthur Miller 
Journal 4, no. 1/2: 14, https://rb.gy/ta5nky.
2   Tom F. Driver, “Strength and Weakness of Arthur Miller,” 1987, in Arthur 
Miller, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1987).
3  Aamir Aziz, “Using the Past to Intervene in the Present: Spectacular Fram-
ing in Arthur Miller’s The Crucible,” New Theatre Quarterly 32, no. 2 (May 2016): 
170, https://rb.gy/gfjbgs.
4  Richard M. Freid, The McCarthy Era in Perspective: Nightmare in Red 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 3.
5  Joseph McCarthy, “Senator Joseph McCarthy’s Speech on Communists 
in the State Department (excerpts),” Digital History, last modified 2019, accessed 
November 6, 2020, https://rb.gy/cunwdy.
6  Freid, The McCarthy, 3.
7  Bigsby, Christopher, dir. Arthur Miller and The Crucible: Naming Names.
8  Aziz, “Using the Past,” 169-170.
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Miller’s experiences, but caused some of them as well when the House 
Committee of Un-American Activities (HUAC) summoned the writer 
to a hearing where they interrogated him over connections with com-
munist writers and his criticism of HUAC.9 Many consider The Cruci-
ble an allegory for the Second Red Scare.10 The play takes place in Sa-
lem during the infamous witch trials, and the accusers, led by Abigail 
Williams, who previously had a romantic relationship with the protag-
onist,11 use the idea of witchcraft to falsely charge their enemies.12 The 
work climaxes when Abigail accuses the protagonist, John Proctor, and 
his wife, Elizabeth, of witchcraft, and John dies.13 Through its compar-
ison between the Salem witch trials and the Second Red Scare, Arthur 
Miller’s play, The Crucible, engendered a period of free speech that 
led to the downfall of McCarthy and empowered future generations to 
stand up for and communicate their ideas to the world in even the most 
oppressive atmospheres.
 To understand The Crucible’s impact, one must realize what 
inspired Miller to write the play. Even before the Second Red Scare, 
Miller lived under scrutiny and faced oppression. The famous play-
wright and his family were Jewish in a time where anti-Semitism 
reached a high.14 He wrote The Crucible after witnessing the horrors 
of Nazi Germany, where “to be a Jew was to be marked out for perse-
cution.”15 Many historians argue that Miller’s experiences as a Jewish 
man in America, combined with observing the Holocaust, opened his 
eyes to the damage baseless discrimination could cause.16 
 Considering the aforementioned information, one can imagine 
Miller’s horror when Senator McCarthy claimed to hold a supposed 
list of names of alleged communists.17 However, one is also compelled 
to consider McCarthy and his supporters’ view. Some who participat-

9  Excerpts from Arthur Miller’s testimony before the House Un-American 
Activities Committee (1956).
10  E. Miller Budick, “History and Other Spectres in The Crucible,” 1987, in 
Arthur Miller, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1987), 127-
128.
11 Arthur Miller, The Crucible (New York: Penguin Group, 1976), 21.
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14  Bigsby.
15  Bigsby.
16  Bigsby.
17  McCarthy, “Senator Joseph,” Digital History.
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ed in the hunt for communism saw themselves as the last line of defense 
against an evil that threatened to destroy everything Americans held 
dear—Senator McCarthy even described the Second Red Scare as an “all-
out battle between communistic atheism and Christianity.”18 The commu-
nist ideology conflicted with many Western tenets, such as Christianity,19 
the most prevalent religion in America and the world, and capitalism,20 a 
free market based economic system. Communism threatened to destroy 
American values, and was seen as the destruction of freedom and good-
ness.21 The idea that the Soviets had sent agents to the States to spy and 
take control frightened many people.22 The idea that McCarthy could fight 
“wrongdoing, graft corruption, and communism”23 greatly appealed to the 
American people.
 However strongly McCarthy and his supporters held their beliefs, 
Miller matched them still by creating what some think his most important 
work, The Crucible.24 He described his decision to author the play as “an 
act of desperation… from a typical Depression-era trauma… by the rise 
of European Facism and the brutal anti-Semitism it brought to power.”25 
Mind swimming from the horrors wrought during World War II and the 
parallels with McCarthyism, he stumbled across a book regarding Salem’s 
court records during the witch trials, a topic he had been interested in for 
some time.26 There, Miller discovered chilling connections between 1940s 
and 50s America, Nazi Germany, and Salem down to the most basic 
rituals of everyday life: “the old friend of a blacklisted person crossing 
the street to avoid being seen talking to him; the overnight conversions of 
former leftists into born-again patriots.”27 
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Thus, Miller found himself inspired to break the barrier of op-
pressive fear and silence, and to communicate to the American people 
the direness of the situation through the way he knew best: theater. Not 
only would the setting of The Crucible link the two time periods, but 
Miller based his characters on real-life townspeople. Scouring through 
court records, he discovered Abigail Williams, a young girl persecuting 
John Proctor and his wife, whom she had once lived with.28 According 
to court records, Abigail also claimed multiple women in town, such 
as the servant, Tituba, a central character to The Crucible, sent appari-
tions to hurt her.29

Even without the records, one would still see their world re-
flected in the work of literature through obvious comparisons Miller 
made. For instance, Miller found it within himself to cover the Salem 
witch trials because the atmosphere changed—before, he claimed he 
could not imagine such a dark environment, yet his experiences during 
the Second Red Scare put those very feelings into him.30 That terror 
revealed itself in his play. One of the more recognizable allusions to 
the McCarthy era came in the form of the court trials. Since no person 
could produce proof of witchcraft, the Salem court announced they 
would accept spectral evidence, meaning that if anyone swore they had 
seen an apparition of someone else, the latter individual would be con-
victed.31 For example, in 1962, Abigail Williams testified that the spirit 
of Nurse Rebecca had harassed her,32 a fallacy which ultimately ended 
in the hanging of the accused when she refused to plead guilty.33 Simi-
larly, another inspiration for a character, Anne Putnam, testified before 
a court that John Willard sent an apparition “threatening to kill [her] if 
[she] did not write in his book,”34 signing her soul away to the devil, 
28  Miller, “Why I Wrote.”
29  Abigail Williams, “Testimony of Abigail Williams v. John Procter,” Salem 
Witch Trials Documentary Archive and Transcription Project, accessed November 
18, 2020, http://salem.lib.virginia.edu/archives/ecca/large/ecca1031r.jpg.
30 Christopher Bigsby, dir., Arthur Miller and The Crucible: Naming Names.
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and that he had killed his wife and planned to kill again soon,35 much 
like numerous other suits such as Mary Walcott v Susannah Martin.36 
This condoning of hearsay engendered a war of vendettas and personal 
gain at the expense of innocent lives, similar to numerous accusations 
during the McCarthy Era.

In fact, the night before Arthur Miller’s trial, a HUAC member 
offered to stop the hearing if Miller would grant him a picture with 
Miller’s wife, Marilyn Monroe.37 The idea that this trial may have been 
initiated at this specific time solely for one committee member’s gain 
speaks to the corruption rife throughout the supposedly noble an-
ti-communist taskforce, especially since HUAC held ultimate authority 
and decided countless cases. Yes, Miller had written multiple works 
the committee deemed subversive and even met with communists.38 
Yet that information was well known;39 although HUAC would have 
called upon Miller at some point, they chose the specific moment be-
fore he married Monroe. 

Other than this last minute request, the trial consisted mostly 
of HUAC members demanding Miller take part in one of the most 
universal parts of McCarthy-esque hearings: naming names.40 Despite 
being berated for names, the writer ultimately told the court, “I could 
not use the name of another person and bring trouble on him,”41 an act 
which earned him contempt of court and fines.42 The trial was a failure 
for his persecutors, as even the contempt was overturned,43 and Mill-
er’s message continued to sail forth into the world. This naming names 
mirrors tactics used during the Salem witch trials,44 as exemplified by 
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examination of John Willard during which the court referenced several 
witnesses who had appeared to give supposed accounts of the innocent 
Willard after they had given his name in other proceedings.45

Two kinds of effects spun off from The Crucible: the immediate 
and the long term. The immediate effects manifested in the response to 
McCarthyism and, ultimately, McCarthy’s downfall. Once The Cruci-
ble reached the public, people found themselves emboldened by some-
one else sharing their beliefs.46 Even government officials opposed 
McCarthyism. Margaret Chase Smith, a Republican senator from 
Wisconsin, famously made the speech, “Declaration of Conscience”, 
where she expressed her concerns over the direction of America and 
the Republican party, highlighting the fear and baseless oppression of 
the American people.47 Smith declared her perspective as “a Republi-
can… a woman… a US Senator… [and] an American.”48 Despite her 
youth, Smith gained six Republican signatories49 and decried:

The American people are sick and tired of being afraid to speak 
their minds lest they be politically smeared as “Communists” 
or “Fascists” by their opponents. Freedom of speech is not 
what it used to be in America. It has been so abused by some 
that it is not exercised by others.50

Though Smith and her signatories faced backlash,51 her speech 
inspired those who wished to stand up against McCarthy and his 
ideology. Perhaps the most famous man in opposition to McCarthy, 
Edward R. Murrow, commented on McCarthy’s baseless accusations 
both against himself and others multiple times on CBS Broadcasting, 
and communicated these ideas to the American people.52 Like Smith, 
Styron, ed. Malcom Cowley, Writers at Work 3 (New York: The Viking Press, 1967), 
227.
45  University of Virginia, “Willard, John Examination, Version 1 18 May 
1692,” Salem Witch Trials: Documentary Archive and Transcription Project, ac-
cessed November 10, 2020, http://bitly.ws/aMKS.
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48  Smith, “A Declaration,” speech.
49  Richard M. Freid, The McCarthy Era in Perspective: Nightmare in Red 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 129.
50  Smith, “A Declaration,” speech.
51  Richard M. Freid, The McCarthy Era in Perspective: Nightmare in Red 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), 129.
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Murrow’s actions empowered others to search for the truth behind the 
McCarthy hearings and act on their findings. Countless other people 
found inspiration and used their newfound courage to speak against 
the McCarthy hearings, which inevitably brought around McCarthy’s 
censure and subsequent fall, signalling the Second Red Scare’s end.53 

Hardworking, patriotic Americans had found themselves facing 
destruction at the hands of their own beloved country, just like Fred 
Karpoff, a NASA engineer at the time of the trials.54 When he applied 
for security clearance needed for his job, the office rejected him, men-
tioning, “you don’t meet the security requirements because you are 
guilty by association with your father… being of Russian descent.”55 
Karpoff had been labelled a communist, and lost his job subsequently, 
leaving him, his wife, and their newborn stranded.56 Luckily, an attor-
ney, Jack Day, who found himself appalled at the situation, helped, 
having been inspired by those who had dared to speak up.57 “I was 
very happy to have a person who believed in me and stuck with me,” 
Karpoff described,58 proving that the movement against the unfair trials 
impacted American society. When people spoke out, it helped free the 
falsely incriminated from detrimental accusations and pressured prom-
inent politicians to respond—which they did.59 In 1945, with the key 
help of the Republican party, the Senate censured McCarthy, signalling 
his end.60

On a broader scale, Miller helped pioneer literature as a form 
of communicating to the American public the truth and corruption 
among high powers, as well as serving as a vessel to inspire those 
under oppression to stand up.61 An outpour of Muckraking Era-esque 
literature followed the McCarthy Era in response to the threat to civil 
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liberties, and Miller’s play cleared a space for voices of all kinds to 
freely speak.62 The Crucible’s impact not only pertains to the United 
States, but overseas too.63 For example, in Timebends: a Life, Miller 
describes how after a performance in Beijing, writer Nien Cheng con-
fided “that after her release she saw the Shanghai production and could 
not believe that a non-Chinese [person] had written [The Crucible]. 
“Some of the interrogations,” she said, ‘were precisely the same ones 
used on us in the Cultural Revolution.’”64 Cheng’s experience during 
the Chinese Cultural Revolution as a mother whose daughter the Red 
Guards murdered and as someone forced to endure six and a half years 
of solitary confinement quickly brought obvious parallels between the 
Mao regime and The Crucible to mind.65 Though Miller had not writ-
ten the play with the Cultural Revolution in mind, the work served as 
a source of acknowledgement and a political statement to Cheng and 
other viewers.66 Here, it referred to the totalitarian government and the 
trials held against its citizens. When interviewed by the Paris Review, 
Miller also implied that opponents of America’s overseas presence 
during the Vietnam War found meaning in his play because of how 
it recalled the very fear that pushed America to enter the conflict.67 
Regardless of the time period or the place, viewers connect with The 
Crucible.

Some critics of Arthur Miller and his work argue that The 
Crucible could not possibly influence dramatic form, much less the 
political direction of the country.68 These opponents suggest the play’s 
central tenet—that humans cannot be viewed through a black-and-
white lens—utterly fails because Miller’s villains are portrayed with 
no redeeming qualities, and his heroes the opposite.69 However, the 
critics fail to accurately perceive the characters. John Proctor is not 
pure; in fact, his infidelity ultimately begins the witch trials.70 Abi-
62  Joshua Polster, “Why The Crucible Is Important,” The Arthur Miller Jour-
nal 4, no. 1/2: 10, https://www.jstor.org/stable/42909487.
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gail holds relatable motives of vengeance and even potentially love, 
and has been exploited.71 Others claim that Miller fails to make the 
drama interesting, and thus cannot properly communicate his ideas.72 
Yet, Miller’s point of view must be popular or else the play—a form 
that’s popularity relies completely on the willingness of the audience 
to see it—would not have become successful;73 Miller even stated that 
he writes to influence the viewer’s opinion and leave her feeling less 
alone in her beliefs.74 Another supposed issue rests on McCarthy being 
justified in his response to the communist threat.75 Yet, the impacts 
McCarthy brought upon innocent, American people, such as blacklist-
ed Philip Loeb who committed suicide as a result,76 obviously negate 
this claim, proving that The Crucible accomplishes its goals.

Even today, novelists craft pieces on racial issues, journalists 
wage wars on corporations, and activists ensure the freedom of Amer-
ican society. As political parties and ideologies fight, Arthur Miller’s 
The Crucible leaves the both America world with a dire reminder 
never to take anything too far. Whether people refer to communists or 
capitalists, the left or right, or Muslims or Christians, Miller’s great 
work stands as a warning to never dehumanize the “other,” and nev-
er descend into the mob mentality that crippled this country not only 
once, but twice. Perhaps the next connection shall be drawn between 
the treatment of illegal immigrants, or accusations leveled toward a 
politician’s career; nonetheless, audiences continue to connect with 
The Crucible and apply its messages to their everyday lives. This use 
of literature allows the individual to empathize with the work and bet-
ter understand its point. One only hopes that the people shall listen. 
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because I need to understand the history behind The Crucible 
and its meaning to explain how it impacted the United States 
following its publication. I use this source to provide some 
literary analysis. 

Centola, Steven R. “Why The Crucible Is Important.” The Arthur 
Miller Journal 4, no. 1/2: 1-14. https://www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/42909487.
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            This journal is a secondary source.This is relevant 
because my topic revolves around how The Crucible impacted 
McCarthyism and what came after. I use this source to provide 
background information and gather ideas for how The Cruci-
ble’s impacts are still felt today.

Driver, Tom F. “Strength and Weakness of Arthur Miller.” 1987. In 
Arthur Miller, edited by Harold Bloom, 17-25. New York: 
Chelsea House Publishers, 1987.
            This chapter from an anthology is a secondary source.
This source is relevant because I need to be able to technically 
analyze The Crucible, and it provides basis for a counterargu-
ment.

Freid, Richard M. The McCarthy Era in Perspective: Nightmare in 
Red. New York: Oxford University Press, 1990.
            This book is a secondary source. This source is relevant 
to my topic because I am discussing the McCarthy era and the 
impact its fall had. This source provides me with historical 
background and examples of how people were affected by the 
Second Red Scare.

Martine, James J. The Crucible: Politics, Property, and Pretense. 
Twayne’s Masterwork Studies. New York: Twayne Publishers, 
1993.
            This book is a secondary source. Since my topic deals 
with how The Crucible is interpreted and what comes from that 
interpretation, this book makes a fine addition to my sources, 
and provides background information.

Polster, Joshua. “Why The Crucible Is Important.” The Arthur 
Miller Journal 4, no. 1/2: 1-14. https://www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/42909487.
            This journal is a secondary source. This is relevant 
because my topic revolves around how The Crucible impacted 
McCarthyism and what came after. I use this source to refer to 
the long term effects of The Crucible.

Trowbridge, Clinton W. “Arthur Miller: Between Pathos and Tragedy.” 
1967. In Arthur Miller, edited by Harold Bloom, 39-50. New 
York: Chelsea House Publishers, 1987.
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            This article/chapter is a secondary source. This source 
is relevant because I need to be able to analyze The Crucible. 
Within the paper, this source adds to the counterargument. 

Zinman, Toby. “Why The Crucible Is Important.” The Arthur 
Miller Journal 4, no. 1/2: 1-14. https://www.jstor.org/sta-
ble/42909487.
            This journal is a secondary source. This is relevant 
because my topic revolves around how The Crucible impacted 
McCarthyism and what came after. I use this source to provide 
background information and gather ideas for how Miller’s 
work still impacts today. 

88

Love
Taylor Harper

To love or not to love? That is the question. The chance of 
a heartbreak that could last for months or years. Is that fraction of 
happiness worth your lifeblood? The organ that keeps your clock 
ticking. What is love without pain? What is love without hatred? Love 
plagues your mind with fantasies and leaves you broken. However, 
without love, you would not exist. The love of your parents fuels 
your existence. My parents did not love each other, resulting in my 
abandonment. The seeds of hatred sowed into a garden, sprouting 
into timeless black roses. When picked your hand is pricked, leaving 
the rose red. Am I nothing without love? Am I just pain ruling a body 
to survive a life not meant for living? These answers tire my mind, 
leaving me in my memories. Sorting through the garden looking for 
the flower that will save me.
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Influence of Soviet Government in Literature
Katya Luchette

The Soviet Union has often been referred to as the “propaganda 
state” for its ability to effectively disseminate propaganda throughout 
its republics. Its government employed the use of many different types 
of media to propagate its political aims. Some types of propaganda 
that the Soviets used included theater, film, art, music, and radio 
(Brandenberger 22).  Perhaps the most used and widely received 
form of propaganda in the Soviet Union was literature. Literature 
encompassed a wide range of written works, including newspapers, 
magazines, letters, and books. But did constant interference in how 
literature was written degrade its quality and creativity? Yes. Through 
the Soviet regime’s control of publication, propaganda, and censorship, 
as well as its use of imprisonment and intimidation, literary creativity 
was suppressed between 1917 to 1953 in the Soviet Union. 

Although for most of the 20th century there was a decrease 
in literary creativity in the Soviet Union, the late 19th century was 
perhaps the greatest time period for Russian literature. This time period 
brought the world some of the most notable Russian authors of all 
time. Two of the most prominent authors were Leo Tolstoy and Fyodor 
Dostoyevsky. Leo Tolstoy’s most known works are War and Peace and 
Anna Karenina. Some of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s most notable works 
are Crime and Punishment and The Brothers Karamazov. These books 
became very popular in Europe in the 1870s, and are still considered 
classics of literature in the 21st century (Brians). In the early 20th 
century, before the Russian Revolution, children’s books had become 
a rapidly increasing industry of literature. Nearly 500 children’s 
books were being published every year and that number was steadily 
increasing. Thousands of people had started reading magazines and 
newspapers. The tsarist government was implementing reforms to curb 
illiteracy so that more people could read (Hellman 169). Literature was 
flourishing throughout the country, but this abruptly changed with the 
arrival of the communist party and the Soviet Union . 

With the creation of  a communist Russia in 1917, the 
Bolsheviks immediately recognized that freedom of press would be 
detrimental to a communist nation. The press for the Bolsheviks was 
a tool and way to control people’s thoughts, rather than a way for 
people to express their own thoughts (Grady 80). The Bolsheviks 
wanted to quickly obtain control over the press, so within two days 
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of the October Revolution nearly twenty newspapers had been shut 
down. Political influence in the press quickly escalated after this. On 
January 28, 1918, Lenin created the Revolutionary Tribunal for the 
Press. This was a court of sorts, where writers in question were placed 
on trial. Punishments ranged from being as trivial as fines all the way 
up to  imprisonment and deportation (Ermolaev 1). In this way the 
government was able to control what type of information people were 
writing. 
 Beginning in 1917, the Soviet government also sought to 
gain control over all publication agencies in the state. They tried to 
push any non-state affiliated publication agencies out of business and 
in doing so created many state run agencies that published and/or 
censored books (Ermolaev 1-3). The Soviets wanted to make sure that 
all publications could only be authorized by the government, and not 
by private publishing companies. 

The first of these agencies was the State Publishing House, 
also known as Gosizdat. Gosizdat was formed on March 20, 1919, by 
the Central Executive Committee of the Soviet government. Gosizdat 
was a unification of state publishing houses and other cooperating 
publishers. From the time of its creation, any manuscript seeking 
publication had to be approved by Gosizdat first (Ermolaev 2). This 
agency became very powerful because it had access to scarce materials 
and resources, such as paper (Kenez 102). Due to Gosizdat’s ability 
to acquire paper much more easily than non-state publishers, it was 
able to publish more books than those agencies who did not have 
access to the proper materials to do so. This drove the number of 
publications happening at non-state publishers down, so many did not 
stay in business past 1930. Private publishers that were able to stay 
in business eventually became nationalized by the state (Dobrenko 
164-65). After a point in the 1930s, there were no longer any non-state 
affiliated publishers still in business. This meant that the government 
was in control of all literature seeking publication. 

Another one of these agencies was the Main Political and 
Educational Committee of the Republic,  known as Glavpolitprosvet. 
Glavpolitprosvet was formed in May 1920 and concerned itself with 
educating the Soviet people; it especially tried to spread literacy and 
scholarship throughout the Soviet Union (Ermolaev 3). While this 
may initially sound like a benefit to society, this also meant that the 
government was controlling all aspects of literature and reading. It 
not only controlled how the people of the Soviet Union were learning 
to read, but also which books they were allowed to read. This action 
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was probably most effective within the poorer and more vulnerable 
communities where many people were still illiterate. Since the 
government was the one providing books in places like these, they 
could control all of the information these people were receiving. 

The main censorship agency of the Soviet Union was known 
as Glavlit. It was Glavlit’s job to ensure that any manuscripts that 
contained prohibited information were kept from being published. The 
government prohibited any literature which included messages that 
were clearly against the Soviet regime; contained confidential military 
information; gave incorrect or false information about the government; 
were overly nationalistic or religious; or contained pornography. 
Glavlit was also the agency that censored and inspected any work 
that was seeking publication (Ermolaev 3). Glavlit was not always 
fair in its censorship. It was often much harsher on manuscripts that 
were being published by non-state publishers than state publishers. 
During the months of October and November of 1922, Glavlit rejected 
50 out of 420 works seeking publication from non-state publishers. 
In comparison, during the same months it only rejected 3 out of 
498 works seeking publication from state publishers (Ermolaev 5). 
According to a report done by Pavel Lebedev-Polianskii, a literary 
critic from the Soviet Union, Glavlit rejected nearly three times as 
many works from private publishers than state publishers. While the 
assumption might be made that this must mean that state publishers 
were inherently better than non-state publishers, this is not true. Pavel 
Lebedev-Polianskii also found that non-state publishers were much 
more efficient and produced much higher quality books (Ermolaev 8). 
Thus, it can be concluded that the only reason Glavlit and the Soviet 
government were so strict with the non-state publishers was so they 
would be driven out of business. Given such a drastic difference in the 
number of works published by non-state publishers compared to state 
publishers, there must have been many authors who were discouraged 
from trying to get their books published by non-state publishers. Since 
more authors were getting their books published by the state, this not 
only meant less business for private publishers, it also meant there 
was an increasing amount of government control in publishing and in 
literature. 

Getting a book published was a multi-step task. Glavlit 
officials, also known as plenipotentiaries, had to go through long and 
arduous tasks to take a book from pre-publication to finally getting it 
published. There would often be a three step censorship process that 
a manuscript had to go through to be considered a published work. 
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The first step consisted of  the official having to check any and all 
corrections that had already been made in the book, and then if the 
official found all of these revisions to be correct he would send the 
revised manuscript to a printer for a copy of the manuscript to be 
printed. After checking the newly printed and revised manuscript, the 
official would stamp the manuscript with a stamp that gave permission 
to the printing house to print twenty-eight copies of the manuscript, 
which then had to be sent to a variety of different people, including 
one to the official himself, thirteen to the publishing house, and the rest 
were split between Glavlit and the Press Section of the Party Central 
Committee. If all of these bodies approved the manuscript, then the 
publishing house would be given permission to start production of the 
manuscript, with the first of the newly printed copies being sent to the 
People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (NKVD), also known as 
the secret police; the Central Book Chamber; and finally to research 
libraries. Only after the delivery of these copies to the right agencies 
could a book be issued its final publication approval (Ermolaev 57). 
Given the amount of time it would have taken to publish a book, 
authors must have often been discouraged from writing a book unless 
they knew it would be published. This means that authors were more 
likely to write and publish politically correct books than books that 
they wanted to write. 

The type of material that was most often censored in books 
dealt with communism or the government. If any book criticized 
communism and its spread in Russia, it was often completely 
suppressed and publication was out of the question. One example of 
a book that was completely suppressed in the Soviet Union is We by 
Evgeniy Zamyatin, a dystopian novel with uncanny parallels with  the 
Soviet Union. This book is about a man who rebels against a dictator 
who completely controls society. Although the book was banned in 
the Soviet Union for over thirty years, the book was successfully 
smuggled outside of the Soviet Union and was published in other 
countries (Newlands). According to Herman Ermolaev, a professor 
of Russian and Soviet literature at Princeton University, writers were 
not very happy with censorship, as he goes on to say in his book, 
“Most of the writers whose works were discussed in this chapter 
objected to censorship. They were hurt, angered, and frustrated. They 
also perceived censorship as a deadly threat to the very existence 
of genuine literature to its artistic and philosophical qualities” (47). 
So clearly the writers of that time agreed that the censorship was 
degrading their ability to write creatively and meaningfully. If a writer 
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knew that his book would definitely not be approved for publishing in 
the Soviet Union, he would try to have his book smuggled outside of 
the Soviet Union. Then he could have it published by Russian émigrés 
living outside of the Soviet Union (Newlands).  Evgenii Zamiatin, the 
very writer whose book was banned by the government, warned that 
if censorship kept going in this direction, “Russian literature will only 
have one future—its past” (qtd. in Ermolaev 47). Zamiatin thought that 
because the quality of literature was being degraded on such a large 
scale, the only Russian literature that will remain truly great is the 
Russian literature written before the Soviet Union. 

Over time Glavlit’s main functions began fluctuating and 
changing. The first of these changes came to Glavlit in 1926. It became 
increasingly influenced by the Party’s political plans and was under 
increased supervision in its censorship execution. Glavlit’s role in 
censorship also increased as it now had to concern itself with pre and 
post-publication censorship in all literature, whereas before it only 
completed pre-publication censorship. All of these things occurred 
because of a law passed by the Organizational Office, known as 
Orgburo. Orgburo wanted to increase the government’s control over 
Glavlit, so it increased its influence in Glavlit’s functions. Orgburo also 
used to be the agency that completed post-publication censorship, but 
it later decided to give that job over to Glavlit (Ermolaev 7). Glavlit 
was often at the center of many political arguments and clashes. 
Government agencies and politicians often tried to control Glavlit and 
there was often controversy over who was controlling it in the correct 
way (Fox). The government’s increased control in literature shows its 
want to be able to control all literature so that it can control all written 
works that were being circulated in the Soviet Union. 

In the thirties, Glavlit’s main job transitioned to clearing 
libraries of what was considered  “harmful” literature for the Soviet 
people. This “harmful” literature included any work by authors who 
were considered enemies to the people of the Soviet Union.  Many 
of these authors, including Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Bukharin, were 
former Bolshevik politicians who were later executed by the Soviet 
Government (Ermolaev 56). Libraries had become the main place 
for  literary control. This was due to the fact that officials were 
able to control what type of literature the public was receiving in 
libraries. Any banned literature was kept in libraries in special, secret 
departments that were only accessible to a specially government 
trained staff. Not even the librarians were allowed to see these books 
(Sinitsyna).  
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In the 1930s and 1940s, under the leadership of Stalin, 
censorship reached its climax. One of the biggest impacts on literature 
during this time period was the government’s want to spread patriotism 
by rewriting Russia’s history. In the 1930s a war with Nazi Germany 
was looming, and Stalin understood that the only way the Soviet 
Union would win was by stirring up patriotism among the Russian 
people. So, he ordered scholars to write new history textbooks which 
showed Russia’s history in a chronological sense. Books became 
increasingly influenced by stories of previous Russian victories and 
military exploits (Ermolaev 51-2). Another large influence during this 
time was the spread of Stalinism, or complete adoration of Stalin in all 
aspects of life. All propaganda during this time had something to do 
with Stalin. Anything created in the Soviet Union happened because 
of Stalin. Creators of all art forms, including writers, said their work 
could be credited to “the inspiration of Comrade Stalin” (“Russians 
Revered” 10).  

According to Stalin, writers were to be described as “engineers 
of human souls”  (Dobrenko 2). Literature at this time was not to be 
seen as “food for the soul” rather it was supposed to tell the reader 
what to think and what to feel. According to Evgeny Dobrenko, an 
Associate Professor of Slavic Languages and Literature at Duke 
University, “The shaping of the Soviet writer can be regarded as one 
of the aspects of a larger process—the shaping of the Soviet man” (2). 
This means that writers were responsible for molding people into the 
perfect Soviet citizens. They had to write books that placed the right 
kind of influence on the Soviet people. Not only were the readers being 
controlled by the government, the writers were being controlled as 
well.  They had to write books that pleased the government, not books 
that pleased the author themselves. 

Newspapers began to be controlled in a very similar way as 
well. Newspapers had become tools for the government to spread 
the ideas and the wants of the government, rather than the news. 
According to author Matthew Lenoe, an Associate Professor of 
History at the University of Rochester, “The shrill declamation of 
the same newspapers in the early 1930s, by contrast, seems alien and 
bizarre. Exclamation points, commands, military metaphors, and 
congratulations from party leaders to factories for surpassing their 
production plans dominate. The newspapers alternately castigate 
readers like angry parents, and exhort them to battle like officers 
urging their troops forward” (12). Newspapers were clearly turning 
into propaganda campaigns. They were no longer telling the news 
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or stories, instead the content was trying to spread the government’s 
wants and ideals. 

In comparison to earlier years, it was harder for authors to 
express their opinions publicly, one author wrote, “When I think of 
death, the greatest pleasure comes from the thought that there will 
be no need to write down all sorts of nonsense they tell you, and no 
need to make additions” (qtd. in Ermolaev 98). This author was tired 
of making the corrections the censors wanted him to complete. In 
comparison to earlier years when it was mostly politically incorrect 
books being censored, now any books that were obscure in their 
meaning were censored. The government did not want readers to get 
the chance to make their own interpretations on the material. Authors 
often had to get rid of lines and chapters in their books if they wanted 
them to be published (Newlands). 

The government tightened its control over writers even more 
by creating the Union of Soviet Writers (Newlands). The Union was 
created on April 23, 1932. It was an organization that all Soviet writers 
had to join and all decisions within the group were dictated by the 
communist ideology (Ermolaev 52). The Soviets used exclusion from 
the Union as a punishment to writers who went against the Soviet 
ideology. For example, Mikhail Zoshchenko and Anna Akhmatova, 
two writers who had their articles published in magazines, were 
excluded from the Union for writing articles that damaged the 
government’s reputation. Their exclusion meant they would not be 
able to publish any written work (Hellman 434). The government was 
able to threaten writers into writing the books the government wanted 
them to write. 
 The Soviet government was constantly trying to spread 
fear among its people. Authors could often be some of the people 
most often punished for their work. They could be punished for not 
following the censors’ guidelines or if their literature sent the wrong 
message. This was especially evident during the years of the Great 
Purges (1936-38) during which authors could be sent to gulags (labor 
camps) or even executed (Newlands). Some authors lived in fear, for 
example playwright V.P. Volzhenin said, “The demands of creating 
an October repertoire are so serious that, to be honest, I dread the 
thought of even picking up my pen” (qtd. in Brandenberger 162-
3). Volzhenin was speaking about writing a play for the twentieth 
anniversary of the October Revolution. This was supposed to be a big 
event for all writers. It gave them a chance to make something new to 
celebrate the Bolsheviks (Brandenberger 162-3). But some authors felt 
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overly pressured to make something that would be approved by the 
government. 

Other authors were executed for their works. Another 
playwright, Mikitenko, wrote a play called When the Sun Rises which 
starred a character based on a Soviet commander. The play was 
shut down quite quickly after the commander committed suicide a 
few months after the play’s debut. Only six months later Mikitenko 
was arrested and shot (Brandenberger 164). The government made 
examples of people like Mikitenko to spread fear among authors. 

Another author, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, was sent to the gulag 
for expressing his thoughts about the government publically. After 
being released from the gulag he wrote a book about his experience. In 
his book, he described being arrested: “And those who, like you and 
me, dear reader, go there to die, must get there solely and compulsorily 
via arrest. Arrest! Need it be said that it is a breaking point in your life, 
a bolt of lightning which has scored a direct hit on you?” (Solzhenitsyn 
1). Solzhenitsyn describes the gulag as the place where one goes 
to die. The Soviets wanted people to be scared of being sent there, 
so they used it as a leverage against authors to keep them in line. If 
authors deviated from what the government wanted, they knew what 
was coming for them: the gulag or death. 
 Throughout this short period of time examined during the 
Soviet Union, authors were constantly oppressed by the government 
from writing creatively and freely. The Soviet government used many 
different tactics to suppress writing including publication control; 
propaganda and censorship; and imprisonment and fear. Authors often 
felt that they could not write anything that was truly great literature 
and instead had to meet the demands of the government or else they 
could be punished. Although this period of time shows a dark period in 
literary history, it is good to examine the past, so the world can move 
forward in the future.
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Artifacts of You
Annie Nguyen

We are inclined to associate an artifact with prehistoric values, 
but the belief that contemporary objects are not something that can be 
classified as artifacts is false. The most functional artifact for me is 
my Hydroflask since I love to drink water, and reusable water bottles 
are artifacts of this era because they influence the world as the trend 
for sustainability arises, highlighting the progressive movement of 
protecting the planet by reusing non-biodegradable objects.

This candid photo of my best friends and I on homecoming 
night is my favorite element in my room because our happiness 
radiates through the image. Photography is an extraordinary way to 
capture moments and tell stories, but it can also impact our lives by 
creating awareness of the issues around the world, like how the 1945 
photograph of U.S troops raising a flag in Iwo Jima during the second 
world war depicts the courage and camaraderie of fighting men. 

Tea is my favorite drink. While the tea brewing methods have 
transformed over thousands of years, its refined and soothing taste will 
always be appealing to me and many others, which is why tea has been 
in demand for so long. Its popularity stems from the ancient Chinese 
empires, becoming a valuable and important component of kingdoms 
once trade spread. While innovative methods are being added, prestige 
and cultural traditions are still integral in its influence at present. 

Although I use The Ordinary serum to keep my skin clean 
and glowing, some use skincare to maintain feminine beauty. The 
standards of beauty are specific ideals set by society starting in Greece 
and Rome 2,400 years ago, and whose toxic nature has tremendous 
influences on our lives, creating insecurities if one’s features are 
not considered “perfect.” Because some may have a motivation of 
obtaining this desired beauty, dangerous methods are pursued such as 
skin tinting or unhealthy diets.

I included my wallet in this list because I always carry my 
credit card with me, for the comfort of always having money on me. 
This broader issue is financial security, which refers to an individual’s 
peace when they are not worried about their incomes being enough 
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to cover expenses and future finances. Since financial security is 
ultimately the key to happiness, each individual revolves their lives to 
reach this sense of security, deeply impacting societal behavior.
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The Role of the Yiddish Language in the Survival of Jewish Cul-
ture

Jimena Oliva

Inspired by some of the topics in the National History Day 
Communication theme video, I knew I definitely wanted to choose a 
topic having to do with language. I initially wanted it to be local, so 
I considered the kinds of ethnicities prominent in the Cleveland area. 
From my visit to the Maltz Museum not too long ago, I learned that 
Northeast Ohio has a significant Jewish population, and I decided to 
research the Yiddish language. This topic pretty clearly follows the 
Communication theme because the language in which we speak is an 
important aspect of our verbal communication with one another.
 Finding a sufficient number of beneficial sources (more specifi-
cally, beneficial primary sources) for my project proved to be a chal-
lenge. It should not have come as much of a surprise considering how 
most of my project pertained to Yiddish being a dying language. How-
ever, I was ultimately able to find a good variety thanks to the website 
for the American Jewish Committee Archives and the New York Times 
from which I acquired nearly all of my newspaper articles. They have 
actually written quite often about ventures in Yiddish culture, most 
likely because it is a city with one of the highest populations of Jews in 
the United States. I also received so much help and guidance from the 
staff at the Maltz Museum after reaching out to find someone whom I 
could interview for the project.
 As I was deciding what format I should create my project in, I 
came to the conclusion that a paper would probably be the best way to 
go. Other than the portion where I discuss Yiddish theater, the media 
needed for either a website or documentary would not be abundant, 
and I felt like the written quality of the Yiddish press I focused on 
could be most conveniently communicated in a paper. For my writing 
process, I chose to feature more of what I personally found interest-
ing, such as the influence MAD magazine, in the hopes that my reader 
would also find it interesting. A great deal of background information 
had to be provided as well because there are not many people who are 
even aware of what the Yiddish language is, but I hope this paper was 
something that could bring more awareness to it. 
 My historical argument is that Yiddish was a form of communi-
cation that united Jewish Americans throughout the twentieth century, 
and its effectiveness in doing so helped Jewish people realize that ef-
forts needed to be made to preserve it. Especially after the loss of their 
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European brothers and sisters in the Holocaust, the American Jewish 
community recognized the importance of seeking out one another in 
order to cherish their culture. This was achieved and continues to be 
achieved through the Yiddish language. Despite being in a decline, in 
many Jewish Americans remains a passion for the language that serves 
as a reminder of their people’s survival.

From their persecution during biblical times to the mass geno-
cide of their population, the culture of the Jewish people has had to be 
defined by the hardships they have endured and continue to endure. 
In times of suffering, however, one can find comfort in another who 
shares the same pain. The Yiddish language simultaneously represents 
the fortified bonds that exist between Jews as well as proves that their 
culture is more than just the unfortunate circumstances they have faced 
in the past. Even though Jews had already been migrating to the Unit-
ed States for many years prior, the number of Jews who sought refuge 
in the country surged after the Holocaust. Along with them came their 
language which allowed them to find solace in one another in new 
and unfamiliar territory. It served as a reminder to reflect on the injus-
tices against themselves and against the brothers and sisters who were 
not as lucky in escaping the horrific events of World War II. Yiddish 
allowed Jews a means of unification in America throughout the twen-
tieth century when the oppression of their East European counterparts 
was at its worst, and this has since created a sense of duty to keep the 
language from dying.

The Yiddish language began as a dialect originated by the 
Jews who moved from France and Italy to the German Rhine Valley 
in the 10th century. Hence the language mostly derives from medieval 
German, as evidenced in its grammar and vocabulary. However, these 
migrants chose to infuse the language of their new environment with 
words from their mother language of Hebrew.1 When events like the 
Black Plague and the Crusades forced them to move eastward, they 
also began to incorporate more of the Slavic languages that were more 
abundant in that part of Europe. The resulting hybridization by these 
Ashkenazi Jews, which is the term for the Jewish population of Central 
and Eastern Europe, was and continues to be their official language of 
regular social situations as opposed to the more formal Hebrew and 
Aramaic.2 The means by which Yiddish developed shows that even 
since its inception, Yiddish has been a language about adaptation and 

1  Mordecai Walfish, “The History of Yiddish,” My Jewish Learning, https://
www.myjewishlearning.com/article/yiddish/.
2  Walfish, “The History,” My Jewish Learning.
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doing so by seeking familiarity, the familiarity that is their native cul-
ture. In using Hebrew vocabulary to more easily integrate themselves 
into Germanic life, they were able to better connect with their com-
munity that was experiencing the same challenges and provide needed 
comfort.
 Although there was clearly a significant influx of refugees 
after World War II, Jewish immigrants have been arriving in America 
since the 18th century. Antisemitism was rampant in Eastern Europe 
and Russia was forcing Jews to assimilate by closing the majority of 
Yiddish schools.3 Reports taken at the turn of the twentieth century 
showed that the majority, 65 percent, of new Jewish immigrants could 
speak Yiddish because of the fact that many of them were native born.4 
Data collected more than fifty years later revealed that only 47.8 per-
cent of the families surveyed spoke Yiddish.5 It was rare for offspring 
to speak the language since they did not have the convenience of living 
in an environment where there were more opportunities in which they 
could put it into practice. Dr. Gerald Erenberg, a child of Russian 
Jewish immigrants who was born in Chicago spoke of his own experi-
ences with this growing up: “It’s a very typical immigrant pattern, the 
immigrant parents want their kids to learn English, and so… many do 
not [know the mother language].”6

 Yiddish was already on the rapid decline in Europe as less and 
less native speakers were passing it on, but the Holocaust greatly en-
hanced the weakening of the language and “caused the end of Central 
European Jewry… not likely ever to be re- formed”7 as it nearly com-
pletely eliminated the Jewish population in Germany, whose language 
gave precedent to Yiddish and therefore was an influential aspect of 

3  “Russians Say Jews Are Not a Nation: Encyclopedia Also Declares Israel Is 
Being Turned into a U. S. War Base,” New York Times, February 7, 1953, 22, https://
search.proquest.com/docview/112655688?accountid=49314. 
4  Abraham G. Duker and Michael Alper, eds., How the Jewish Communities 
Prepared for Peace during the First World War, vol. 3, Jewish Post-War Problems 
(American Jewish Committee, 1942), 12, http://ww.ajcarchives.org/ajcarchive/Digi-
talArchive.aspx.
5  Ben B. Seligman, “American Jewish Year Book,” American Jewish Com-
mittee, 1953, 20, http://www.ajcarchives.org/AJC_DATA/Files/1953_3_USSocio-
Economic.pdf.
6  Gerald Erenberg, Dr., videoconference interview by the author, Hudson, 
OH, December 15, 2020. 
7  Abraham G. Duker, ed., The Two World Wars: A Comparison and Contrast, 
vol. 2, Jewish Post-War Problems (American Jewish Committee, 1942), 25, http://
ww.ajcarchives.org/ajcarchive/DigitalArchive.aspx.
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European Jewry. There was a similar decline in speakers in postwar 
America as well because the Holocaust tainted the meaning of the lan-
guage for Jewish citizens. What was once the perfect expression of the 
vibrancy of the Jewish culture was now a depressing reminder of the 
latest of genocides that their people barely survived.8 Even if Yiddish 
was still used for practical purposes, the negative connotation it car-
ried ruined its meaning for Jews. This awareness of the deterioration 
of their language following the Holocaust inspired an urgency within 
American Jews to keep Yiddish alive since their European counter-
parts no longer could.9 Samuel Kreiter of The Southern Jewish Weekly 
remarked how American Jews were “determined to seek reaffirmation 
in unity”10 after observing the suffering of their European brothers and 
sisters and feeling powerless in stopping it. The move of the Yiddish 
Scientific Institute Wilno, Lithuania, to New York City also brought 
upon the realization of the newfound responsibility of Americans with-
in the Yiddish community.11 They realized how important it was not to 
forget their culture when so much was already lost, one of those lost 
customs being Yiddish. Realizing their heritage by forming relation-
ships with their people and using Yiddish played a significant role in 
those discoveries. 
 Yiddish press has been a staple in Jewish American culture 
ever since the publication of the first American Yiddish newspaper on 
March 1, 1870.12 Not only has it been a source of comfort to Jews as 
evidence of survival,13 but it has also served as a vehicle for the ad-
vancement by its writers of political agendas that support the American 

8  Jeffrey Shandler, “Beyond the Mother Tongue: Learning the Meaning of 
Yiddish in America,” Jewish Social Studies 6, no. 3 (Spring/Summer 2000): 110, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?
9  Norich, “`Harbe sugyes/Puzzling,” 95.
10  Samuel Kreiter, “Reflections on Yiddish Letters,” The Southern Jewish 
Weekly (Jacksonville, FL), August 31, 1956, 141, https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/
lccn/sn78000090/1956-08-31/ed-1/seq-140/.
11  “Review of the Year: United States,” in American Jewish Year Book, ed. 
Harry Schneiderman (American Jewish Committee, 1941), 304, http://www.ajcar-
chives.org/AJC_DATA/Files/1940_1941_4_YRUS.pdf.
12   “Yiddish Press 75 Years Old,” New York Times, February 28, 1945, 22, 
https://search.proquest.com/docview/107083736?accountid=49314
13  Anita Norich, “`Harbe sugyes/Puzzling Questions’: Yiddish and English 
Culture in America during the Holocaust.,” Jewish Social Studies 5, no. 1/2 (Fall/
Winter 1998): 97, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&Auth-
Type=cookie,ip,custuid&custid=infohio&db=aph&AN=1533613&site=ehost-live&-
scope=site.
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Jewish community. For example, in the early twentieth century, Jews 
insisted that a congress be created to represent all American Jewish 
organizations, and Yiddish press exercised its great influence in acting 
as one of the proposition’s most energetic supporters.14 Yiddish news-
papers would also aid their Jewish audience by helping immigrants 
through the process of becoming a citizen when they would write to 
Yiddish newspapers asking for advice.15 As a result of these initiatives, 
Yiddish press gained a reputation of consistently being at the forefront 
of the American fight for freedom for all. While President Roosevelt 
caused much controversy among Jews for turning away Ashkenazi 
Jewish refugee boats throughout the Holocaust,16 he did express his 
admiration for the work of Yiddish press on its 75th anniversary in a 
letter to the president of the Yiddish Writers’ Union, speaking of its 
“devotion to the ideals which have marked its service to America.”17

Zukunft, a Yiddish magazine based in New York, sought to 
make a change in the socioeconomic status of Jewish immigrants by 
teaching them about the socialist ideals of labor unions. They believed 
that “the Jewish immigrant worker could not hope to rise from the 
sweatshop unless he shared in the most advanced modern culture.”18 
Despite being against establishments that included any organized reli-
gion, they made the conscious decision to communicate to their Jewish 
readers in Yiddish, a language whose roots are in the Jewish faith, 
because the editors knew it was the only way to reach these immi-
grants. Although they did make efforts to distance themselves from the 
religious association,19 Zukunft still risked undermining their legitima-
cy as a socialist newspaper in order to achieve their priority: providing 
their immigrant readers with the tools necessary to become successful 
citizens and ultimately contribute to creating a more successful Ameri-
14  Duker and Alper, How the Jewish, 18.
15  John Foster Carr, Guide to the United States for the Jewish Immigrant, 2nd 
ed. (New York, NY: Immigrant Publication Society, 1916), 34, https://babel.hathi-
trust.org/cgi/pt?id=umn.319510024691238&view=1up&seq=5. 
16  Sam Gejdenson, “The Pursuit of a Better Life: The Immigration of Jewish 
Displaced Persons Post-World War II,” interview by Benjamin Yeo, http://collec-
tions.digitalmaryland.org/cdm/ref/collection/saac/id/30799.
17   “Applauded by Roosevelt: Yiddish Press of Nation Hailed on 75th 
Anniversary,” New York Times, March 23, 1945, 8, https://search.proquest.com/
docview/107245093?accountid=49314.
18  Arthur Hertzberg, “Speaking the Reader’s Language: How a Yiddish Mag-
azine Has Stayed Alive,” New York Times, December 20, 1992, BR12, https://search.
proquest.com/docview/108954191?accountid=49314.
19  Hertzberg, “Speaking the Reader’s,” BR12.
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can Jewish community.
 Arguably one of the most well-known Jewish publications of 
the twentieth century was MAD magazine. MAD was a humor mag-
azine founded in 1952 by Jewish New Yorkers whose primary aim 
was the satirization of modern American culture through comics.20 It 
differed itself from the other American publications of the time that 
usually lacked cultural diversity by establishing its identity as Jewish 
magazine, and it did this through the use of Yiddish vocabulary. In 
“‘Shazoom. Vas ist das Shazoom?’ Mad Magazine and postwar Jewish 
America,” author Leah Garrett states, “in nearly every issue of the first 
eight years, there was at least one Yiddish word, and in many cases 
there were more, making Yiddish the most central means of evoking 
Jewishness.”21 This reached out directly to the fellow Jews in their au-
dience because they were the ones by which the references to Yiddish 
culture would be understood. Michael Wex captures this aspect of the 
Yiddish language in his book Born to Kvetch: Yiddish Language and 
Culture in All of Its Moods:

...people who are fluent in Yiddish are also fluent in Jewish 
culture: cultural 
knowledge, cultural literacy, is essential because Yiddish is the 
language of a 
self-defined culture group, and not of a geographic location.22

MAD never even stated the words “Jewish” or “Yiddish” a single 
issue,23 so this proves how effective the Yiddish vocabulary was in 
communicating the message of their identity to Jewish readers. The 
main motivation behind not providing any explicit confirmation is be-
cause it was still discouraged to publicly be Jewish with antisemitism 
in the United States and the sensitivity still surrounding the Holo-
caust.24 Avoiding any direct explanation, however, had a positive effect 
by reversing what was happening with Jewish Americans. Rather than 
letting them be Americanized, the magazine brought non-Jewish read-
ers into the bubble of “Yiddishness” they created by intriguing readers 

20  Leah Garrett, “’Shazoom. Vas ist das Shazoom?’ Mad Magazine and Post-
war Jewish America.,” Journal of Modern Jewish Studies 16, no. 1 (March 2017): 
57, http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=cookie,ip,custu-
id&custid=infohio&db=aph&AN=120566378&site=ehost-live&scope=site. 
21  Garrett, “’Shazoom. Vas ist das Shazoom?,’” 61.
22  Michael Wex, Born to Kvetch: Yiddish Language and Culture in All of Its 
Moods (New York, USA: Harper Perennial, 2006), 60.
23  Garrett, 63.
24  Garrett, 66.
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who wanted to learn more about what these foreign concepts that came 
up so frequently meant.25 MAD was never too outwardly Jewish for 
any readers that might have been ingrained with common antisemitic 
attitudes to feel apprehension in joining the magazine’s community, 
and Yiddish humor often had the effect of giving “people favorable 
prejudice with respect to Jews.”26 Consequently, MAD prevented their 
Jewish community from being assimilated by providing an atmosphere 
where they could retain their culture.
 A form of entertainment popular among Jewish immigrants in 
America for its accessibility was Yiddish theater. Well-attended at the 
turn of the twentieth century, the older its original Yiddish-speaking 
audiences became, the less attended and more difficult to sustain its 
productions were. By the year 1945, the American Jewish Year Book, 
which would have a section pertaining to theater from the year, com-
mented that there was not a single notable production and that the state 
of Yiddish theater was in an evident decline.27 Money would get so 
hard to come by that theaters had to rely heavily on donations and out-
of-pocket contributions from its own actors.28 In a way, however, this 
demonstrates that the actors and others involved had so much passion 
for Yiddish theater that they fight for it to stay alive because they real-
ize how important it is to many Jewish people. Isaac Beshevis Singer 
light-heartedly commented in a piece for the New York Times on the 
“folkish, utterly naive, and sometimes even ridiculous” nature of Yid-
dish production and how nearly every plot is the same,29 but he admit-
ted that this quality of remaining as a constant brought much comfort, 
a sentiment that reflects the Yiddish theater mantra: “familiarity breeds 
affection.”30 When attendees of a concert of Yiddish songs were asked 
what its appeal was, a mother and daughter replied that it “was very 
25  Garrett, 63.
26  American Jewish Committee, “Minutes of Professional Staff Meeting,” 
in American Jewish Committee Archives (1944), 5, http://ww.ajcarchives.org/ajcar-
chive/DigitalArchive.aspx.
27  “United States: Communal,” in American Jewish Year Book, ed. Harry 
Schneiderman (American Jewish Committee, 1945), 118, http://www.ajcarchives.
org/AJC_DATA/Files/1944_1945_4_USCommunal.pdf. 
28  Murray Schumach, “The Yiddish Theater Refuses to Die,” New York Times, 
December 7, 1980, 29, https://search.proquest.com/docview/121144235?accoun-
tid=49314.
29  Isaac Bashevis Singer, “Yiddish Theater Lives, despite the Past: Yiddish 
Theater through the Years,” New York Times, January 20, 1985, 3, https://search.
proquest.com/docview/111134194?accountid=49314.
30  Schumach, “The Yiddish,” 9.
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much rooted in the pickles at Gus’s, the egg creams at Katz’s, the smell 
and texture of Orchard and Ludlow and Essex Streets.”31 These feel-
ings prove how Yiddish entertainment can evoke a sense of nostalgia 
for its audience and subsequently help create a better appreciation for 
their heritage.
 In the efforts made to keep the Yiddish language alive, some 
have been more successful than others. One kind of effort is the enroll-
ment by Jewish parents of their children into Jewish schools, of which 
there are various kinds for parents to choose from. The child can attend 
a day school, an afterschool program, or one just on the weekends; the 
curriculum could be taught in English or be completely immersive; 
the primary language of instruction could be either Yiddish, Hebrew, 
or even both. Unsurprisingly, this kind of education does not prove to 
be the most effective in providing a sustaining knowledge to the child 
of their culture. For one, there are evidently many different types of 
approaches to the education of the schools’ students, and this lack of 
uniformity in the way it was taught easily causes a great deal of con-
fusion. Additionally, parents often only send their children to these 
schools for two years, and that is nearly not enough time to learn an 
entire language enough to retain it for the rest of one’s life, let alone 
for a child.32 One group of Jewish people, however, was able to find 
success in the schooling of their children and it was the Hasidic Jews. 
Unlike the survival of Yiddish as a whole, knowledge of the Yiddish 
language among Hasidic offspring is expected to increase the further 
away they get from the initial immigrant generation.33 They claim that 
the only proper way to learn Yiddish is in a religious context because 
of its nature as a religious language, and they contrast their success in 
teaching Yiddish with the language’s decline amongst the secularized 
American Jewish population.34 Another means through which Yiddish 
has effectively been maintained is through the introduction of univer-
31  Peter Applebome, “Nostalgia and Innovation in Yiddish Songs,” New York 
Times, August 10, 1998, 6, https://search.proquest.com/docview/109890287?accoun-
tid=49314. 
32  American Jewish Committee, “What Shall We Teach Our Children?,” 
Straight Talk 1, no. 1 (1946): 1, http://ww.ajcarchives.org/ajcarchive/DigitalArchive.
aspx.
33  Jeffrey Shandler, “Beyond the Mother Tongue: Learning the Meaning of 
Yiddish in America,” Jewish Social Studies 6, no. 3 (Spring/Summer 2000): 114, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=cookie,ip,custuid&-
custid=infohio&db=aph&AN=4300715&site=ehost-live&scope=site.
34  Joseph Berger, The Pious Ones: The World of Hasidim and Their Battles 
with America (New York City, NY: Harper Perennial, 2014), 382.
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sity courses. The personal agency of students now that they are adults 
and no longer enrolled by their parents demonstrates a genuine desire 
in learning the language.35 Many university students take the course 
for the purpose of getting more in touch with their heritage, which is 
always a good reason that can ultimately contribute to a more fruitful 
learning experience.
 In a 1954 article for the Arizona Post, A.A. Roback empha-
sizes to his Jewish audience that cultivating Yiddish letters and art 
is the only way of keeping their culture alive. Doing so, he says, in 
turn helps America gain “more color and substance.”36 The twentieth 
century was one full of trials for Jewish people and they survived the 
aftermath through the support of one another, a support communicat-
ed in the Yiddish language. American Jews and Ashkenazi Jews had 
different experiences because of their identity and consequently had 
different relationships to that identity.37 Despite this, they were able to 
reach out to one another using Yiddish, and it provided them with a 
commonality through which those differences could be celebrated.
 

35  Shandler, “Beyond the Mother,” 116.
36  A. A. Roback, “Yiddish- Foundation of Jewish Culture,” Arizona Post 
(Tucson, AZ), September 16, 1955, https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/
sn82000867/1955-09-16/ed-1/seq-10/.
37  David G. Roskies, “Call It Jewspeak: On the Evolution of Speech in 
Modern Yiddish Writing,” Poetics Today 35, no. 3 (Fall 2014): 290, http://search.
ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=cookie,ip,custuid&custid=info-
hio&db=aph&AN=103204116&site=ehost-live&scope=site.
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Roback, A. A. “Yiddish- Foundation of Jewish Culture.” Arizona Post 
(Tucson, AZ), September 16, 1955. https://chroniclingamerica.
loc.gov/lccn/sn82000867/1955-09-16/ed-1/seq-10/.
            This newspaper article is a primary source. The author, 
A.A. Roback, was a distinguished Head of the Psychological 
Department at Emerson College as well as the author of the 
first comprehensive history of Yiddish literature. This newspa-
per article allows the Jewish people its intended for to reflect 
on their own culture. In the article, the author makes the case 
of how much Jewish culture revolves around the Yiddish 
language. This source will be helpful in my research because 
it proves that Yiddish was a legitimately crucial aspect to the 
lives of Jews in America.

Schumach, Murray. “The Yiddish Theater Refuses to Die.” New 
York Times, December 7, 1980. https://search.proquest.com/
docview/121144235?accountid=49314.
            This newspaper article is a primary source. The author, 
Murray Schumach, was a reporter for the New York Times. The 
New York Times is a daily nationally syndicated newspaper 
that provides updates on all the latest news. This article talks 
about how, at the time it was written, Yiddish theater was still 
actively happening and it even discusses a recent production 
of the Yiddish National Theater called Wish Me Mazel-Tov. 
This source will be helpful in my research because it might be 
considered fairly recent compared to some of my other primary 
sources, but it was still 40 years ago and I can discover how 
much Yiddish theater has changed since then.
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Seligman, Ben B. “American Jewish Year Book.” American Jewish 
Committee, 1953. http://www.ajcarchives.org/AJC_DATA/
Files/1953_3_USSocioEconomic.pdf.
            This journal is a primary source. The author, Ben B. 
Seligman, was professor of economics at the University of 
Massachusetts Amherst. The American Jewish Year Book is 
the “Annual Record of American Jewish Civilization”. This 
portion from the 1953 publication specifically relates to the 
socio-economic data of the Jewish demographic from that year. 
This source will be helpful in my research because it includes 
the number of Yiddish speakers in certain communities.

Singer, Isaac Bashevis. “Yiddish Theater Lives, despite the Past: 
Yiddish Theater through the Years.” New York Times, January 
20, 1985. https://search.proquest.com/docview/111134194?ac-
countid=49314.
            This newspaper article is a primary source. The author, 
Isaac Bashevis Singer, won the 1978 Nobel Prize in literature. 
The New York Times is a daily nationally syndicated newspa-
per that provides updates on all the latest news. In this article, 
the author talks about the history of Yiddish theater and how 
important it is to immigrants who settled in America. This 
source will be helpful in my research because it adds the per-
sonal aspect of those that Yiddish theater caters to.

Secondary Sources

Berger, Joseph. The Pious Ones: The World of Hasidim and Their Bat-
tles with America. New York City, NY: Harper Perennial, 2014.
            This book is a secondary source. The author, Joseph 
Berger, was a staff reporter and editor for The New York Times. 
Its publisher, Harper Perennial, is known for its connections 
with booksellers and insight into reader and consumer behav-
ior. The book is about how Hasidic Jews have had to adapt 
with the ever-changing world around them and the problems 
that arise as a result. This source will be helpful in my research 
because Yiddish is a part of that Jewish that has had to adapt 
and struggles to stay alive.

Garrett, Leah. “’Shazoom. Vas ist das Shazoom?’ Mad Magazine and 
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16, no. 1 (March 2017): 57-79. http://search.ebscohost.com/
login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=cookie,ip,custuid&cus-
tid=infohio&db=aph&AN=120566378&site=ehost-live&-
scope=site.
            This journal article is a secondary source. The author, 
Leah Garrett, is Loti Smorgon Professor of Contemporary Jew-
ish Life and Culture at Monash University. This journal article 
discusses how Mad magazine addressed the changes happening 
in postwar life for Jews. In doing so, they helped their readers 
and the general population become more comfortable with the 
culture. This source will be helpful in my research because I 
would love to use examples from Mad in my paper and de-
scribe how it aided Yiddish in reaching a broader audience.

Kreiter, Samuel. “Reflections on Yiddish Letters.” The Southern 
Jewish Weekly (Jacksonville, FL), August 31, 1956, 140-41. 
https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn78000090/1956-08-
31/ed-1/seq-140/.
            This newspaper article is a secondary source. The 
author, Samuel Kreiter, was a writer for The Southern Jewish 
Weekly. This newspaper was known for “combining the Flori-
da Jewish news and the Jewish citizen”. The article discusses 
Yiddish writings and how they allowed the Jews that came to 
America to express themselves. This source will be helpful in 
my research because the act of expression through language is 
essentially the theme of my paper.

Norich, Anita. “`Harbe sugyes/Puzzling Questions’: Yiddish and En-
glish Culture in America during the Holocaust.” Jewish Social 
Studies 5, no. 1/2 (Fall/Winter 1998): 91-110. http://search.
ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=cookie,ip,-
custuid&custid=infohio&db=aph&AN=1533613&site=e-
host-live&scope=site.
            This journal article is a secondary source. The author, 
Anita Norich, is a Tikva Frymer-Kensky Collegiate Profes-
sor Emerita of English and Judaic Studies at the University 
of Michigan. This journal article examines the advancement 
of Jewish culture during the Holocaust through the Yiddish 
and English languages. The author concludes that Yiddish is 
the common ground through which writers of the Jewish life 

117



in America during World War II can explore different experi-
ences. This source will be helpful in my research because the 
development of a culture involves unification so this article 
directly correlates to my point that the Yiddish language was a 
big part of that unification.

“Review of the Year: United States.” In American Jewish Year Book, 
edited by Harry Schneiderman, 269-315. American Jewish 
Committee, 1941. http://www.ajcarchives.org/AJC_DATA/
Files/1940_1941_4_YRUS.pdf.
            This book is a secondary source. The editor, Harry 
Schneiderman, was a former assistant secretary of the Amer-
ican Jewish Committee. The American Jewish Year Book is 
the “Annual Record of American Jewish Civilization”. This is 
a portion from the 1940-41 publication that reviews notable 
events in the American Jewish community from that year. This 
source will be helpful in my research because it was released 
during World War II and I want to demonstrate the reactions 
of the American counterparts of those suffering and the efforts 
they made to keep the culture, and more specifically, Yiddish, 
alive.

Roskies, David G. “Call It Jewspeak: On the Evolution of Speech 
in Modern Yiddish Writing.” Poetics Today 35, no. 3 (Fall 
2014): 225-301. http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?di-
rect=true&AuthType=cookie,ip,custuid&custid=infohio&d-
b=aph&AN=103204116&site=ehost-live&scope=site.
            This journal article is a secondary source. The author, 
David G. Roskies, is an internationally recognized author in the 
field of Yiddish literature and the culture of East European Jew-
ry. This journal article seeks how the spoken Yiddish language 
changed the way in which it was written- so that ultimately 
evolved into what is known as “Jewspeak”, an expression that 
reflected during a post-Holocaust time on the culture lost. This 
source will be helpful in my research because it can help me 
better understand the history of Yiddish literature since it is one 
of the pieces of media that I want to touch on in my paper.

Shandler, Jeffrey. “Beyond the Mother Tounge: Learning the Meaning 
of Yiddish in America.” Jewish Social Studies 6, no. 3 (Spring/
Summer 2000): 97-123. http://search.ebscohost.com/login.
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aspx?direct=true&AuthType=cookie,ip,custuid&custid=info-
hio&db=aph&AN=4300715&site=ehost-live&scope=site.
            This journal article is a secondary source. The author, 
Jeffrey Shandler, is a Distinguished Professor of Jewish Studies 
at Rutgers University. This journal article is an examination 
of the value of Yiddish to American Jews in a post-Holocaust 
society. He is able to draw comparisons between the radical 
Jews from the beginning of the twentieth century to the nos-
talgic ones of its end in their vigor for the revitalization of the 
Yiddish language. This source will be helpful in my research 
because the topic of this article is nearly identical to that of my 
research paper.

“United States: Communal.” In American Jewish Year Book, ed-
ited by Harry Schneiderman, 89-133. American Jewish 
Committee, 1945. http://www.ajcarchives.org/AJC_DATA/
Files/1944_1945_4_USCommunal.pdf.
            This book is a secondary source. The editor, Harry 
Schneiderman, was a former assistant secretary of the Amer-
ican Jewish Committee. The American Jewish Year Book is 
the “Annual Record of American Jewish Civilization”. This 
is a portion from the 1944-45 publication that reviews nota-
ble events in the American Jewish community from that year. 
Since this was written right before World War II ended and 
there are forecasts of that in the book, I feel like it is important 
to contrast this with publications released during the middle of 
the war.

Walfish, Mordecai. “The History of Yiddish.” My Jewish Learning. 
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/yiddish/.
            This webpage is a secondary source. The author, Mor-
decai Walfish, is Director of Special Projects for the Berman 
Jewish Policy Archive at NYU Wagner. The purpose of the 
website is to provide the necessary resources for those who 
want to learn more about Judaism. This article serves mostly as 
an overview of the history of the Yiddish language. This source 
will be helpful in my research because it teaches my reader 
background information on the language if they are unfamiliar 
with it, which they most likely would be.

Wex, Michael. Born to Kvetch: Yiddish Language and Culture in All of 
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Its Moods. New York, USA: Harper Perennial, 2006.
            This book is a secondary source. The author, Michael 
Wex, is a Canadian novelist and translator who has written 
several books on language and literature. Its publisher, Harp-
er Perennial, is known for its connections with booksellers 
and insight into reader and consumer behavior. The book is 
a light-hearted look at the Yiddish language and how it has 
defined the attitude of the Jewish community. This source will 
be helpful in my research because it thoroughly explains the 
aspects of Yiddish that have inserted themselves into and influ-
enced mainstream English language.
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General Relativity – What is Gravity?
Alex Shi

In school, we learned that gravity is a force that pulls objects 
with mass together; described by the equation Fg = mg (or Fg = G 
m1m2 / r2 if you want to be more accurate). However, we can observe 
that this classical model of gravity is just not right: objects actually 
move in slightly different ways than those predicted by Newton’s 
equation.

What is gravity anyway?

Unlike what one might expect, gravity is not a force. People on 
Earth are not being pulled down towards the Earth by any force, but 
rather the Earth’s surface is accelerating upwards towards us, causing 
the force we feel as gravity.

Gravity is an apparent force that comes from spacetime being 
curved. According to Newton’s First Law of Motion (which still 
holds here), all objects move (or don’t move) continuously in the 
same direction if no force is applied to them. Thus, all objects want 
to move (or not move) in a straight line through spacetime. However, 
since spacetime is curved by massive objects, those straight lines 
look curved, producing an apparent force. A simple example is this: 
imagine two people walking north parallel to each other. Even though 
they keep moving in the same direction, they will eventually meet up 
with each other at the North Pole as if there is a force pushing them 
together.

But how exactly does gravity work?

We have to remember that we live in a four-dimensional world 
with three spatial dimensions and one time dimension. The time 
dimension is also curved along the spatial dimensions, and it is what 
causes gravitational acceleration. Imagine a rock 100 metres above the 
surface of the Earth that is not moving at all, ignoring all other objects 
in the world. The rock should stay still because even though space 
is curved around it, it has no inertia. So why does the rock fall? The 
answer lies in the curvature of time. When the rock moves, or rather, 
doesn’t move through curved time, it moves closer to the Earth as time 
itself (which is also space) is bent through spacetime.
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This diagram only shows one dimension of space and 
one dimension of time. Note that the curved lines are of the time 
dimension, not a second spatial dimension.

We can see here that the rock is not accelerating through time, 
but the ground is. Therefore, the reason why we feel a force towards 
the ground is not that we are “falling” towards it, but because it is 
“falling” towards us. Spacetime itself is constantly “flowing” towards 
massive objects, apparently accelerating these objects. This effect 
is true anywhere there is a gravitational field, which is what causes 
objects to orbit other objects.

Here we can also observe another concept of general relativity: 
that being in a gravitational field is the same as accelerating through 
space. The effect of the “flowing” spacetime “pushing” an object 
through space is the same as if the object is accelerating itself through 
space.
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Time Dilation – Why Going Fast Slows Down Time
Alex Shi

Note: this article only talks about time dilation due to relative 
velocity, not gravitational potential.

Many people have heard that going very fast causes time to 
slow down. This fact affects everyone’s lives. GPS satellites have to 
correct for time dilation because they are travelling around the Earth 
at 3.9 km/s. On the International Space Station, time is slower by 
approximately 0.01 seconds every year.

Light speed

If you throw a ball at a velocity of vb, it will travel forward at 
a velocity of vb relative to the ground. If you throw a ball at a velocity 
of vb on a moving train moving at a velocity of vt, it will be moving at 
a velocity of vb+vt.

 From your perspective, however, the ball would just be moving 
at vb.

Now imagine instead of a ball, you emit light. From your 
perspective (on the ground or the train), it would be moving at c, the 
speed of light. However, from an outsider’s perspective, the light 
would still be moving at c. This is because light (in a vacuum) always 
travels at c.
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How could light seemingly travel at the same velocity for 
differently moving observers? This would imply that light is travelling 
at different speeds at the same time. The answer is because time is 
flowing differently for the different observers.

Time

Imagine two people, red and blue, who are at the same 
x-location. Light is emitted and at the same time blue starts to move 
forward. Note that L1 is the red person and L2 is the blue person. After 
a period of time, we examine the situation:

Red, not having moved, thinks that the light has travelled a 
distance of L1; Blue, because they have been moving, thinks that the 
light has travelled a distance of L2. However, the light cannot have 
both travelled a distance of L1 and L2. To explain this, we can look at 
how the distance the light travelled can be calculated.

Displacement is equal to velocity multiplied by time. For 
the displacement of the light to be the same for both observers, who 
observe relatively different velocity, time must also be different. 
Therefore, the time that blue experienced must be less than the time 
red experienced so that the light, from his perspective, has travelled 
the same distance.
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Time Dilation – Why Gravity Slows Down Time
Alex Shi

Note: I’m not an expert on this stuff!

The speed of time could not only be affected by speed, but also 
by the gravitational force. This type of time dilation is used in the film 
Interstellar, where the characters are subject to time dilation due to 
proximity with a black hole.

Spacetime

Time and space are part of the same four-dimensional 
continuum, called spacetime. By changing one, the other is also 
changed. Gravity can be thought of as a force that bends spacetime. 
We can see this in how planets move: each planet is trying to follow 
a completely straight path through spacetime, but gravity bends 
spacetime in a way that makes those straightest paths appear curved.

The effects of a bent spacetime can be felt in time as well as 
space. Time tries to flow from the past towards the future at a constant 
rate of one second per second, but bent spacetime can cause the time 
of an object to curve (in the time dimension) and thus appear to be 
slower from another point of view.

A more concrete example

Einstein’s theory of relativity states that it is impossible 
to tell if one is accelerating at a constant rate or being subject to a 
gravitational field. If someone is inside a box constantly accelerating at 
9.8 m/s, it would feel exactly the same as if the box is standing still on 
the surface of Earth.

For now, let’s let the box float free without gravity or 
acceleration. We’ll put a light source at the top of the box. The light 
source will emit photons at a constant rate, which will travel at exactly 
light speed towards the bottom of the box (assume the box has a 
vacuum inside). If we put a light detector at the bottom of the box, we 
will see that the photons reach it at exactly the same rate as they are 
emitted.
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Now, we’ll accelerate the box at a constant rate. The light 
detector at the bottom of the box will now detect more photons as it is 
now accelerating into the photons:

Like how running quicker would result in more wind 
resistance, the faster the box (and the detector) moves, the higher the 
rate of photons at the bottom.

Let’s say that the light source emits one photon per second (in 
its time), but the acceleration causes the detector to detect two photons 
per second (in its time). However, the light source is the only thing 
emitting photons and the detector is the only thing receiving photons, 
meaning that there should be the same amount of photons emitted and 
detected. If we look at the previous example again, we can see that one 
second has passed for the emitter every time one photon is emitted, 
but only half a second has passed for the detector when it detects one 
photon. This means that time is passing slower on the bottom of the 
box then on the top.

Since this is what happens when the box accelerates at a 
constant rate, it must also happen if the box is subject to a gravitational 
field. That is to say, the closer one is to the source of a gravitational 
field, the slower time passes.
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The Reason Why You Should Be Careful When You Laugh
Sammy Shin

Prompt: I (Mr. Warner) am with you and four other students on the 
Ellsworth patio talking. At some point, I tell a racially insensitive joke. 
All five of you laugh at my joke. Someone outside our group overhears 
my joke and your response and reports all of us to the deans. I will 
certainly be in trouble, and I suspect there are few people here who 
would think I am guilt-free. My question is whether you should also 
face a disciplinary response from the school. Almost certainly, student 
opinion would be split on whether or not you should be punished at 
all.

If I and other students laughed at Mr.Warner’s racially 
insensitive joke, we deserve a disciplinary punishment from the 
school. Laughter includes potential agreement and positive attitude 
which is the great power of laughter. Not only people’s spoken 
language but also their expressions or reactions without language 
could express their opinions and feelings. Also, considering why we 
laughed, it’s because we thought the joke was fun, which resulted from 
our agreement in mind. In addition, laughter is the way to encourage 
and advocate what people said previously such as encouraging the 
inappropriate joke of Mr. Warner. Even if we didn’t mean to, he would 
think that his joke is fun and deserves positive expressions, which is 
seriously not fun and then he would continue another inappropriate 
joke. There is no reason to laugh if people don’t agree with the joke. 
If I could go back to the situation, rather than laughing which seems 
I agree with Mr. Warner, I would criticize and tackle it, or even make 
uncomfortable facial expressions. To sum up what I said above, it’s 
unquestionably important to decide what expressions or reactions to 
make according to the situation that we face, and in this process, we 
should be careful and thoughtful. Thus, back to the given situation, it 
is my view that we, the people who laughed, must face the disciplinary 
punishment.
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Rhythmic Analysis on Origin of Ragtime
George Wang

Introduction:

Emerging in the 1890s among black communities and gaining 
striking popularity in the early 20th century, Ragtime has become a 
symbolic style of American music. Unlike many other previous genres,  
ragtime was created by and came to represent the newly emancipated 
black slaves. In the article “Why They Call American Music Ragtime,” 
Johnson explained that “with American music [or ragtime], as it is 
known here and the world over, it is the direct expressions of the 
American peasant, the Negro” (Johnson). The most straightforward 
rhythmic feature of any rag is the ongoing unsyncopated bass 
accompaniment (illustrated in Example 1) and the syncopated 
melody line. On a piano, which is a common instrument for ragtime 
performance, it features a left-hand section playing mostly on the 
pulses while the right-hand section plays syncopated notes against the 
pulses.

Example 1  Straight bass pattern of ragtime, often played by the left 
hand on a piano

Much research and analysis has been done on ragtime, from 
its influence on the later Jazz, Rock, and even Pop music to a general 
discussion of its origin. However, few researchers have provided 
deep analysis into the rhythmic aspects of ragtime music with specific 
pieces that can aptly represent the style and have made comparisons 
with previous genres. Hence, this paper is going to examine the 
rhythmic elements including the general structure, syncopation and 
motif, and metrical dissonance within Maple Leaf Rag (Joplin) and 
Broadway Rag (Scott) by Scott Joplin and James Scott respectively, 
two of the most celebrated ragtime composers. Then, these elements 
will be compared with the classical American march Stars and Stripes 
Forever (Sousa) and several African American folk songs collected in 
Slave Songs of the United States (Allen et al.) and a 1935 transcription 
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of Coonjine, Baby, Coonjine (Wheeler), all of which demonstrated a 
clear link with the origin of ragtime. 

History:

Ragtime originally means “ragged” rhythm or syncopation 
(Shehan 23). Though its origin can be traced back to both African 
American folk songs and European marches, the style ‘ragtime’ was 
first introduced to mimic black people in vocal and instrumental 
performances of 19th-century minstrel shows. In the 1880s, the songs 
of the minstrel shows became more syncopated, and rhythms similar 
to those found in ragtime were starting to be published. In 1893, with 
the World Columbia’s Exposition in Chicago attracting more than 20 
million people, ragtime was brought to a larger audience. It is disputed 
which song was the actual “first rag”: some claim it to be  La Pas La 
Ma by Ernest Hogan published in 1895; others believe that it was 
Mississippi Rag published by William Henry Kenrell in 1897 as the 
word “rag” first appeared in publication (Charters 174). Whatever the 
inception was, in 1899, the publication of Maple Leaf Rag by Scott 
Joplin, which sold over half a million copies within merely 10 years, 
marked the undeniable rise of ragtime as a new prevalent style of 
music. 

The style of ragtime also evolved over time. In the 1890s, 
the predominant style was known as “cakewalk,” which was a form 
of dance performed initially by slaves in America. The publications 
were originally not syncopated until 1897. It is noteworthy that many 
of those rags were performed by well-known bands such as that of 
John Philip Sousa. Because of his clear familiarity with ragtime, 
the comparisons between his famous Stars and Stripes Forever and 
other ragtime music will be drawn later in the paper. Entering the 
20th century, the term “classical ragtime” became popular in the 
publications by John Stark, who used the phrase to advertise for the 
superb quality of music that is as elegant as that of classical European 
style. Later, the term continued to refer to the works by Scott Joplin 
and Aufderheide (a musician influenced by the music of Joplin) and 
works published by Stark (including the ones by James Scott). In the 
1910s, more elements were added to the previous ragtime styles. For 
example, dotted notes with and without syncopation were incorporated 
into the genre with the emergence of ragtime dances. Meanwhile, some 
blues elements, especially the blues notes and the 12-bars progression, 
were brought into ragtime. Nevertheless, its popularity was soon 
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replaced by jazz with the start of WWI, even though the two genres 
were initially hard to distinguish from one another—some ragtime 
musicians just started to call themselves jazz musicians without many 
stylistic changes.

After World War Two, ragtime saw some critical revivals 
to bring back its popularity. During the revival of “Dixieland” jazz, 
many piano rags were tagged along with the bands’ performances. 
In the 1950s, the first historical study of the style exhibited in They 
All Played Ragtime by Blesh and Janis honored classical ragtime  
and became popular among new audiences. In the 1960s, a growing 
number of musicians started to play new recordings of the old ragtime 
pieces and steadily brought an increasing awareness to the genre. As 
the theme song of the Hollywood film The Sting, The Entertainer by 
Scott Joplin became one of the most frequently played songs in the 
70s. Through the revival, the old-fashioned styles of ragtime were 
retained while new inspirations were added to the genre, evolving 
ragtime into a truly universal style.

 This paper will conduct a deep rhythmic analysis on 
Maple Leaf Rag by Scott Joplin and Broadway Rag by James Scott 
respectively.

 Scott Joplin was the child of a former slave and a free black 
woman. Growing up immersed in musical education, he started as 
a performer in traveling bands. In 1898 and 1899, he performed in 
places such as the Maple Leaf Club (where the name of the song is 
derived from) and became acquainted with John Stark, the “classical 
ragtime” publisher who distributed one-third of Joplin’s known works. 
He published various works after that, but most of them did not regain 
popularity until the ragtime revival in the 1940s, with the exception of 
Maple Leaf Rag, which remained in many jazz repertoires. 

James Scott, though less recognized than Scott Joplin, was also 
deemed as one of the most successful ragtime musicians. He received 
a piano from his father in 1901 and later demonstrated his aptitude 
through various performances. Broadway Rag, published in 1922, is 
one of the latest works of Scott. Compared to some of his other pieces 
such as Frog Legs Rag, Broadway Rag is much less well-known. 
However, by comparing these two pieces of ragtime ,composed by 
different musicians at different time periods and achieving different 
levels of popularity, this paper is capable of drawing conclusions that 
can be applied to ragtime as a general style.

The other main goal of this paper is to make comparisons 
between ragtime and other music that are relatable to its origin. 
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Although it is impossible to identify an exact piece of music from 
which ragtime is descended, several of its close relatives can be 
identified. According to Borneman as cited in the article “The Sources 
and Resources of Classical Ragtime Music,” the collection Slaves Song 
of the United States by Allen, Ware, and Garrison contains examples 
of “rhythmic counterp[oint] and all those other characteristics out of 
which ragtime ... grew” (Floyd and Reisser 29). Another great piece to 
examine is an African American riverboat song called Coonjine, Baby, 
Coonjine, which,  according to the 1911 newspaper article “Great 
Colored SongWriters,” is “where the original ragtime started from—
the quick action of the right-hand fingers playing the ‘Coon Jine’” 
(Jones as cited in Gushee 13). Besides African American influences, 
several European musical elements can be found in ragtime as well. 
Because of John Philip Sousa’s connection with ragtime as discussed 
above and his fame in composing march, a genre originated from 
Europe, his renowned march Stars and Stripes Forever will be studied 
in this paper. 

I will start the analysis with the general structure of the pieces. 

Structure: 

The most noticeable rhythmic feature of ragtime is that it can 
usually be divided into smaller sections  For example, both Maple Leaf 
Rag and Broadway Rag include four distinct sections. With Nadeau’s 
notation used in his article “The Grace of Beauty of Classic Rags,” if 
each section is to be represented by a letter, then the progression of 
both pieces of music is AABBACCDD, which can be further divided 
into AABBA and the Trio part CCDD (59).  Similarly, the format of 
Stars and Stripes Forever is AABB, plus the Trio part CCDD. Within 
each section, many similarities can be found. First of all, almost all 
sections are either directly made up of 16 measures or can be divided 
into groups of 16 measures, except for the third “A” part in Broadway 

Rag and the “D” part in Stars and Stripes 
Forever. Each 16 measure-phrase can then be 
broken down into groups of eight measures, 
and many can be further disintegrated into 
groups of four measures, as shown in Example 
A.

Ex.A The groupings of 4 and 8 measures in 
Maple Leaf Rag.
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The same structure appears in many African American folk 
songs. As marked in Example B, the riverboat song Coonjine, Baby, 
Coonjine groups measure into 8 measure-phrases and 4 measures-
phrases. 

Ex. B Red lines mark the end of every 4-measure phrase; blue lines 
mark every 8 measures.

 Another structural feature can be found in Maple Leaf Rag. 
Demonstrated by Example C, the 8 measures can be further broken 
down into the groupings of “2+2+1+1+2,” a structure commonly 
known as “Satz,” or a sentence phrase, which appears frequently in 
classical European pieces.

 
Ex.C The “Satz” pattern found in Maple Leaf Rag Mm.1-8.

  All of the structures mentioned above add richness, or, as 
London called in his book Hearing in Time, “depth,” to the music 
because they allow listeners to entrain to notes on a higher metrical 
layer, or to predict strong accents in a cyclic fashion above the context 
of regular pulses (London). That said, listeners have the liberty to 
choose in which context they want to listen to the piece, whether by 
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following the 4-measure phrase, the 8-measure phrase,  the “Satz” 
pattern, or simply the 8th-note layer as indicated by the ongoing 
straight bass pattern played by the left hand. 

Although all of these structures can be found in African 
American folk songs and European classical music, ragtime applies 
them in a much more rigid and consistent way in almost all of its 
pieces. Wherever these structures originated, ragtime composers 
certainly advanced the use of them to add intricacy to their music. 

Syncopation:

Because the word “ragtime” initially referred to the 
syncopation in rhythm, the widespread syncopation in ragtime should 
not be surprising. Meanwhile, the specific forms of syncopation 
that recur throughout a piece of music become the motif of that 
piece. Thus, motif and syncopation will be discussed simultaneously 
because syncopation is itself the motif in the selected rags. For 
example, in Maple Leaf Rag, a notable syncopated rhythm is known 
as “cakewalk,” which derived its name from the “cakewalk” dances 
mentioned in the last section. It contains a 16th note followed by an 
8th note followed by another 16th note. Since “cakewalk” appears 
regularly in Maple Leaf Rag, it can also be recognized as a motif of the 
piece. 

Ex.1a Maple Leaf Rag Mm.1-4. The red arrows mark the “cakewalk” 
rhythm.  

As shown in Example 1a, the “cakewalk” pattern, as indicated 
by the red arrows, appears in both measure 1 and 3. According to 
musical tradition, in 2/4 measure, the strong beats (the beats where one 
can most naturally tap along) usually fall on the four equally divided 
eighth notes or the two equally divided quarter notes, while the rest are 
all weak beats, as marked in Table 1.
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Where in a measure? Strong Weak

1st 16th note 

2nd 16th note 

3rd 16th note 

4th 16th note 

5th 16th note 

6th 16th note 

7th 16th note 

8th16th note 
 
Table 1 Places where strong and weak beats occur respectively in a 2/4 
time signature.

 In both measures, the E octave on the 6th 16th note falls on 
a weak beat, while the next strong beat that is supposed to happen on 
the 7th 16th note is missing. This satisfies the two basic requirements 
for a syncopation: an accent on a weak beat followed by a lack of 
accent on a strong beat. In addition, the octave chord on the weak beat 
strengthens the effect of syncopation because it further accentuates 
the original weak E note over most of the other notes in the measure 
(except for the 3rd 16th note, which is also an E octave). “Cakewalk” 
also appears in an extended form in the left-hand section. As Example 
1b demonstrates, the chord on the second and third 8th notes played 
by the left hand in the first 4 measures all have the exact same pitches. 
This is a variation based on the idea of “harmonic syncopation” termed 
by David Huron in his book Sweet Anticipation, in which the pitch 
alternated at the weak beat but stayed the same at the onset of the next 
strong beat (296).

Ex.1b The red arrows mark the extended “cakewalk” in the left-hand 
section.
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The syncopation in Example 1b occurs at a higher metrical 
level than the previous one. It can be simply viewed as an extended 
version of the “cakewalk” pattern in Example 1a. The relationship is 
further clarified in Example 1c. 

    X 2 =       

Ex.1c Relationship between “cakewalk” in left and right-hand sections 
respectively

All of the “cakewalks” that appear on different metrical layers 
function in the same way as the various structures discussed in the last 
section, which, together, add a richer feeling to the music. Its specific 
function at different metrical layers will be explored later in the 
section. 

The second kind of syncopation and motif, which I would call 
a “tie syncopation” (also known as “onset syncopation” in Huron’s 
words), is featured by a tie between the fourth and fifth 16th notes in 
a measure. Example 1d demonstrates a variation of “tie syncopation,” 
in which the fourth 16th note (a weak note) in both measures is 
accentuated while the fifth 16th note, an implied strong beat, is 
suppressed by the tie.   

Ex.1d The red arrows mark the “tie syncopations” in the same line.
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         (i)                    (ii)                       (iii)

In Example 2a, the “tie syncopation” is shown in its most 
basic form, which can be found in measure 18 of Maple Leaf Rag. If 
observed closely, one can find that the syncopation in Example 1d is 
somewhat derived from the one in Example 2a. One can try to think of 
the last three 16th notes in Example 1d as being muted from the same 
pattern in Example 2a. In fact, besides the difference in these three 
notes, even the accents in both examples correspond well. The implied 
accents on E octaves in Example 1c and the D flat octave and C octave 
in Example 2a all fall on the first and fourth 16th note. The format is 
further shown in Example 2b.

Ex. 2a “tie syncopation” in Maple Leaf Rag Mm.18 

 
Ex. 2b The rhythmic representation of “tie syncopation” with accents 
labeled in Maple Leaf.  

 Several other variations based on “tie syncopation” can be 
found throughout the piece.  All three patterns in Example 2c recur in 
Maple Leaf Rag

Ex. 2c (i) Mm.49  (ii) Mm.71-72  (iii) Mm.20

 The first one appears frequently in the trio section while the 
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other two patterns can be found throughout the entire piece of music. 
It is worth mentioning that Example (ii) shows a phased out version 
of the basic “tie syncopation.” The tie connects the notes between two 
measures rather than within the measure, and the accents no longer 
stay at the same place. Regardless of the difference, this can be viewed 
as a unique type of “tie syncopation” because it is fundamentally 
triggered by a tied note but with everything shifted a little to the right. 
 The variations of “cakewalk” and “tie syncopation” account 
for almost every syncopation in Maple Leaf Rag, which is true in 
Broadway Rag as well. 
 As shown in Example 3a, the piece starts off with an ascending 
scale that shows a clear tie syncopation, which is identical to the third 
variation in Example 2c. This motif continues to dominate the entire 
section A (Mm.5-20). “Cakewalk,” however, is rare as compared to the 
predominant “tie syncopation” until the music enters Section B.

Ex. 3a Broadway Rag Mm.1-4. The red arrows marked the apparent 
“tie syncopations.”

Illustrated by Example 4a, the first two measures of Section 
B (Mm.23-39) each begin with a “cakewalk” pattern, which is also 
combined with a “tie syncopation.” In the last two sections,  both 
types of syncopations can be found, though “tie syncopation” is still 
considered dominant over “cakewalk.” Example 5 further shows 
syncopations of both types in the left-hand section of Broadway Rag

Ex.4a Broadway Rag Mm.23-24. The red arrows marked the 
“cakewalk” rhythm.
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Ex. 5a Broadway Rag Mm.7-8. Note the syncopation in the left-hand 
section.

 After the initial analysis of syncopations in Maple Leaf Rag 
and Broadway Rag, I will now compare them with pieces from 
other genres. Syncopations do not show up frequently in Stars and 
Stripes Forever by John Philip Sousa—a representation of European-
originated marches. Still, some similarities can be traced if observed 
closely.
 Almost all of the syncopations occur on the first page of the 
sheet music and in the “2nd-3rd Cornets and Horns” section. Unlike 
the rags that in 2/4 time signature, this piece was written in 4/4, 
meaning that each measure of Stars and Stripes has double the amount 
of quarter notes. The pattern indicated by the red ellipses in Example 
6a is actually an augmentation of the “cakewalk” rhythm. Dividing 
the durations of notes in Example 6a by two, therefore switching the 
4/4 time signature to 2/4, one can clearly observe a replication of the 
“cakewalk” pattern shown in Example 1b. 

Ex.6a Stars and Stripes Forever Mm.1-7. The red ellipse encircles the 
“cakewalk” pattern.
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 Further analysis of “cakewalk” at different metrical layers 
using the concept of metrical threshold and tempo will be helpful to 
understand its different roles in the identified pieces. Metrical Layer 
refers to the different layers in which a listener can entrain to—a 
physiological process of synchronizing to periodic stimuli as defined 
by London—in a piece of music (London). In other words, listeners 
should be able to follow and tap along to a piece of music at every 
metrical layer.
 
Tempo (Bpm) 16th note 8th note Quarter note

100 150ms 300ms 600ms
120 125ms 250ms 500ms

 
Table 2 The duration of syncopated note on different metrical layers.

 The first element to examine is the tempo of the pieces. In 
the original publication of Maple Leaf Rag and Broadway Rag, the 
tempo was described as “Tempo di marcia” and “Slow March Tempo” 
respectively. Similarly, Stars and Stripes Forever is likely to follow a 
marching tempo. All of the tempos above fall in the range between 100 
to 120 bpm. Thus, these two numbers representing the upper and lower 
limits of the tempo will be used for this analysis. 

Some conclusions can be drawn when looking at the duration 
of syncopated notes on different metrical layers. As demonstrated 
in Table 2, syncopation on the 16th note metrical layer, which is 
the most common form it takes in ragtime, is worth 125 ms of time. 
According to London, duration in this metrical envelope (from 100ms 
to 250ms) can be perceived as entrainable pulses but not as actual 
beats that consist of multiple pulses. Therefore, out of all three cases,  
the dissonance created by syncopation on the 16th note layer is the 
weakest; the duration of the syncopated note is short enough that the 
whole event can be seen as animating rather than disturbing.  On the 
8th note layer, the metrical threshold of 250ms is crossed, enabling the 
syncopated note to be heard as an actual beat. This will create a much 
more noticeable dissonance because the syncopated note on this layer 
can be confused with an actual beat. The thresholds are illustrated 
graphically in Example 6b, which is borrowed from London’s book. 
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Ex.6b A graph of metrical thresholds marked by London in his book 
Hearing in Time.

On the quarter-note level, not only is the 250ms threshold 
crossed, but the duration of syncopation also approaches the range of 
what is known as the “Ideal Tactus” around 600-650ms, which is the 
layer to which listeners tend to most comfortably tap along. In this 
case, the dissonance caused by syncopation is maximized because 
the syncopated note almost feels perfectly like a beat in the music, 
consequently generating huge confusion. Therefore, the “cakewalk” 
pattern in ragtime, which occurs on the metrical layer of 16th and 8th 
notes, is much less dissonant to listeners than the “cakewalk” pattern 
in Stars and Stripes Forever, which occurs on the quarter-note level. 
In addition, due to the fact that this pattern continues for only a few 
measures and completely vanishes as the music proceeds, it is far-
fetched to consider that Stars and Stripes influenced ragtime with its 
use of syncopation—though both might contain similar elements from 
a common ancestor. 
 One probable ancestor of the syncopations mentioned above 
might be folk songs that African slaves brought to the New World. 
With a rough count, out of 136 songs collected in Slave Songs of the 
United States, 70 of them contain at least one of the syncopation listed 
above, and most of them are “cakewalk.”

As shown in Example 7a, the piece called Hear From Heaven 
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To-Day contains many straight-forward “cakewalk” rhythms that are 
identical to most of those found in the two rags. 

Ex.7a From Slave Songs of the United States. The red ellipses encircle 
the cakewalk rhythm. 

However, syncopation in many other songs appears in the 
form demonstrated in Example 7b, which is similar to “cakewalk” but 
without its last 16th note, This varied pattern is called “Scotch Snap,” 
which is frequently used in Baroque pieces and Scottish folk songs 
(“Scotch Snaps” [00:50]).

Ex.7b From Slave Songs of the United States. The red ellipse encircles 
the scotch snap rhythm. 

Such a pattern can also be found in Coonjine, Baby, Coonjine 
in Example 7c, a riverboat song claimed by a newspaper article in 
1911 to be the origin of ragtime. According to Jones, ragtime is just 
the quick action of playing Coonjine, which, even as a speculation, is 
not completely unreasonable. As shown in Example 7d, if the duration 
of all notes in the piece is shrunk by half while the “scotch snap” 
syncopations are expanded into the regular “cakewalk” pattern (both 
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of which make the song move faster), the music will indeed resemble 
the right -hand part of a rag.

Ex.7c Coonjine, Baby, Coonjine transcription by Mary Wheeler.

Ex. 7d A faster version of the first four measures in Coonjine, Baby, 
Coonjine.

Besides syncopations, some interesting motivic features can be 
found in music from Slave Songs. In the last seven pieces of music in 
the collection, the first four, as annotated by the original editors, were 
danced to something called Coonjai (Allen et al.), probably relatable 
to Coonjine, Baby, Coonjine due to the resemblance in their names. 
One of them is shown in Example 7e, which contains many triplets 
in the second half of a measure. As the music is approaching the end, 
however, the triplet shows up in the first half of the measure. 

Ex.7e From Slave Songs of the United States. The red ellipse encircles 
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the triplets.

 The structure analyzed above is similar to what appears in 
both rags since “cakewalk” can be treated as a variation of triplets—
because both try to divide a beat into three equal parts. As illustrated 
in Example 7f,  section B in Broadway Rag starts with several 
“cakewalk” patterns in the second half of each measure. When 
approaching the end, the position suddenly swaps and the “cakewalk” 
appears in the first half of the measures instead. This overall motivic 
structure likely exists to foreshadow an approaching event, which, in 
this case, marks the end of the section or song.  

Ex. 7f Broadway Rag Mm.23-28. Red ellipses differentiate the position 
of syncopations.

 Notably, this sudden change in an ongoing pattern right before 
an event, or “hypermetrical upbeat,” can be frequently found in 
western music. It foreshadows an approaching hypermetrical downbeat  
(an implied pattern of strong beats over multiple measures, such as the 
first beat in four measures, eight measures, or sixteen measures) by 
introducing a pattern that is inconsistent with the previous style. David 
Huron explained this idea in his book Sweet Anticipation, saying that 
“By interrupting the flow of the rhythm, the stop-and-go acts like a 
melodic suspension—heightening the desire for return of the rhythm.” 
Example 7g, originally shown in Huron’s book, illustrates the snare 
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drum pattern of a piece of contemporary music that includes a sudden 
change at the end, which is often known as a “fill.” Furthermore, 
in Huron’s theory, the fulfillment of anticipation when a downbeat 
is played after an upbeat is pleasurable to listeners. Such a widely 
used technique in music today has been long exploited by ingenious 
musicians centuries ago in rags and African American folk songs. 

Ex. 7g The shift in the pattern at the end from the 12-bar backbeat 
played by snare drum in Danny & the Junior’s “At the Hop” (Huron 
249). 

Despite the similarities found between ragtime and the African 
American folk songs collected in Slave Songs of the United States, 
it is hard to identify one single piece of music that is certain to be 
the exact origin of ragtime. However, some collective attributes 
shown in black folk music must have influenced ragtime to some 
extent. Additionally, because most ragtime musicians are of African 
descent, it is reasonable to link the origin of their music with their 
actual ancestry—their parents or grandparents who might have been 
former slaves. On the other hand, some European origins of Ragtime 
can be identified as well. “Scotch Snap,” which originally appears 
in Scottish folk songs and Baroque music, could have influenced the 
predominant “cakewalk” of Ragtime. “Hypermetrical upbeat” also 
hints at a possible connection between ragtime and western music. In 
either case, ragtime undoubtedly advanced its use of syncopation as a 
predominant rhythmic feature in a way that didn’t necessarily disturb 
its listeners. For example, in Maple Leaf Rag, 67 measures out of 80 
are syncopated (Nadeau 57). Regardless of origin, the advancement is 
significant. 

Metrical Dissonance:

 Metrical dissonance is a common rhythmic feature in many 
different styles of music, from as early as the Baroque music, to the 
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later Romantic music, to folk music from various cultures. However, 
rather than proving its existence and listing every metrical dissonance 
in the selected pieces, it is more important to find some recurring 
patterns that play a significant role in the music. For the purpose of 
congruity, I will use Krebs’s notation in his book Fantasy Pieces to 
mark the dissonances (Krebs 31).

In Maple Leaf Rag, four patterns of metrical dissonance are 
salient in the piece: G 3/2, D 4+2, D 16+1, and “Tresillo” . According 
to Krebs’s notation, the letter “G” suggests a “Grouping Dissonance” 
while the letter “D“ suggests a “Displacement Dissonance.” G 3/2, 
for example, suggests that a structure that accentuates every third beat 
is imposed on a structure that accentuates every second beat. On the 
other hand, D 4+2 indicates that a structure that accentuates every 
fourth beat is imposed on the same structure, but shifted to the right 
by two beats. There is a clear G3/2 dissonance as soon as the piece 
starts, as shown in Example 8a. In this case, the unit beat is a 16th 
note. The left-hand is playing a steady accompaniment on every 8th 
note, or two 16th notes. The E octave chords played by the right-hand 
are accentuated over the other notes once in every three 16th notes. By 
putting the two together, a G 3/2 dissonance is created.

Ex.8a Maple Leaf Rag Mm.1-4. Red numbers indicate the G 3/2 
dissonance. 

A  variation of the G 3/2 dissonance can be found in Broadway 
Rag as shown in Example 8e,  this form of dissonance is known 
as “Tresillo,” which originated in both Latin America and Africa. 
Following the way Biamonte used this term in her article “Formal 
Functions of Metric Dissonance in Rock Music,” I will treat  “Tresillo” 
as a kind of metrical dissonance instead of a syncopation (Biamonte).  
With Biamonte’s notation, “Tresillo” can be rewritten as a “332” 
pattern, where the first, fourth, and seventh 16th notes are accentuated. 
In Krebs’s theory, it can also be an indirect G3/2 dissonance, in which 
the dissonance is created by placing a 2-pulse structure after a 3-pulse 
structure. This pattern becomes prevalent in rock songs as a primary 
source of dissonance (Biamonte).
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Ex.8e Broadway Rag Mm.5-9. The tresillo (332) pattern is indicated in 
red

In the second section of Maple Leaf Rag, though the G3/2 
dissonance remains, several new types of dissonance emerge. As 
labeled in Example 8b, the D4+2 dissonance can be easily seen in 
the left-hand section. The numbers in red mark the implied accents 
based on musical traditions, which often regard the first and third 8th 
notes as stressed in a 2/4 measure. At the same time, the number in 
blue suggests another way to perceive the accents. The chords they 
marked are more complicated and higher in pitch than the others in 
the left-hand section, which results in a D 4+2 dissonance, also known 
as “backbeats.” Moreover, the right-hand section is strengthening the 
effect of accents on the backbeats. In Example 8b, more than half of 
the accentuated octave chords played by the right hand overlap with 
the backbeats in the left-hand section, thus reinforcing the dissonance. 

Ex.8b Maple Leaf Rag Mm.17-27. Red and Blue numbers indicate the 
D 4+2 dissonance.

 As shown in Example 8c, another form of Dissonance, D16+2, 
can be found in the same place. On a hypermetrical layer, listeners 
can entrain to the first beat of every two measures. However, the real 
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accents fall on the second 16th note of every two measures, when two 
intricate chords played by both hands reinforce each other, setting 
up a D16+2 dissonance. According to Krebs’s theory on metrical 
dissonance, D16+2 is actually considered a relative of D4+2 because 
their phase-out duration (+2) is identical while the metrical layers (16 
and 4) are either factors or multiples of one another (Krebs 42). Thus, 
the backbeat pattern and its variation are the most pervasive metrical 
dissonance in Maple Leaf Rag. 

Ex.8c Maple Leaf Rag Mm.17-27. Red and Blue numbers indicate the 
D16+2 dissonance.

 Some identical metrical dissonance exists in Broadway Rag.  
As labeled in Example 8d, many “backbeat” patterns or D4+2 can be 
identified in the piece. Similarly, the accents on the second and fourth 
beats created by the complexity and higher pitches of chords contradict 
the implied strong first and third beats, which lead to the dissonance. 

Ex.8d Broadway Rag Mm.23-30. Red and blue numbers indicate the 
D4+2 dissonance.

 “Backbeats,” which appear as a predominant metrical 
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dissonance in both rags, can be found in great numbers in march songs 
as exemplified by Stars and Stripes Forever (shown in Example 9a). 
The instruments playing the second line (2-3rd cornets and horns) are 
imposing a shifted two-layer onto the two-layer played by instruments 
of the third line (8th Bassa, Bar.Sax. and Basses). In this case, if the 
unit beat is a quarter note, then the dissonance can be notated as D2+1; 
if the unit beat remains as a 16th note, then the dissonance becomes 
D8+4. In either case, according to Krebs’s theory, the pattern is closely 
related to D4+2 found in both rags—one is just a magnification of 
the other one (Krebs 41). For the purpose of simplicity, I will use the 
term “backbeat” to refer to all of them, which are essentially the same 
pattern with simple manipulations. 

Ex.9a Stars and Stripes Forever Mm.8-20. D 2+1 dissonances are 
shown by respective colors.

 The Backbeat pattern continues throughout different parts of 
the march. It disappears at the beginning of the trio part, but returns 
when approaching the next section. Similarly, at the beginning of 
the next section, the backbeat pattern vanishes again, but reappears 
as the piece is about to end. A speculation on the mechanism behind 
this observation is that the backbeat rhythm drives the procession of 
a piece of music. When heading to some major events, such as the 
end of the piece or some sort of climax as indicated by the heavily 
accented notes in Example 9b, the backbeat pattern occurs. This also 
explains the recurrence of the backbeat pattern in marches, because 
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one of their primary purposes is to drive parades into movement along 
with the music. Similarly, backbeats in rags can also drive audiences 
into movement and dances.

Ex. 9b Stars and Stripes Forever Mm.61-70. The red circles marked 
the heavily accented areas. 

 In Slave Songs of the United States and Coonjine, Baby 
Coonjine, it is harder to determine if any metrical dissonance occurs 
at all. However, in actual performances, several body instruments, 
including hands and feet, would often be used as accompaniments. 
According to the article “The Sources and Resources of Classic 
Ragtime Music,” “Hand clapping (not a form of patting) was 
frequently used to accompany black folk and religious songs. The 
pattern is as much a precursor of the “straight bass” [or the left-hand 
accompaniment] in ragtime as is the “oom-pah bass” of the march” 
(Floyd and Reisser 28). 

Ex.10a Picture from “The Sources and Resources of Classic Ragtime 
Music.”
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 The original figure in the article is illustrated in Example 10a. 
The hand-clapping part is shifted a quarter note to the right against 
the foot-stomping part, which forms the backbeat pattern. Many 
songs collected in Slave Songs of the United States, which are mostly 
folk and religious,  might be accompanied by such a rhythm which 
automatically generates the backbeat along the way.

In a nutshell, despite a variety of metrical dissonances found 
in Maple Leaf Rag, the only pattern that shows a clear link with both 
Stars and Stripes and Slaves Songs is backbeat or D4+2 dissonance 
and its variations. It is hard to conclude whether this particular 
feature in ragtime music derives from African American folk songs or 
European-style marches (both existed for a long time before ragtime 
appeared)—though I will lean more towards the African side following 
the same logic as in the discussion of the origin of syncopation.

Conclusions:
 

This paper presented a comprehensive rhythmic analysis on 
the structure, syncopation, and metrical dissonance in Maple Leaf Rag 
by Scott Joplin and Broadway Rag by James Scott, two classical rags 
that came to represent different time periods and achieved different 
levels of popularity. Both pieces were then compared and contrasted 
with Slaves Songs of the United States and Coonjine, Baby, Coonjine, 
and the march Stars and Stripes Forever, all of which have either 
influenced ragtime or contained some of its predominant stylistic 
features. Through the analysis, several conclusions can be drawn. 
First, most syncopations in ragtime can be classified into “cakewalk” 
or “tie syncopation.” Notably, “cakewalk” pattern can be frequently 
traced to African American folk songs, most in the form of “Scotch 
Snap,” which originated in Europe and is found in many Baroque 
pieces. Thus, syncopations in ragtime are likely borrowed from folk 
songs written and sung by former slaves, which might have either been 
influenced by classical European music further back in the timeline or 
originated simultaneously with European music. On the other hand, 
many fewer syncopations can be found in Stars and Stripes Forever, 
and they played very different roles from those in ragtime. However, 
ragtime is similar to march with respect to metrical dissonance and 
the overall structure. “Backbeat” pattern, though is also included 
in the hand-clapping ritual of African American folk songs, is used 
throughout the two rags and Stars and Stripes Forever. The 8 measure 
and 4 measure phrase, the “Satz” pattern, and the division of each 
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section into 16 measures, all hint at a relationship between ragtime, 
march, and other styles of music with European origins. 

To summarize, ragtime is really a collage of different 
genres from different continents with people from different cultural 
backgrounds. Ultimately, this combination of rhythmic elements 
gives ragtime the power to motivate people into actions and dances, 
which contributes to its unprecedented success and popularity among 
all musical genres in the United States in the early 20th century. As 
discussed above, the “backbeat” in rags gives audiences a sense of 
progression and accumulation of tension that often leads to either the 
end of a section or a climax. At the same time, the 16th note level 
syncopation in ragtime and African American folk songs can animate 
listeners rather than causing dissonance that requires resolution. This 
motivating effect gives rise to ragtime’s popularity in bars, gatherings, 
and dances, and ultimately in numerous households and communities 
across the States and the world beyond. Ragtime is the first American 
genre pioneered by black musicians, but more than anything, it is a 
work of inclusiveness, combining elements from different cultures. 
Ragging down the streets and into numerous neighborhoods, ragtime 
composed a powerful cry to the world, chanting its praise of diversity.
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Catching Salinger: J.D. Salinger’s Portrayal of Children and 
Innocence

Cam Wheeler
 

J.D. Salinger’s work captured a generation of disillusioned 
adults, focusing on children as ideal examples of something adults 
lack and cannot attain: innocence and empathy. Coming into fame 
as an author in a post World War II America, Salinger’s work stood 
as a leader of a new style of American fiction. A traumatized soldier 
himself, Salinger’s own strange relationship with religion and war 
trauma gave him a unique vantage point in his writing. Despite only 
having written a small body of work, Salinger’s themes and style 
are consistent and recognizable; Salinger’s fixation on children and 
innocence, in correlation to wisdom, shows throughout nearly all his 
work. Salinger writes adults as corrupt, while children are precocious, 
wise, and pleasant. Salinger does not give children the same depth as 
older characters, but intends for them to serve as desirable examples 
to the adults. Only through the direct influence of children can 
Salinger’s adults find salvation. Children, through their lack of worldly 
knowledge, are able to attain a higher understanding and moral state. 
A strange fixation on organized religion, specifically Zen Buddhism, 
influences a large portion of Salinger’s work, especially his later work. 
Religion, in his work, serves as the only alternate means to escape 
the cycle of life for Salinger’s characters. J.D. Salinger’s portrayal 
of children emphasizes innocence, purity, and selflessness and, by 
juxtaposing this with consistently negative portrayal of adults, Salinger 
creates a false objectification of children as allegorical symbols of 
moral perfection, and inverts the typical narrative of aging correlating 
to maturity. 

After a tumultuous schooling and inability to secure a career, 
in 1942 Salinger enlisted to World War II. Having had his first day of 
combat at D-Day, war proved a traumatic experience for Salinger and 
greatly influenced his life and work (Blackstock). During this time, 
Salinger built a relationship with Ernest Hemingway, who would pave 
the way for Salinger’s salience in the world of literature. According 
to Bradley McDuffie, a literary professor on Hemingway, in letters 
from World War II Hemingway “notes Salinger’s disdain for the war, 
his desire to be a writer, and the strong quality of his work” (93). 
Throughout the war, the two kept contact, with Hemingway serving as 
a war correspondent to Salinger’s fourth division (90). The influence 
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of Hemingway’s correspondence with Salinger shows throughout 
his work; Holden Caulfield, in The Catcher in the Rye, even refers to 
Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms (Salinger, Catcher 156). While in 
psychiatric care after the war, Salinger wrote the first successful stories 
of his career. Stories such as “For Esmé—with Love and Squalor” 
show not only the traumatized soldier in Salinger, but also the themes 
that would come to define his work, specifically surrounding childhood 
and family. In further correspondence with Hemingway, Salinger 
jokingly refers to his own work on the Glass family and the Caulfield 
family as “[his] incestuous short stories” (McDuffie 92). Although 
he uses the word “incestuous” for a joking effect, he acknowledges 
the distorted family dynamics in his work. These family dynamics 
and focus on children in his early work carry throughout his career, 
defining a style and theme for Salinger. 
 After World War II, Salinger, like many Americans, 
experienced war trauma. In an effort to cope with this, Salinger 
turned to various forms of organized religion and intensive isolation 
(Blackstock). For Salinger, this interest in religion manifested 
largely in a “keen interest” in Zen Buddhism, along with a sporadic 
investment in other religions such as Christianity, Taoism, and 
Hinduism (Blackstock). Due to his isolation, Salinger developed 
an intensive and unique moral code based on these various special 
religious interests. Throughout his works, especially The Catcher in 
the Rye and “Teddy,” religious imagery and themes are quintessential 
to the understanding of his work. Zen, to Salinger, plays a key role 
to gratification, but remains unattainable by adult characters. Only 
children, through their innocence and purity, are able to attain Zen and 
enlightenment. The character of Teddy shows this, suggesting that if 
he were to make a school, he would “make [children] vomit up every 
bit of the apple… everybody made them take a bite out of” in order to 
help them towards enlightenment (Salinger, “Teddy” 196). The apple, 
to Teddy, much like in Christian doctrine, represents knowledge, and 
with knowledge, sin. The equivocation of knowledge to sin creates the 
dichotomy Salinger perpetuates of innocence and purity as the ideal 
state for the human condition rather than worldly intelligence and 
maturity. For adult characters, who, according to Teddy, have already 
eaten too much of the “apple,” enlightenment remains unattainable 
(Blackstock). Worldly intelligence limits characters and poisons their 
mental well-being, offering a lower form of existence and alienating 
adults from perfection. Often religious figures escape the confines of 
adulthood and corruption in Salinger’s work. In the world of Salinger, 
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ignorance not only leads to peace, but enlightenment and purity. 
 Despite its status as one of Salinger’s first well received 
short stories, “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” reads as anything but 
immature, showing clearly the juxtaposition between childhood and 
adulthood, and naturally, innocence and corruption. Salinger portrays 
Seymour Glass, the main character of the story, as an unstable man; 
Seymour’s wife reveals that “there’s a chance… that Seymour may 
completely lose control of himself” due to war trauma and the nature 
of his domestic life (6). Seymour himself reveals his disconnect 
from his wife, telling the child, Sybil, he befriends that “[his wife] 
may be in any one of a thousand places. At the hairdresser’s. Having 
her hair dyed mink. Or making dolls for poor children, in her 
room,” then quickly telling her to change the subject (6). Seymour’s 
depersonalization of his wife as a caricature of a housewife and 
refusal to address her fully show his inability to connect with her. 
Only with Sybil, as professor of literature at Cambridge Kasia Boddy 
puts it, Seymour “can express himself” (42). However, due to the 
limitations of Sybil’s immaturity, Seymour finds himself only able 
to do so through metaphors and “fantastical stor[ies].” These limits 
do not necessarily serve as a bad thing to Seymour, however, as he 
“talk[s] innocently and imaginatively” and avoids “the cliches of 
small talk” (Boddy 42). Salinger does not treat Seymour’s inability to 
communicate with adults as a bad thing; rather, only through talking 
with the child Sybil does Seymour find respite from his life. 
 Seymour Glass, however, as an adult, cannot escape the 
inherent corruption of aging. As much as Seymour acts cordial and 
polite to Sybil, he also unintentionally projects his insecurity and pain 
onto her. Feeling the need to describe his dissatisfaction with his life to 
Sybil, Seymour tells her a story about his invention the bananafish: 

Well, they swim into a hole where there’s a lot of bananas. 
They’re very ordinary-looking fish when they swim in. But 
once they get in, they behave like pigs. Why I’ve known 
some bananafish to swim in a banana hole and eat as many as 
seventy-eight bananas... naturally, after that they’re so fat they 
can’t get out of the hole again... Well, I hate to tell you, Sybil. 
They die. (15-16)

Sybil, still a child, believes the story easily, even telling Seymour “I 
just saw one… A bananafish” (16). Seymour, upon realizing Sybil 
has received his story innocently and purely, immediately feels 
horror. To Seymour, he feels himself a bananafish in his life; having 
entered innocently, Seymour, too gorged on the pleasures of life and 
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adulthood, finds himself unable to escape the world he has defined for 
himself. Stuck with a “girl who for a ringing phone dropped exactly 
nothing” and a traumatic past in the army, Seymour feels poisoned 
and disillusioned (3). Seymour, fully realizing the meaning behind 
his story and unable to cope with Sybil’s flaunting innocence, “s[its] 
down…  look[s] at [his wife], aim[s] the pistol, and fire[s] a bullet 
through his right temple” (18). The sudden suicide seems unprompted, 
but within context of his bananafish tale, Seymour completes his life 
cycle as a bananafish. Already an adult, Seymour finds himself unable 
to pass again through the “hole” back to ignorance, innocence, and 
peace, features he sees in Sybil. In “A Perfect Day for Bananafish”, 
Seymour uses Sybil as an object to compare his own impurity against, 
seeing her not as a person, but as a symbol of perfection. 

“For Esmé—with Love and Squalor” similarly features a 
traumatized soldier and child, and again features children as the only 
venue for salvation. Unlike in “A Perfect Day for Bananafish,” the 
narrator finds himself able to return to his state as a man with all “his 
fac- with all his f-a-c-u-l-t-i-e-s intact” through the influence of a child 
(Salinger, “For Esmé” 114). Esmé, the child Sargeant X meets, is older 
than Sybil; while not specified, her age “is midway between childhood 
and adulthood” (Wenke 256). This presents, to Esmé, a unique set 
of problems from X. Both characters share war trauma and a sense 
of responsibility, but Esmé’s young age allows X to partake in the 
childish innocence of a young girl. Describing Esmé’s voice upon their 
first encounter, X says “a somewhat more denominational man than 
myself might… have experienced levitation” (90). This equivocation 
of Esmé’s voice to a spiritual experience deifies her and makes her a 
symbol of purity. X realizes that Esme’s “nails were bitten down to the 
quick,” shattering the illusion of her purity and perfection (93). This 
does not matter to X because, to him, Esmé still represents something 
he cannot attain—a younger state of innocence and morality. Around 
Esmé, X feels the need to hide the effects of war on himself, “keeping 
[his] coal-black filling under concealment” when he smiles to her (93). 
Compared to the “letter-writing types” of his division, Esmé’s striking 
gregarious nature stands out and differentiates her (88). The men of 
X’s division, despite physical closeness and cordial extroversion, are 
unable to communicate effectively with each other. Only through Esmé 
can X find redemption and overcome the inability to find love that 
adulthood has brought him (Wenke 259). Esmé represents the ability to 
overcome squalor and a return to normalcy and love for Sergeant X. 

Although Esmé represents childish innocence and joy to 
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Sergeant X, Esmé has experienced the pain of war. As John Wenke, 
an author on Salinger, points out, Esmé “must cope with the pain 
of having lost both parents at the same time that she must bear the 
responsibility of taking care of her brother” (Wenke 256). Esmé 
deliberately makes an effort to protect her brother Charle’s innocence, 
telling X about her father’s death and spelling “s-l-a-i-n” when telling 
him her father died in Africa so the brother may remain unaware 
(Salinger, “For Esmé” 97). Although Esmé herself may be a child, 
her younger brother represents, to Esmé, what Esmé represents to X. 
Much like the Sergeant, Esmé makes an effort to protect her younger 
counterpart’s innocence, but also depends on the younger child for 
stability. These interpersonal ties create a cycle of age and protection 
of innocence in “For Esmé—with Love and Squalor” that subverts the 
stereotypical narrative of age relating to maturity. The more mature 
characters in this story, in an effort to retain the moral wellness of the 
younger generations, protect them deliberately from the hardships of 
war. 

In The Catcher in the Rye, Holden, as a teenager, acts 
hypocritical and cynical towards adults; this attitude stems from his 
feeling of alienation towards these older figures, but also the fact that, 
as he ages, he inevitably becomes more and more like them (Kinney 
113). To Holden, when he talks to adults, he feels “[they are] on 
opposite sides of the pole” (Salinger, Catcher 15). He cannot relate 
to the values of the mature adults, such as his elderly teacher Old 
Spencer, because he feels, as he attempts to hold onto his childlike 
innocence, he finds himself opposite to them. Holden stands on the 
“crazy cliff” of adulthood, making him a unique Salinger protagonist 
(Salinger, Catcher 191). Holden’s status as a teenager places him on 
the cusp of adulthood and childhood, not properly fitting into either 
category, but struggling against his place. Holden attempts to fight 
his aging, but “realizes that it is nearly impossible for a child to grow 
up in the world and remain innocent” (Blackstock). This realization, 
however, does not stop him from attempting to project his need for 
innocence onto those around him. When talking to his roommate 
Stradlater about a girl he once knew, he recounts that “when she’d get 
a king, she wouldn’t move it” (32). This childish detail contrasts with 
the impression of Stradlater “giv[ing] her the time,” namely, taking 
Jane’s virginity (43). Holden being a virgin himself, cannot tolerate the 
idea of Jane losing her innocence in such a manner. After physically 
attacking Stradlater over the idea, he lays in bed thinking “about her 
and Stradlater parked somewhere in that fat-assed Ed Banky’s car” 
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and he “[feels] like jumping out the window” (48). Even the thought 
that a symbol of his purity could lose her innocence depresses Holden 
deeply, making him turn to a twisted suicidal and violent response. 

In The Catcher in the Rye, the exchange of love and hardship 
between Holden and Phoebe, similarly to Esme and the Sergeant 
within “For Esmé—with Love and Squalor,” helps the characters 
overcome the disjointed culture of adulthood and maturity, allowing 
Holden to find peace in Phoebe’s love and purity. To Holden, Phoebe 
represents the innocence he finds himself losing as he ages. Her 
precocious nature and youthful ignorance make her into a symbol of 
what he has lost in himself and literally through his dead brother Allie. 
Holden needs to hold onto Phoebe as an “object for him of truth and 
purity and love” to feel that good remains in the world (Kinney 113). 
In fact, Phoebe’s childish maturity and love are the only catalysts 
capable of moving Holden towards adulthood (Burrows 85). Just 
like Sergeant X and Esmé, Holden only finds respite through her 
childish influence. Holden and Phoebe are able to exchange love, 
overcoming Holden’s disconnect and social disability, however, the 
taint of adulthood affects even their relationship. Holden, in an attempt 
at a gesture of love, buys Phoebe a record; however, “[he] drop[s] 
old Phoebe’s record.” Holden nearly cries over this, and decides to 
keep the pieces in his coat (170). His last attempt at relating himself 
to her and retaining his innocence fails. Holden’s guilt over this 
amplifies when Phoebe, upon seeing the broken record, says “gimme 
the pieces… I’m saving them” (Salinger, Catcher 181). Phoebe’s 
pure gesture of love and understanding breaks Holden’s defenses 
down; Phoebe, in this gesture, acts as the antithesis to the phony sick 
adult world around him. Phoebe’s understanding of his gesture and 
expression of love overcomes the adult potential for understanding and 
caring. 

Holden’s brother Allie died young, and when describing 
Allie, Holden notes that Allie “was the most intelligent member in 
the family… [and] the nicest” and that Allie brought out a sincere 
side of adults, saying “his teachers were always [saying] what a 
pleasure it was having a boy like Allie in their class. And they weren’t 
just shooting the crap. They really meant it” (Saligner, Catcher 38). 
Because Allie died as a child, in Holden’s mind, Allie acts as an 
object of what adults lack and children have; empathy, innocence, 
and love. When Phoebe asks what Holden does like in the world, he 
finds himself only able to say Allie. Phoebe attempts to challenge 
this answer, claiming Allie’s deceased status renders the answer 
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invalid, but a distressed Holden’s replies, “I know he’s dead! Don’t 
you think I know that? I can still like him, though, can’t I? [he] w[as] 
about a thousand times nicer than the people you know that’re alive 
and all” (189). His choice of superlative, saying “a thousand times 
nicer,” displays the intensity of Holden’s veritable deification of Allie 
(189). Holden treats Allie as an example for the ideal human state, 
exaggerating his perfection. Holden depends on this image of Allie to 
keep himself alive, delusionally begging Allie’s spirit: “Allie, don’t 
let me disappear. Please, Allie” (218). To Holden, he feels there are 
two options for himself: to meet the same fate as Allie, or to give into 
the corruption and decrepitness of adults like the elevator operator 
he meets or Old Spencer (Burrows 84-85). Allie represents an escape 
from the inevitable corruption of adulthood and the antithesis of what 
Holden finds himself becoming. 
 Holden not only seeks to protect his own innocence through 
the novel, but also seeks to protect the innocence of others, especially 
his sister Phoebe. Early in the novel, Holden stands at his window with 
a snowball, considering where he plans to throw it; he nearly throws 
it at a car, but decides the “car looked so nice and white,” and he 
instead decides to hold onto it (Salinger, Catcher 41). Holden’s refusal 
to blemish the snow, a traditional symbol of purity, symbolizes his 
dedication to the preservation of perfection. As literary critique author 
David Burrows states, “the snow-covered object satisfies the boy’s 
desire for some state which is perfect, silent, uncorrupted, aesthetically 
and emotionally complete” (Burrows 84). His holding onto the object 
of destruction, the snowball, in turn, shows his status as a young adult 
giving in to inevitable evil. The melting destructive snowball wanes 
away, just like Holden as he refuses to accept his place in the phony 
world of adults. In Phoebe’s school, Holden finds someone has written 
“fuck you” on the wall; this revelation sickens him as he imagines the 
children in the school seeing it and changing their of the world. He 
takes this to a sick extreme, thinking “I kept wanting to kill whoever’d 
written it” (221). Holden’s fantasy about harming this corruptor serves 
as an ironically hypocritical reminder of his own twisted state. This 
trend of Holden protecting innocence reaches the zenith when he 
describes his ideal position as a “catcher in the rye.” He describes this 
in vivid detail to Phoebe, saying:

Anyway, I kept picturing all these little kids playing some 
game in this big field of rye and all. Thousands of little kids, 
and nobody’s around—nobody big, I mean—except me. And 
I’m standing on the edge of some crazy cliff. What I have to 
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do… if they’re running and they don’t look where they’re 
going I have to come out from somewhere and catch them. 
That’s all I’d do all day. I’d just be the catcher in the rye and 
all. (191)

Holden wishes that he could stand as a barrier between children and 
their tragic fates as adults. In fact, Holden can only imagine a future 
of protecting others for himself. His refusal to live in the present and 
accept his state, or even make an effort to improve it, reflects his belief 
that, only as a child, can a better status be achieved. Holden himself 
has already fallen off the “crazy cliff” of adulthood, but, unable to 
accept his descent into maturity and what he perceives as phoniness, 
he wants to save children from meeting Allie’s fate or his own. 
 Holden, unlike many other Salinger protagonists, finds 
himself forced to work through his tumultuous coming of age into 
adulthood. While this forces him to take on a hypocritical sense of 
phoniness, this also allows him to come to a greater understanding 
of the maturing process. While Holden still struggles to accept the 
loss of innocence, he realizes it is practically inevitable. On another 
occasion of finding “fuck you” written on the wall, Holden realizes, 
“if you had a million years to do it in, you couldn’t rub out even half 
the “fuck you” signs in the world” (222). This depressing realization 
leads Holden down a path of realizing his inability to protect children. 
No matter his efforts, he cannot stop the world’s course of corruption. 
Few adults are able to escape this course of life, such as the nuns 
Holden meets (122). Only through religion are these adults able to 
escape the cycle of life. Holden himself, remote from their religious 
enlightenment, “by mistake… [blows] smoke in their face” (126). 
His worldly intrinsic evil renders him unable to cross into their world 
of purity. Later, however, Holden views this revelation in a different 
light; watching Phoebe on the carousel he’d ridden as a child, he 
watches her and thinks, “the thing with kids is, if they want to grab 
for the gold ring, you have to let them do it… If they fall off, they 
fall off” (232). Although he knows that the children will never catch 
the ring, he lets them try and learn about the world at their own pace. 
Holden’s newfound ability to let nature happen here lifts the burden 
of “catching” the kids from himself, and shows a maturity present in 
few of Salinger’s characters. Through the influence of Phoebe, Holden 
finds salvation, but in turn he finds himself able to let her mature. 
The conclusion of Holden’s story culminating in maturity offers a 
bittersweet ending; Holden may have achieved a compromise with 
a twisted and phony world, but realizing the inevitability of aging 
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presents an unpleasant future. 
 Perhaps the most overt of Salinger’s stories, “Teddy” stands 
as a blatant representation of Salinger’s moral and religious standing 
on children. Teddy, a young boy, apparently possesses a higher moral 
and spiritual understanding than the majority of humanity, given a 
positively mature depiction despite his age. Teddy’s voice and words 
are “oddly and beautifully rough cut… each of his phrasings… 
rather like a little ancient island, inundated by a miniature sea of 
whiskey.” Salinger ties this phrase to the idea of “small boys,” saying 
that they often sound like this (Salinger, “Teddy” 169). Words like 
“ancient” and “whiskey” create the picture of a stereotypical wise 
elder character, yet Teddy, a mere ten year old boy, subverts this trope. 
According to Teddy, in a past life, he was “a holy man in India” and he 
“hold[s] pretty firmly to the Vedantic theory of reincarnation” (188). 
This allusion to Zen Buddhist religion reflects Salinger’s personal 
fixation and following of this religious path. Teddy’s status as a 
reincarnated person reflects “the Buddhist concept of the “wheel of 
life, the ceaseless round of daily existence from which it is the goal of 
Buddhism to escape” (Blackstock). The only reason Teddy remains 
on earth is because, in a past life, he gave into the pleasures of sinful 
adulthood and “met a lady, and… stopped meditating” (188). This path 
of corruption, and the fact he has made further spiritual advancement 
as a child in his new life, reflect Salinger’s belief that age inversely 
correlates with wisdom and propriety. 

Teddy has very nearly attained enlightenment as a child by 
avoidance of earthly pleasures and his status as a child, placing himself 
in a distinctly separate place from the other adults in the story. To 
Teddy, adults have eaten too much of what he calls “the apple” (195). 
“The apple,” to him, represents worldly knowledge and facts. He 
wishes to “get [children] to empty out everything their parents and 
everybody ever told them,” in order to learn “who they are” first (195). 
To Teddy, in order to attain true knowledge and enlightenment, one 
must avoid the limitations of human definition, saying, as an example, 
“colors are only names” (196). The man Teddy tells this to challenges 
him, claiming this would create a generation of idiots, but, according 
to Teddy’s doctrine, this generation would only be idiots by the flawed 
adult understanding of intelligence (196). Facts only serve as a means 
to prevent greater understanding. All factual knowledge on earth 
serves as a path to close mindedness and imperfection. While this may 
seem like a path to ignorance rather than intelligence, in the frame 
of reference of the story, these concepts are inverted. Only through 
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ignorance and innocence can a better human condition be found. 
This greater conclusion serves to explain the fixation on children in 
Salinger’s work, and why they serve as objects of moral correctness.

Throughout Salinger’s work, children stand out from the 
unscrupulous and decrepit world of elders, proving themselves to 
be objects of desire and moral purity. In his work, a clear trend of 
youth relating to higher understanding and what Salinger sees as 
true intelligence shows. Older characters consistently seek greater 
understanding from those younger than them, and the younger 
generation, not given flaws, are meant to exist only to remind elders of 
what they have lost by growing up in this world. With the characters of 
Esmé and Phoebe, their older counterparts are only able to overcome 
mental torment by the love and unrepressed emotion they present. The 
children of Salinger’s stories are often precocious and wise, but rarely, 
if ever, prone to the same pains and ailments of older characters. In 
the world of his stories, characters like Old Spencer show nothing 
but a desolate future for adults. His protagonists are forced to come 
to unhappy conclusions, whether it be eventual acceptance of their 
fate, or death. The relation of youth to innocence creates an alternate 
pattern of aging and intelligence, attempting to prove that only 
through ignorance and innocence can true wisdom be found. This 
objectification of youthful characters as examples of perfection 
hinders adults’ capability for moral growth, presenting aging as an 
inevitable growth into evil; no matter what actions are taken, even 
through religious means, adults find themselves unable to reach the 
allegorically depicted children’s perfection. 
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Don’t Assume, Ask: A Young Person’s Guide to #StopAsianHate
Alex Wu 

“Can you really speak English?” My roommate stared at me 
as I was moving my luggage into the dormitory. I just arrived at a 
summer camp in America, jet-lagged and disoriented. I was even 
more confused when my roommate assumed that I didn’t speak 
English, even though I grew up in Hong Kong, where English is my 
native language. 

This was one of my first encounters with covert racism but 
sadly not the last. Throughout the summer, I was exposed to more 
seemingly harmless questions such as “What kind of Asian are you?” 
and “Do you play the violin?” When I first arrived, I saw myself 
equal to everybody else, a normal 12-year-old coming from a diverse 
background; however, each time a baseless assumption was made 
of me, I felt my personhood degraded and identity reduced—to a 
plain label of “Chinese.” What’s worse, I turned a blind eye to these 
comments and laughed along, simply because I felt compelled to 
“blend in.” 

Yet, what the past year of worldwide tumult has testified to 
is that “blending in” is not enough. With a spate of violent crimes 
against Asians during Covid-19, I find it impossible to fake another 
nonchalant smile. Rethinking the assumptions made about my 
identity which I succumbed to, I recognize their same roots with 
racism and hate crimes. Assuming people’s intelligence, physical 
prowess and even their success in life solely based on appearances is 
racist and dehumanizing, yet most people, myself included, weren’t 
able to detect them earlier. 

As Audre Lorde said, “It is not our differences that divide us, 
but our inability to recognize, accept and celebrate those differences.” 
I used to worry being different would divide me and my friends, but I 
now understand it’s my refusal to embrace my individuality that causes 
a greater divide. Letting go of my own assumption that “I will never be 
accepted,” I discussed this issue with my previously insensitive peers 
and actually learned from their perspective as well. Communicating 
with sincerity helped all of us switch perspectives and empathize with 
one other, a lesson I will treasure forever. 

The combat against racism will require a collective effort 
from all, and I’d like to borrow the wise words of my middle school 
biology teacher as advice to everyone: “don’t assume, ask”. While this 
phrase originally applied to scientific experiments where one should 
always measure out each step carefully, I believe it applies to racial 
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struggles perfectly, too. Instead of making assumptions of people 
based on the way they look, “measure” the kind of person they are. 
Why not start with asking more genuine questions, and take a moment 
to listen? 

Don’t assume, ask; don’t judge, inquire. It might just work 
magic. 
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University of Richmond Supplement
Selma Wu

Prompt: You are required to spend the next year in either the past or 
the future. To what year would you travel and why?

I would travel to 1955, the year when the last hanged woman 
in the United Kingdom, Ruth Ellis, shot her lover, David Blakely. It 
took three months from Ruth’s arrest to her execution. If I stood in 
her courtroom, I would question the impartiality of the police and the 
court, and, most importantly, the law itself. The killing was a desperate 
response to the domestic violence that Ruth suffered. At that time, the 
law failed to fully consider such varying circumstances. Diminished 
responsibility, which was introduced in the United Kingdom only two 
years after Ruth’s execution, would have changed the verdict from 
murder to manslaughter, and therefore rewritten her whole story.

It was the complexity of her time that precipitated her death: 
class and gender prejudice, an insufficient legal system, and even 
Ruth’s own ignorance of her systematic oppression. A lot of details 
were intentionally or unintentionally omitted from her case—she 
wouldn’t have been executed if it was investigated with more 
conscientiousness and less preconception. I would want to go back to 
1955 not only to know more about Ruth and her decisions, but also to 
experience the societal tension, from people’s prejudice to the flawed 
legal system, that shaped and destroyed Ruth. I want to put myself in 
her shoes when she pointed the gun at Blakely, and when she decided 
to put all blame for his murder on herself. Moreover, I want to witness 
her trial and hear what people had to say about her, to understand how 
subtle changes in law, class, and society can completely change the 
course of someone’s life. 

In my opinion, the reason why cases such as Ruth’s are so 
compelling is that we all acknowledge deep down beneath the typical, 
sensational rhetoric of murder, there is a human aspect to which we 
all can relate. The underprivileged position of women at that time 
often rendered them no other choices than fighting back against the 
oppressor directly, even in the most radical way. Ironically, the legal 
flaw ignoring such circumstances would have been the easiest to 
change among other more complicated factors ingrained in a broader 
perspective. I could spend my next year in 1955 determined to make 
changes, but it would be impossible to address normalized misogyny 
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all by myself. I could not persuade every person who supported Ruth’s 
execution to believe that she was more than a vain, blonde girl who 
desired Blakely’s wealth. Nor could I promise to help Ruth rid herself 
of her own trauma from how she grew up, her difficult financial 
situation, and her history of violent relationships.

Ruth never received justice, not in her verdict or her opinion 
of herself. Even if I couldn’t do anything for her in 1955, I could 
offer her what most parts of the society didn’t: empathy. I would tell 
her that it is not all her fault, and that she, along with other women, 
deserves a world of equality, justice, and love. Improving society 
never takes place overnight; rather, it comes from the persistent effort 
of many over years and generations. From a historical perspective, we 
may view “diminished responsibility” as a slight update on paper, but 
for Ruth and many others, it could have changed their life. It is with 
these little changes that possibility emerges, a greater hope for people 
to have a more holistic view of the world, to treat others, and to be 
treated, better.
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Do What A Compassionate Human Would Do: Eradicating 
Menstrual Shame

Selma Wu

  I know only too well the process of getting up from my seat, 
sliding a pad into my pocket, and discreetly heading to the restroom: 
the process, that is, of dealing with my period at school. I only began 
to question myself, though, when I saw the same familiar diffidence on 
a classmate’s face as she asked in a low and nervous voice: “Do you 
have a pad?”

According to Public Health England, managing menstruation is 
women’s third biggest reproductive health concern. Efforts to eliminate 
“period poverty” have taken various approaches, including through 
democratizing hygiene products.

But more fundamental than and arguably as important as 
providing hygiene products is eradicating menstrual shame for 
women in our collective psyche. In fact, many hygiene programs fail 
to achieve their intended full benefits, impeded by ingrained cultural 
taboos. Menstruation, a normal, healthy part of womanhood, has long 
been treated as sickness, a weakness inherent to the female sex. The 
deep-rooted prejudice enables a lack of understanding and positive 
change.

A critical element of reproductive health, menstruation has 
tremendous impacts on every individual and every family, and even on 
the economy, when women’s ability to carry out ordinary activities is 
affected by menstruation. Most importantly, menstruation is a human 
rights issue that is directly related to every woman’s physical and 
mental well-being.

A healthier attitude towards menstruation is indispensable 
to promoting the care that women deserve. Our willingness to 
acknowledge the differences between individuals and to resolve this 
chronic issue is necessary to any concept of equality.

Of 83 percent of women in my age group who have 
experienced menstrual symptoms, only 44 percent seek help. But 
women have a right to recognize their bodies and their bodies’ needs. 
As high school students, my classmate who asked me for a pad 
and I already face the challenges brought on by menstruation. Why 
should we feel a need to be ashamed? Until we address the stigma 
of menstruation, women will live in fear of being judged for sharing 
discomfort and pain.
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So start now. Talk about menstruation. Don’t blush at the word 
“period”. Instead of shame and embarrassment, we should normalize 
solid support and respect for this uniquely female challenge. Instead of 
reviling the female body at the precise moment of pain and discomfort, 
we should change the dialogue.
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Cultures: To Appropriate Or To Communicate?
Selma Wu

 Things are quick in the contemporary world—ideas, 
particularly those that break the racial, cultural and national bounds 
to seek further answers, are generated, exchanged and challenged 
in a surprising pace. People are also quick—quick to discover, 
criticize or even attack the controversial “cultural appropriation” 
existent from artworks to fashion industry. Some, like Kenan 
Malik and Maggie Strauss, do not always appreciate this kind of 
rapidness. Both of the authors make a similar point in their editorials: 
the opposers of “cultural appropriation” overly demonize normal 
cultural engagement that they omit its positive implications to human 
development. Responding to the definition provided by Susan Scafidi, 
a law professor at Fordham University, that cultural appropriation is 
“unauthorized use of another culture,” Malik demonstrates in his “In 
Defense of Cultural Appropriation” opinion piece that contrary to the 
falseful belief that it would incite racism and inequality, inhabiting a 
culture while exploring others is an effective approach in promoting 
social justice (Malik). Following his argument, Strauss goes even 
further in “Cultural Appropriation’ Is Critical to Human Progress” 
to state that without syncretism—the practice of incorporating and 
adopting customs from other cultures - the future of human progress 
will be “bleak” when demanding boundaries limit race, culture, and 
imagination (Strauss). As Malik points out, the opposers of such 
not only conducive but necessary cultural progress can be but “self-
appointed guardians” in minority communities, whose motive for 
setting cultural restrictions is nothing more than expanding their 
control and ensuring their own privilege (Malik). 
 I, too, value more thoughtful responses over blind assaults that 
Malik and Strauss mention and detest, especially to the transcultural 
attempts of exploring and innovating. 
That being said, I do not completely agree with both authors. We can’t 
settle equality upon endless justifications of cultural appropriation, 
if that is what we do to feel less troubled about  “stealing from other 
cultures.” Instead, equality should and can only originate from more 
open, direct dialogue of all kinds of cultural engagement away from 
“appropriation”. We should also allow that definition for “open” and 
“direct” vary between individuals. 

If the benefits of cultural appropriations really apply, 
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“appropriation” within the term should automatically be replaced with 
“communication,” “engagement,” or other words that indicate more 
equality than an imbalance of power. The fact that Malik and Strauss 
cling to the phrase “cultural appropriation,” though, already says for 
itself - there remains a power relation in the cultural engagement they 
suggest. Of course, we can say a power relation is there for every 
two things, as long as they are somehow different from each other. 
It is a real thing that exists but is not necessarily good or bad. When 
Ms. Dana Schutz depicts black subjects in “Open Casket,” she is 
resorting her influences to call for social justice, a perfect example of 
how a power relation can be used in a good way. However, as long 
as these communications are still categorized as “appropriation,” the 
danger lingers - the concern of whether there is real empathy or just 
condescending self-fulfillment is still there. Though judging upon 
intent is tricky—and gratuitous, as you may put it—it is inevitable 
that with a lack of further consideration, even a harmless intent can 
produce catastrophic consequences that are particularly hurtful to 
the subjects of the conversation, the minorities who never receive 
enough attention as they deserve throughout. The worst situation is 
in scenarios when “cultural appropriation” does happen out of pure 
exploitation - in this case, well, it is indeed appropriation for the sake 
of appropriation.

However, unjustified rejection of cultural appropriation is not 
untrue. Malik already identifies the wrongfulness of certain responses 
from “gatekeepers” in marginalized groups. In representing their 
whole communities without permission from their communities, these 
relatively privileged individuals coerce a personalized standard into a 
universal restriction. There is no hope for a discussion to reason to take 
place when the line of discussion is sealed with such arbitrariness and 
violence. Still, questioning the topic itself should not be a problem. 
Not all opposing voices of cultural appropriation should be condemned 
as the most polar cases. What is improper is the way of certain people 
voicing their opposition, not having opposition or having different 
opinions over the same subject. Uncomfortableness on a personal level 
should not be dismissed by any circumstance. We are not here to judge 
if one’s concern is “unreal.”

So what should we do to prevent these discussions over 
cultures turning into either art censorship or blatant racism? The 
answer never lies in either extremes, but a considerate thoughtfulness 
in between. The thing is, we spent far too much time arguing back 
and forth for a universal treatment that can be applied to all forms 
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of cultural engagement. In the face of the numerous varying cases, 
however, that is simply impossible. I believe a more preferable 
model of equal cultural communication would require people to 
jump out of the frame of “cultural appropriation.” For an artist, 
what influences will his or her comments, expressions and creations 
bring about should be a matter of ethics that he or she should be 
concerned about. Regarding if an action is appropriate in terms 
of culture should be an internal gaze than an external one, an 
individualistic approach than a collective one. Held responsible for 
their thinking and doing, individuals would be able to execute as well 
as inspire healthy behaviors at a maximum mindfulness. It is only 
on that basis of acceptance, respect and love can there be effective 
discussions examining the consequences of cultural engagement, and, 
subsequently, possible improvement. 

Malik is right about the constructive flow of culture, the free, 
active contact that shapes the diverse world we are living in today: 
“Nobody owns a culture, but everyone inhabits one, and in inhabiting 
a culture, one finds the tools for reaching out to other cultures” 
(Malik). But apart from focusing on the outcome, it is equally 
important to note the purpose. If we acknowledge from the beginning 
that we are exploring other cultures in a rightful, respectful way, 
our conscience should not be so guilty as to name a communication 
as “appropriation.” We may go awry if our attention for proving 
our innocence of misrepresenting other cultures exceeds that for 
recognizing what needs to be addressed.With cultures, our ultimate 
goal is to communicate, not to appropriate. With this understanding in 
mind, how to communicate will just be yet another meaningful topic 
to be aware of, where we, while learning to make a voice, also learn to 
enforce a mindfulness for kindness.
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A Guide to Pronunciation
Selma Wu

I. 

Above the striped hospital gown, his wrinkled face reflected 
the dimlight of the afternoon sky, the white paint too of the ward’s 
unsympathetic walls. It happened in sequence: electrical shock, stroke, 
a broken door, an Alzheimer’s diagnosis. My mother discovered him 
on the floor. Now here he was, my father, observing me through a pair 
of emotionless eyes. Despite its promise, rehabilitation had not worked 
well. Outside the room, when the two ladies from the housing office 
arrived, my mother tried to explain the situation. She was trying to sell 
the house where the accident took place, but the sale was impossible, 
they said, without my dad’s verbal permission. If he could not repeat 
his name, she replied, how could he give consent?

My father stared at the distant ceiling: “How...are you in the 
bank?” The question took an age to arrive, and when it came, the 
syllables sounded vague and remote. 

“The bank?” I asked, knowing he might have misspoken. For 
weeks, the inability to name things correctly had crippled him. The day 
before, he had desired a blanket, but when he finally spoke, his halting 
voice cried out for “a shirt.” 

“Oh, you mean school. I am doing pretty well.” Hearing this, 
he nodded awkwardly, his eyes fixing me. Without temperature, 
without history behind it, his gaze started to make me feel 
uncomfortable. 

The conversation outside was still going on. Inside, the patient 
beside my dad faced away, his bottom covered by a plastic bag. 

II. 

My dad loved expressing himself: to strangers, to friends, to 
me. Overnight, language had metamorphosed. What was once delight, 
had become a nuisance. 

Sometimes, in a voice that didn’t belong to him, I heard him 
humming “dad.”When the word arose, I was very confused, until I 
understood its meaning. When I was younger, I used to fall asleep on 
the couch. When my father woke me, taking me in his arms, moving 
me to my bed, I would suddenly open my eyes and call out “dad.” 
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Even when all else had evaporated, he recalled my childish voice. 
In fourth grade, he started teaching me English. Every night, 

we sat on the sofa and read English newspapers together. He traced 
every line with his finger, while I read them aloud with a little 
uncertainty in my voice. Then he would put down the newspapers and 
kiss my forehead. “You’ve done a great job,” he would say. 

III. 

During our family’s trip to Europe, my father spoke with 
confidence. While I struggled to form a sentence, to ask for ice cream, 
he strode confidently through every store. As a tour guide, he had 
magically tamed language, and spoke with a passion that transcended 
cultural barriers. 

Before long, however, despite my early notion of his mastery, I 
discovered that my father’s English was not as good as I had thought. 
Growing up, as I became more fluent, his halting utterances appeared 
in a new light. Every syllable was caught in his mouth, lingering 
a moment, refusing to emerge. Then next didn’t tumble after, but 
appeared seconds later. Pronunciation was hard for him, to say nothing 
of his limited vocabulary. Quite apart from my earliest memories of 
him—the methodical teacher, forbearing guide—he was impatient, 
even stubborn. Driving to Baltimore, visiting colleges together, he 
struggled for several hours to clarify the price of the rental car. I could 
have resolved the dispute easily, but he refused my offer several times, 
insisting on rectifying it himself. In the end, he had to turn to me with 
a confused and frustrated face and ask in Chinese: “What did she just 
say?” 

Near midnight, when one of the tires exploded, we pulled over 
by the side of the road. A police car arrived, and the officer told us to 
move a few inches forward to avoid blocking other cars. I shouted 
desperately in Chinese to my dad, who was busy replacing the tire. 
He didn’t listen and responded in broken English: “It is quick… I 
canfix…”

That night, I was the one who stomped my feet and screamed 
until I was exhausted. That was quite unusual between us. Under the 
yellow streetlight, I shivered with frustration. Why didn’t he listen to 
me? Why does he speak and listen so poorly? Why does he refuse to 
let me help? 
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One night in sixth grade, he might have asked the same 
questions of me. Newspaper reading didn’t start well. After five 
minutes, we were still on the first line of the page. 

“Fire-Phighter.” I read. 
“Again,” he said, controlling his temper. 
“Fire-frighter.” My tongue was my enemy. I could never have 

dreamed that one word could fill me with such pain. 
He snatched the newspaper from me and threw it on the floor. 

“Read it one hundred times,” he shouted, staring at me with fire in his 
eyes. 

IV. 

“Can’t you sell...sell the house you…you live now,” he asked, 
propping himself up in the bed. I took a deep breath. For some reason, 
he always believed that my mom hid properties from him. He was 
underemployed and always asked my mother for money, even after 
their divorce.

“Mom and I have been living in a rented apartment.” 
“No,” he said with finality, “I know you live in....” He poked at 

his forehead with a finger. “You live at 123 Yuhang Road.” 
No such road existed in my city. 

V. 

By the time my mom rushed to me, my dad had already torn up 
half of our newspapers and pulled my books onto the floor. “What are 
you doing,” she screamed. “Why did you do this to your child?” 

Crying, I ran into the bathroom and locked the door. There 
were screams, yells, and then a clear slap. Something fell to the 
ground. When I finally opened the door, my mom was on the floor, 
covering her face and crying faintly. Before she was sent to the 
hospital, she continued to tell me she was ok. 

I didn’t know how I kept learning English after that. I still hate 
the word “Firefighter.” 

VI. 

The first fight between my parents after their divorce took place 
when I returned for my first winter break. They both wanted to pick me 
up. In the end, my mother relented, not willing to encounter my dad if 
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both insisted on going. To add some warmth to the house that he had 
been living in alone since my mom had moved away, he used a small 
heater, the one that eventually gave him an electrical shock. Stacks of 
books occupied the sofa, dining table, and my piano. Even my room 
was filled with his notes and empty jars of walnuts. He fumbled out 
some pajamas from this mess and cut oranges for me. “Welcome 
home!” he smiled, although it was more like a wastedump. 

He stayed in the house and “worked” in front of his computer 
all the time. Like always, he was proud of his diligence—he still swam 
in the river every day in winter! After he came back from the river, he 
made meat buns for dinner. 

“It feels a little dry. I like the buns from the restaurant better,” I 
said. 

He cursed me for being ungrateful and spoiled. I had to leave 
the table to escape his swear words. Three days passed before we 
spoke, during which he threatened to sever my “filial tie.” He kissed 
me on the forehead again: “It’s normal for a dad and daughter to fight.” 

Before I left for my mom’s place, he wandered around me in a 
manner meant to be casual. Because of his previous violence, my mom 
and I agreed to keep her location a secret. He suddenly spoke: 

“Do you think I don’t know where you live?” 
I slowly raised my face in shock. He avoided my sight and 

answered with that same easy tone he used when he taught me how to 
read “firefighter,” when he said it was ok to fight each other: 

“That’s fine! That’s totally fine if you don’t want to tell me.”

VII.

The winter in Ohio was unbearably cold. Every day, watching 
the sun disappear from the horizon, I absorbed the desolate scene. 
Everything appeared inhospitable—the sharp ice cones hanging from 
the tree branches, layers of thick snow, the silence after a snowfall that 
engulfed every nostalgic cry. 

Beaten and insecure, I reviewed vocabulary on my way back 
from the library. I didn’t understand people’s confusion when I read 
“sweat” as “sweet”; I was constantly distracted in morning meetings 
because everyone spoke too quickly; I didn’t like asking for help 
because it was difficult to compose sentences. English was insufficient 
to express my bitterness. 

I stopped in the dark and looked into the whiteness. In the howl 
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of wind and snow, I started imagining another life. 
A teenager left his hometown to enter a new place, excited to 

see what it had to offer. He spent every night in the library learning 
English, trying to catch up with subjects he hadn’t studied before. The 
intelligent and successful people he met thrilled yet unsettled him. The 
same things that were happening to me had happened to my dad thirty 
years before. 

His English and other skills eventually allowed him to secure 
a good position at a company. At the time, that was an impressive 
achievement in China: a rural boy ascending the ladder of a large 
enterprise. Unfortunately, he was not that good at managing 
relationships at work. After I was born, he quit the company and 
devoted himself to inventing a machine. Till the day he was paralyzed, 
that machine was still nonexistent. 

I sometimes imagine what he did when mom and I weren’t 
at home. I imagine him staring idly into the computer screen that 
yielded nothing for the day, stumbling around in his worn-out 
jacket, recollecting the opportunities he had lost because of his own 
arrogance. What was I to him? Another possibility? Another life he 
imagined but would have never realized by himself? 

The language of computers updated so fast that he could not 
follow. The outer world as well. From his cramped house, he stared 
furiously at fast-changing society, knowing that he has become 
“outdated.” He never admitted that he was too weak to succeed. 
Through his conscious life, he struggled to master languages beyond 
English: language of communicating with colleagues, with family 
members, with himself. When language failed him, he started using his 
fist with my mom and curses with me. 

Language failed me as well. My dad—struggling with that 
unspeakable loss of belonging—was eventually the same man who 
hummed that childish “dad” when he was cooking my favorite meal, 
who built the foundation of my English, who said proudly to me that 
“you will grow to be an amazing person”—because he would never be. 

VIII.

The Alzheimer patient widened his black eyes, and though 
his voice wasn’t effective as before, that expression was horrifyingly 
familiar. 

“Do you think I don’t know?” 
My mind was struck blank, like his bed sheet. Even though 
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he couldn’t stand, I knew how it would go. No matter how mature 
and calm I was facing a patient like him, I was still the same girl who 
shivered under the streetlight and in the Ohio snow. Instinctively, I 
retreated from the bed. I left the room clumsily, almost stumbling, and 
before I could notice, I was already on the subway home. My mom put 
a hand on my shoulder. It hadn’t been an easy day for her either. “Are 
you ok?” she asked gently. 

I couldn’t pronounce a single letter. Tears replaced my lost 
ability to produce coherent sentences. On the subway window, I 
saw my face, distorted with anger and sadness; lines in my face had 
become characters, constituting meaningless words, just like that 
foreign language of love that my dad had so falsely understood.
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Stalinist Violence and the Creation of Soviet  
Subjectivity
Selma Wu

Introduction

Like many nations, Russian history has been defined, in part, by 
a record of violence. Rather than expressing a sense of the inevitable 
character of the Russian people, this history gives a portrait of politi-
cal turmoil.1 Over hundreds of years, from Ivan the Terrible to Joseph 
Stalin, the political and social climate of Russia has dramatically 
changed according to its leadership. Conceptions, interpretations, and 
evaluations of violence emerge successively, often expressed through 
creative outlets. Because of which, Russian authors have routinely 
invoked violence, applying creative tropes to it as a means of enriching 
Russian literature and social critique. However, during the Stalinist 
Era, this tradition, along with many other cultural subjects, were forced 
to pause, shrouded in the shadow of hegemony. During the oppressive 
years of the Stalinist regime, the representation of violence became a 
means by which state power could be both affirmed and resisted. Au-
thors who depicted violence often did so as a reflection of the process 
through which the Stalinist subject was created. In effect, violence is a 
central category of perception, representation, selfhood, and resistance 
in the writers who worked under the threat of Stalinist force.

Stalin and the Hierarchy of Violence

After Lenin’s death in 1924, in the face of domestic and interna-
tional crises, the Bolshevik regime transformed into a monolith that 
deviated from its former socialist ideals.2 People in the Soviet Union 
were simply divided into 

two classes: the working class and the party-state bureaucracy. 
The latter had already emerged under Lenin’s leadership.3 In Lenin’s 
1  Walter F. Kolonosky, “Marcus C. Levitt and Tatyana Novikov, Eds. Times 
of Trouble: Violence in Russian Literature and Culture,” Studies in 20th and 21st 
Century Literature 34, no. 1 (2010): 127, accessed September 23, 2020, https://doi.
org/10.4148/2334-4415.1715. 
2  Neil Faulkner, “Stalinism,” in A People’s History of the Russian Revolution 
(London: Pluto Press, 2017), 238, accessed September 23, 2020, http://www.jstor.
com/stable/j.ctt1k85dnw.18.
3  Faulkner, “Stalinism,” 239.
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view, Joseph Stalin was neither “polite” nor “considerate” enough to 
rule, but when he gradually came to power in the 1920s, this “boorish 
bureaucrat” indeed fulfilled the need of the party-state apparatus by 
consolidating the internal bureaucracy.4 It was effective: at the Thir-
teenth Party Congress in May 1924, two-thirds of those in attendance 
were party officials who were chosen from above rather than below.5 
The overwhelming takeover of the revolution and its governing form 
unofficially ensconced the burgeoning bureaucrats as the “embryonic 
ruling class” of the Soviet Union, sharing common interests and goals.6 
Ernest Mandel explains that this “bureaucratic degeneration of the first 
workers state” defines Stalinism.7 Major economic, cultural, domestic, 
and international policies were decided not by the working class or the 
members of the Communist Party, but a hierarchy that was privileged 
to exercise the promised democracy and freedom.8 Contradictions 
loomed as the administrative monopoly turned into a contradiction, 
a bizarre system that was stuck between a capitalist society and a 
socialist one.9 To enforce the bureaucratic ideology, rapid industrial-
ization, collectivization, and political repression completely defied the 
expectations of the masses.10 Stalinism was thus defined by hierarchy. 
It succeeded through absolute control and exploitation. As a result, vi-
olence defines Stalinism and launches one of the darkest periods in the 
Russian history, one in which the threat of violence was ever present. 

The terror of the Stalinist period was the product of “cunning, 
persuasion, coercion, fanaticism, caprice, ideological tinkering, and 
unprecedented theatrical mobilization,” which produced an atmosphere 
of fear and suspicion from “relentless repression, KGB spies, prison 
camps, pogroms, deportations and suffocating control of the printed 
and spoken word.”11 In terms of literature, the liquidation of all auton-
omous literary organizations and the forced membership of all Russian 
4  Faulkner, 241.
5  Faulkner, 242.
6  Faulkner, 243.
7  Ernest Mandel, “Stalinism,” in Introduction to Marxism (London: Plu-
to Press, 1982), accessed September 23, 2020, 118, http://www.jstor.com/stable/j.
ctt18mvnq0.15.
8  Mandel, “Stalinism,” 118.
9  Mandel, 118.
10  Craig Brandist, “Deconstructing the Rationality of Terror: William Blake 
and Daniil Kharms,” Comparative Literature 49, no. 1 (Winter 1997): 72, accessed 
September 23, 2020, http://www.jstor.com/stable/1771421.
11  Kolonosky, “Marcus C. Levitt,” 128-9.
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writers in the Union of Writers in 1932 signified that literature was 
fully under the auspices of the Stalinist government.12 In order to serve 
the interests of the state, rather than the interests of art itself, writers 
were required to abandon “difficult”, “decadent” forms and function as 
“instruments of education and propaganda.”13 In other words, litera-
ture could only be “whatever the going authority said it was.”14 As the 
control of the state began to function through control over language, 
ideological and physical violence permeated every aspect of the soci-
ety. The nation was indeed strengthened under these iron fist policies, 
a measure of which was its victory in the Second World War and its 
subsequent emergence as one of the world superpowers; but as Faulk-
ner remarks, these achievements came at “a colossal cost in human 
suffering.”15

Given the pervasive repression that characterized the coercive tac-
tic of the state, the process of framing individual subjectivity became 
difficult. The self was effectively the product of the intrinsic relation-
ship between violence, the state, and the individual consciousness that 
must mediate between the three. On top of this, the need for collective 
identity that was born from the image (if not the reality) of the revo-
lution required a subordination of individual yearning to social needs. 
As a result, the self was constantly under threat. Several writers of this 
period, most notably Mikhail Bulgakov, Daniil Kharms, and several 
other nonconforming authors, incisively capture the faults and tensions 
within Stalinist society, particularly the tension between subjectivi-
ty and violence. Throughout their works, the familiar texture of the 
Soviet Union is tinted with an unreal, fantastical hue. In The Master 
and Margarita, Bulgakov focuses on an excursion of the devil and his 
retinue to Moscow; in his short stories, Kharms excavates a variety of 
sensitive topics, such as violence, murder, and the human grotesque. 
Notwithstanding the diversity in their presentation, the philosophy 
of the two authors have astounding similarities. In their writings, the 
distorted zone between fantasy and reality yields insightful dialogue 
on the Stalinist subject. Some of the central questions that these works 
pose are as follows: What is the effect of Stalinist violence on the indi-
vidual? How can one define oneself? And how can the self be secure? 
12  Edward J. Brown, “Since 1917: A Brief History,” in Russian Literature 
since the Revolution, revised and enlarged ed. (1962; repr., Harvard University Press, 
1982), 30.
13  Kolonosky, “Marcus C. Levitt,” 29-31.
14  Kolonosky, 33.
15  Faulkner, “Stalinism,” 248.
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By openly invoking violence in their works, these authors admit that 
violence is in fact that caldron in which the Soviet subject is created and 
controlled. At the same time, however, they also assert that violence is 
not the end of everything. Bulgakov and Kharms assure us that violence, 
the key component of Stalinism, can also be employed as an effective 
tool to resist Stalinism. The discussions they promote around violence 
leads to a brand-new path, a path that inverts contemporary orders and 
paves the way to liberation. 

Bulgakov and the Two Faces of Violence

It can be almost said that the entire narrative of The Master and 
Margarita is composed of a series of violent acts and episodes of com-
motion. In the Moscow chapters, two distinct narrative voices can be 
spied. In addressing their difference, Merrill has described them as, on 
the one hand, the voice of a “gossipy somewhat dense townsman” and, 
on the other, the more objective voice of a “realistic-cinematic” narra-
tor.16 Together, these narrative styles disclose both the form and meaning 
of the violence that Woland’s retinue causes. In effect, this meaning 
emerges slowly as the authentic, aesthetic appeal of violence, which 
amounts to the amoral charm that entices as it terrorizes. Two specific 
incidents, separated by hundreds of pages, can be cited as evidence of 
the ideological and aesthetic weight that violence has for Bulgakov. 
The first is the accident that claims the life of Berlioz in chapter one, 
and the second is the slaughter of Baron Maigel that takes place at the 
conclusion of Satan’s Ball in chapter 23. On the surface, the events are 
very different. Berlioz dies because of an unlikely coincidence of events, 
while Maigel is subject to intentional violence as part of the ball’s 
design. However, in both cases, the traditional importance placed upon 
suffering, injury, and death is supplanted by a new focus on the perfor-
mative nature of violence. Both acts direct the gaze of the audiences 
away from the horror of the spectacles toward an acceptance of this 
horror as a natural component of the world. The descriptions before and 
after Berlioz’s death follow the movement of his surrounding objects. 
The narrative voice first describes the “gilded moon” that breaks into 
splinters as “glass flying out of the windows, crashing and shattering,” 
and then features “a round dark object,” which is Berlioz’s head.17 The 
16  Jessica E. Merrill, “The Stalinist Subject and Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master 
and Margarita,” The Russian Review 74, no. 2 (April 2015): 296-7, accessed September 
23, 2020, https://doi.org/10.1111/russ.10770.
17  Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita, trans. Diana Burgin and 
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focus on the objects stands in stark contrast to Berlioz’s pain, which 
is conveniently overlooked. His death is purely materialized. In terms 
of Baron Maigel, his slaughter contributes to the thrilling climax of 
Woland’s ball. The connection between death and life that accompa-
nies his execution further hollows the performative value of violence: 
“And there where it spilled, clusters of grapes are already growing.”18 
In both cases, violence does not erupt in the novel as something to be 
feared. Instead, violence is part of the pageant of life, even if it is life 
seen under the stewardship of the devil.

This same detachment from emotion emerges in Bulgakov’s 
references to the internalized violence of the Soviet Union. A perfect 
illustration of this is Nikanor Ivanovich’s dream. In this instance, the 
level of unreality is abstracted once more. The dream is the fantasy 
space within the fantasy world that Bulgakov constructs. Even though 
it is twice removed from the real, the dream closely mirrors that struc-
ture and effect of Stalinist show trials. In this case, however, the trial 
of Ivanovich for having illegal currency becomes an episode of slap-
stick that is played out within a theater setting. The terms of this trial 
include contrived humiliation, ruthless judgement, and a futile commo-
tion: “when the curtain goes up, there is no one left on stage except the 
actor.”19 In this sense, violence, without the usual trepidation it would 
engender, stripped of its true terror and formulated (outside of time and 
history) as an occasion of comedy, reveals that the work violence does 
in the novel is manifold. On the one hand, it proves the limits of what 
can be represented honestly, and on the other, it reveals the psychic 
conditions under which individual life and the life of representation 
can take place.

In addition to these operations, violence also functions as punish-
ment. There are two kinds of punishments, which align correspond-
ingly to the violence in Moscow and that in Jerusalem. The essential 
difference lies in the identity of the victims. The first kind of violence, 
which takes place against privileged members of the society, includ-
ing Styopa (the director of the Variety Theater), Nikanor Ivanovich 
(the chairman of the house committee) and Arkady Apollonovich 
(the chairman of the Acoustics Commission for Moscow Theaters), 
appears justified on the basis of their transgressions. These corrupt, 
already distasteful officials are exposed. In place of the expected terror 
Katherine Tiernan O’Connor (Dana Point: Ardis Publishing, 1995; London: Picador, 
2010), 36-7.
18  Bulgakov, The Master, 234.
19  Bulgakov, 138.
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is entertainment, as shown by the young relative to Arkady Apollo-
novich, who cracks her umbrella over the latter’s head with “a satanic 
laughter.”20 In distinction to the first kind of violence is the torment 
of victims in the Jerusalem chapters. This alternate violence appears 
inhumane, both comparatively and on its own term, especially given 
the readers’ knowledge that Jesus is innocent. A second difference be-
tween the two types of violence is the presence in one and the absence 
in the other of a manipulator behind the scenes. None of the violence 
in the Moscow chapters would take place without the power of Woland 
and his retinue. Even if the perpetrator is an ordinary Muscovite, their 
presence lurks behind each act. For example, if Margarita had not been 
bequeathed the magical abilities, she could never have completed her 
destructive revenge at Latunsky’s apartment. Were it not for the insti-
gation of Behemoth and Krovyov at the currency store, the previous-
ly “quiet, very proper little old man” would never have initiated his 
furious attack.21 In comparison, the abuse and murder that occur in the 
Jerusalem chapters is performed by mortal men. Mysterious at the first 
glance, the murder of Judas is the result of Pontius Pilate’s orchestra-
tion. In comparison to the less appealing violence executed by humans 
in the Jerusalem chapters, the violence in the Moscow chapters, along 
with its manipulator, an inscrutable authority, renders the condition of 
violence more persuasively part of the aesthetic that Bulgakov culti-
vates as both an expression and undermining of Stalinist logic.

This does not imply that violence in the Moscow chapters is jus-
tified. The portrayal of brutality on Varenuka, the unfortunate theater 
manager who is acclaimed to “win universal popularity and affection 
for his incredibly polite and considerate attitude towards others,” is 
intended to elicit nothing more than indignation from the reader.22 
Bulgakov further intensifies the terror in the scene where Hella and 
Varenuka, in their supernatural forms, attempt to kill Rimsky. In this 
instance, the narrative elaborations are so engaging that readers may 
feel uncomfortable at the gratuitous nature of the intimidation: “Her 
hand began to stretch as if it were made of elastic and became cov-
ered with a corpse-like greenness… Rimsky gave a faint cry, pressed 
against the wall, and held out his briefcase in front of him as if it were 
a shield. He knew his end had come.”23 These examples well demon-

20  Bulgakov, 108.
21  Bulgakov, 297.
22  Bulgakov, 330.
23  Bulgakov, 131.
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strate that punishment decided and performed by a high power can 
still be arbitrary and cruel. By the time Azazello poisons the Master 
and Margarita, the presumed faith in the higher power has fully dis-
integrated. The nature of divine authority—which is in some sense a 
stand in for Stalin himself—can be double-edged. While it may appear 
just from one perspective, from another it can be revealed as arbitrary, 
capricious, or simply cruel. The power to dominate ultimately lies in 
the hands of Woland and his retinue. The crux of the violence in the 
Moscow chapter is still determined by the exploitation of a lower hier-
archy, in this case the Muscovites. If anything, violence in the Moscow 
chapters, which is at first a form of entertainment, a comedy of imper-
manent pain, turns out to have a deeper hold. The cruelty behind the 
fantasy for violence is disclosed subsequently.

By exposing both the interior and exterior of the violence in The 
Master and Margarita, Bulgakov gives a comprehensive portrait of 
the tensions within Soviet life. Not evading implications to the exist-
ing terror of surveillance, he does not, however, respond to questions 
such as whom Varenuka is sending telegrams to, who the three men 
around the apartment No. 50 are, and so forth. What he enables is a 
safe space in literature for readers to answer questions of this kind for 
themselves, thereby lessening the general uneasiness of living under 
the gaze of the Soviet authority. With the double implications with 
respect to the control of a higher power in both the novel and real-
ity, it is true that most scenes of violence throughout can hardly be 
described as “beautiful” in the traditional sense. Just as empathy can 
be removed deliberately from certain plots, the ethical dilemma ordi-
narily entwined with violence is in this case creatively mitigated by a 
narrative that modulates between fantasy and reality. The effect of this 
narrative strategy creates the ambiguity of the violence, which entails 
both imagination and reflection. This method is not unlike how Mos-
cow in The Master and Margarita becomes a playground for readers 
to experiment with various interpretations of violence. For instance, 
when innocent black cats around Moscow are suspected, sent to the 
police station, and “destroyed,” violence becomes ludicrous.24 On the 
other hand, when the female audience, whose apparel disappears after 
the performance, are greeted with derision, the violence of their expo-
sure is sensual. When Frieda suffocates her own baby with her hand-
kerchief, the violence of the novel becomes poignant. The diversity of 
violence is essentially a buffer that reconciles the duality of the effects 

24  Bulgakov, 327.
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of the violence—the horror and the excitement—and allows the audienc-
es to reclaim a more relieved attitude, free of the concern of falling into 
either side of a daunting binary structure. Audiences therefore convert 
their gaze into an artistic one and hold more spontaneity and reassurance 
in their perspectives over violence.

Daniil Kharms and the Project of Bodily Resistance 

Not unlike Bulgakov’s use of violence in his novel, the representa-
tion of crime in Daniil Kharms’s works is granted full transparency. In 
fact, the minimalist short stories of Kharms contain violence so frequent-
ly that the Russian critic Mark Lipovetskt regards it as “necessary com-
ponent of communication”; additionally, the forms of violence he depicts 
are often so absurd that the extreme reduction of narrative becomes “an 
act of violence.”25 “An Unexpected Drinking Bout” begins by explain-
ing that Antonina Alekseyevna strikes her husband, Pyotr Leonidovich, 
with her office stamp.26 The ensuing violence unfolds sequentially: 
Antonina Alekseyevna continues to persecute her husband; out of fury, 
her husband destroys the wallpaper in the communal flat; the residents 
confront Pyotr Leonidovich by ripping his waistcoat off. The abruptness 
of the separate events is enforced by a lack of conjunctions and personal 
opinions or emotions from the narrator, except for an indifferent interjec-
tion that Antonina Alekseyevna, sitting naked at the table and drinking 
with the husband she had just threatened, “cannot be called hygienic.”27 
The nature of the events, as absurd as they are, mark the stories depar-
ture from the tradition of narrative found in Dostoevsky and others. 
The absence of realism ensures that the reader never achieves a vantage 
“that aligns or re-aligns” the characters, which Kolonosky describes this 
discrepancy as the point of contact between the reader and the painful 
experiences of the text that Dostoevsky achieves in his work.28 Quite 
to the contrary, it is the outward portrayal of violence and the human 
grotesque in Kharms, the latter chiefly revealed in the outward figure of 
Antonina Alekseyevna herself, that brings the story to an almost harmo-
nious ending.29 Other stories, such as “The Hunters,” utilize violence in a 
25  Kolonosky, “Marcus C. Levitt,” 132.
26  Daniil Kharms, “An Unexpected Drinking Bout,” in Incidences (1993; repr., 
London: Serpent’s Tail, 2006), 110-11.
27  Kharms, “An Unexpected,” 111.
28  Kolonosky, “Marcus C. Levitt,” 129.
29  Alec Brookes, “Enclosure, Writing, and Resistance: Revisiting the Prose of 
Daniil Kharms,” Canadian Slavonic Papers 59 (2017): 64, accessed September 23, 
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similar but distinctive manner. There is only one outward description 
of violence in “The Hunters,” which takes place when Oknov is “rip-
ping off Kozlov’s leg.”30 Other than that, we can only ascertain the suf-
fering of Kozlov, including his being blown to the ground (“Help me 
up from the ground”), his struggle to escape ( “He’s crawled off into 
the bushes!”), and his eventual death by strangulation (“That’s that, 
then!”), through implicit mentions in the characters’ conversation.31 

In “Enclosure, Writing, and Resistance: Revisiting the Prose of 
Daniil Kharms,” Alec Brookes persuasively argues that Kharms work 
utilizes the body to stage a contest between the state and the individu-
al.32 Borrowing his concept of enclosure from Foucault’s work on the 
disciplinary apparatuses, Brookes sees the Kharmsian body as the site 
of both state pressure and individual resistance.33 In this reading, the 
body is subject to intensifying episodes of surveillance that reduces 
it to the point of pure resistance.34 As Brookes points out, one of the 
disciplinary features of the totalitarian state is the use of language and 
writing. Taking this as a starting point, he shows how writing often 
functions in Kharms as an assault on the body and as a method of 
resistance.35 In this manner, the colloquial narrative almost overthrows 
the dominant perspective that the written words establish in most 
literary works. If the colloquial narrative in “The Hunters” represents 
Kharms’ attempt to oppose the written tradition, which is itself a form 
of disciplinary surveillance that has been historically used to con-
struct the passive citizen, most notably through newspapers and other 
forms of printed work, then he too casts the readers into enclosure, 
where their power to follow the storyline and judge the characters is 
displaced by a brief dialogue that only provides a limited amount of 
information.36 As a result, the muffled violence deprives the reader of 
true knowledge, which coerces him or her into an undesirable realm 
of uncertainty and confusion that is naturally destabilizing. Ironically, 
an open discussion of violence, however grotesque it is, grants more 

2020, https://doi.org/10.1080/00085006.2017.1294311.
30  Daniil Kharms, “The Hunters,” in Incidences (1993; repr., London: Ser-
pent’s Tail, 2006), 74.
31  Kharms, “The Hunters,” 74-6.
32  Brookes, “Enclosure, Writing,” 65.
33  Brookes, 57.
34  Brookes, 60.
35  Brookes, 63.
36  Brookes, 59.
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reassurance to the readers, who are at least allowed to hold a holistic 
overview of the atrocity in the story.

While political tension remains a consistent theme throughout 
Kharms’ short stories, he goes so far as to excavate a direct connection 
between political oppression and abusive mental or physical behav-
iors. “The Thing” lays out a confined domestic space where the re-
percussions of disjointed events take place in a cyclic and motiveless 
manner. The family responds with drinking to the frequent intrusions 
of strangers into their private sphere; in the end, “the dad” is so se-
verely devastated by a combination of alcoholism and paranoia that 
he bursts into unrestrained indignation, accusing the people closest to 
him of being devils. The unexplained, disturbing intrusions leave the 
family terrorized. Even when the lingering suspicion of living under 
surveillance still looms, all “the dad” has to do is reintegrate himself 
into mass society while hiding a broken mind stricken with trauma 
and irritability.37 In this case, the outer world and the possible surveil-
lance within infringes upon the personal life, structuring every living 
space into control and discipline. Kharms points to the scourge of the 
pervasive tensions more unambiguously in “The Dream” through the 
police, the sanitary commission, and the hierarchy of significance that 
these bureaucratic associations represent.38 The protagonist, Kalugin, is 
first perturbed by the fact that, no matter how he positions the alternate 
objects in his dream—a policeman, a bush, and himself—a discrepan-
cy in privilege remains. In each case, a certain position always holds 
a higher power over the others, observing without being observed.39 
Kalugin is then determined to be “unsanitary” and to be abandoned 
as “rubbish” himself.40 In his analysis of the story, Brookes argues 
that it is the bureaucratic authority behind the police and the sanitary 
commission that “claims both objectivity and the power to objectify, 
as bodies become distributed and disposed of.”41 Therefore, Kharms 
examines the internalized violence facilitated by the Stalinist authority 
and particularly underscores their pernicious impacts on the individual, 
the traumatizing experiences of whom, despite their different back-
grounds, overlap under the control of the same absolute power.
37  Daniil Kharms, “The Thing,” in Best Short Stories Omnibus, ed. August 
Nemo (Tacet Books, 2020), 3, digital file.
38  Daniil Kharms, “The Dream,” in Incidences (1993; repr., London: Ser-
pent’s Tail, 2006), 58.
39  Brookes, “Enclosure, Writing,” 59.
40  Kharms, “The Dream,” 58.
41  Brookes, “Enclosure, Writing,” 60.
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The peculiarity of Kharms’ depiction of violence goes beyond 
its bluntness and its connections to political content. Violence, most 
importantly, is redefined in his work. By definition, violence is an 
intense act of harm. This explains why readers may find the portrayal 
of violence loathsome: in it, the established consensus of conforming 
a civilized society collapses, only to reveal a foreign space where no 
order is guaranteed. In distinction to this definition, Kharms creates a 
world in which violence retains part of its ordinary potency, namely 
the power to cause harm, but gives up another, namely its power to 
disrupt. Perhaps the least absurdist of all the short stories, “The Start of 
a Very Nice Summer’s Day” introduces a vulgar and unsanitary life in 
a community. The descriptions contained in the story—mothers abus-
ing children, women in queue arguing and fighting to buy sugar, and 
the peasant Khariton cursing the women—reduce the distance between 
fiction and an actual life. The ending sentence, “In this way a very 
nice summer’s day started,” is projected with a frivolous finality, as if 
implying that this conglomerate of conflicts, far from being extraor-
dinary, compose merely a mundane day in the Soviet Union.42 The 
question Kharms raises becomes increasingly clear: When integrated 
into the fabric of daily life, does violence still violate routine, or does 
it become routine itself? 

Indeed, in Kharms’s works, violence becomes so normalized that 
it requires no scrutiny. “Father and Daughter” concludes without any 
euphemism; instead, we are bluntly told that the main characters of the 
story “were run over by a car.”43 The father and daughter die and re-
vive alternately in a comical manner; their bodies are merely contain-
ers that temporarily hold their lives, so that no respect is required in 
discussing their material existence. The story correspondingly comes 
to an end when the containers are destroyed during the car accident. 
Death is divested of its emotional power. It loses its power at the point 
where it becomes merely a condition of the objectification of human 
life. In another story, “The Plummeting Old Women,” the narrator 
dismisses the tragedies happening in front of his eyes as an insignifi-
cant episode in daily life, which amounts to no more than a rumor he 
hears from the market.44 His excessive curiosity not only makes the 
42  Daniil Kharms, “The Start of a Very Nice Summer’s Day,” in Incidences 
(1993; repr., London: Serpent’s Tail, 2006), 83.
43  Daniil Kharms, “Father and Daughter,” in Incidences (1993; repr., London: 
Serpent’s Tail, 2006), 116.
44  Daniil Kharms, “The Plummeting Old Women,” in Incidences (1993; repr., 
London: Serpent’s Tail, 2006), 50.
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old ladies fall out of the window, but also prevents the narrator—who 
has witnessed the fall but has done nothing to stop it—from being 
condemned by his conscience. This banal curiosity privileges the 
narrator—in his uncanny calmness or indifference. He can record the 
repeated movements of the old ladies, as if evaluating a phenomenon 
of objects, not humans. Notwithstanding a deliberate defamiliarization 
of real life, these stories nevertheless entail details that imitate lives 
in subtle ways. It is true that both characters in “Father and Daugh-
ter” have bizarre causes for their death. Even so, the one who is alive 
still has to go through the house manager for a witness confirmation. 
By comparison, “The Start of a Very Nice Summer’s Day” remains a 
conglomeration of grotesque events arranged in a recognizable social 
structure, rather than a fantasy in a finely imagined world. The scenar-
io where violence takes place is curious, yet reminiscent of Kharms’ 
contemporary historical background. In light of this, Craig Brandist 
argues that it is the “conspicuous absence of a positively affirmed 
moral perspective” in the stories that imposes an ethical critique of the 
current system, its supposed reasonability, and legitimacy.45 By that, 
Kharms indicates a “moral vacuum” and “the living embodiment of 
evil” that exist in parallelly in his works and Soviet society. The only 
difference is that, in his short stories, such lack of cognition is punc-
tuated by an artistic transformation.46 With the assistance of literature, 
a new understanding of violence and of reality must be reconstructed 
to confront the identified void in the moral authority of Soviet secular 
life.

For this purpose, the human body becomes one of Kharms’ favor-
ite subjects. It allows him creative experimentation—experimentations 
that often feature some element of corporeal disrespect. Amid the 
bleak exposure to amorality there remains, however, a defiant playful-
ness that transgresses the body confines—“the irreducible space of the 
individual”—to launch a primitive struggle against the encroachment 
of the external discipline.47 The argument is implanted back into the 
human body: the fundamentals of all conflicts between self and soci-
ety, between the individual and collective, are relocated to the body 
itself as the site of both suffering (the loss of body autonomy) and 
resistance (the reclamation of body integrity). Surprisingly, based on 
this lost autonomy of one’s body, Kharms shows that it is still possible 

45  Brandist, “Deconstructing the Rationality,” 66.
46  Brandist, 70-2.
47  Brookes, “Enclosure, Writing,” 65.
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to create comical relief as the spearhead of the body’s renewed agency. 
For example, “What They Sell in the Shops these Days” ends instant-
ly after one citizen kills the other by hitting him with a cucumber.48 
Rather than fully realized human beings, the characters are slapstick 
puppets that can be damaged with trivial objects. At the same time, 
their fragility is corroborated by the immediate and visible effects 
of wrongdoings. This material quality of the characters promotes a 
malleability that exists at both the corporeal and mental levels, which 
is to say, at the twin points of pursuing freedom. In the end of “The 
Dream,” Kalugin is “folded in two and thrown out as rubbish.”49 From 
one perspective, he is indeed abandoned, banished from the public 
sight; but from another, he is liberated from the Soviet monolith. He 
exchanges this destructive freedom by sacrificing his body, his final 
property, which is also the site where violence, in corporeal form, 
has the most control. Again, experimental playfulness is encouraged, 
but this time it is encouraged on the body, which is given away by its 
owner as an undefined entity isolated from any institutionalized con-
trol. This concession may be understood as a surrender, a cowardly 
retreat from the threat of the contemporary world. At the same time, it 
is the ultimate revolt to overthrow all forms of oppression, especially 
violence enforced by authority. It is a voluntary relegation, by which 
the power to observe, judge, and execute transitions from the authority 
to the individuals, who overcomes secular restrictions by practicing 
new self-concepts with the body and mind. The suicidal confrontation 
in Kharms’ works may strike the outer world as a loss of dignity; more 
frankly speaking, it may present as total madness. Nevertheless, it can 
be inspiring to individuals who seek a solution to resist the violence 
and achieve a final balance with themselves, which can be done only 
when they extricate themselves from the constraints of an ethical 
dilemma, when they discard the last necessity, when the carnivalesque 
laughter and the grotesque of it, according to Bakhtin, “destroys this 
limited seriousness and all pretense of an extratemporal and uncon-
ditional value of necessity,” so that “it frees human consciousness, 
thought and imagination for new potentialities.”50 

Looking Outward: States of Violence and the Development of Self

48  Daniil Kharms, “What They Sell in the Shops These Days,” in Incidences 
(1993; repr., London: Serpent’s Tail, 2006), 70-1.
49  Kharms, “The Dream,” 58.
50  Brandist, “Deconstructing the Rationality,” 74.
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Close attention to Bulgakov and Kharms yields a set of insights 
that apply to more than just their own bodies of work. Their explora-
tions contain both artistic and political implications, While the latter 
contours the repressive state of the Soviet Union, the former express-
es a larger possibility for artists worldwide. Although it is precarious 
to make sweeping generalizations based on a limited set of texts, the 
consistency of certain features in these two authors—the persistence of 
violence, the various ways in which violence it is applied, and the keen 
attention to the body as its recipient, to name a few—coupled with the 
existence of those features in other Soviet writers (such as Yuri Ole-
sha, Victor Serge, Vasily Grossman, and others) suggests a formula for 
the literature of the Stalinist Era that is possibly applicable to similar 
historical contexts, ones in which the supervening state apparatus 
resorts to and is constructed upon equally repressive measures. From 
the aesthetic perspective, the kaleidoscope of violence, which includes 
the application of violence in its comic and tragic forms, raises aware-
ness and broadens the reader’s vision, a success that provides a miti-
gated yet inspirational dialogue between author, history, and recipient. 
From a political perspective, Bulgakov and Kharms point to the very 
basis of violence in Stalinist Russia and its hierarchical precondition. 
Whether resisting or conforming with the ruling system, what we 
derive from close attention to the representation of violence, both in 
its comic and serious modes, is that the self which is formed under the 
tyrannical state is deeply embodied. The form of subjectivity that is 
created under the threat and reality of violence emerges from a body 
that is the target of (potential) pain and the site of (desired) resistance. 
Moving outward, away from political regimes that are, as the Stalinist 
one was, overtly repressive, we can likewise suggest that all forms of 
modern subjectivity—from, as Foucault would argue, at least the 18th 
century onward—are constructed equally through violence.51 In some 
cases, as in liberal democracies, this often means withholding violence 
or the special application of it, possibly as a feature of foreign rather 
than domestic policy. But whatever its form or feature, whether it is 
expressed or dormant, a reality or simply a threat, violence is one of 
the inevitable forces that constructs the modern self. Transforming 
violence that is intimidating and uncontrollable into a more familiar 
literary setting, directly fosters an independent formation of the self, as 
readers ultimately realize a secure spontaneity in accordance with their 
51  In Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault examines the changing social 
context of the punishment over the course of history.
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identity development. Bulgakov and Kharms enable a liberation that 
simultaneously recognizes and inverts the Stalinist hierarchy, based 
on which violence initiates, develops, but also enables a new direction 
for reflection and resistance.52 Their candid and ingenious analysis of 
the violence is indispensable for individual understanding of Stalinist 
society as well as for balancing oneself against the threat and reality of 
violence that is always suspended around us.

52  Brandist, “Deconstructing the Rationality,” 67.

199



Bibliography

Brandist, Craig. “Deconstructing the Rationality of Terror: William 
Blake and Daniil Kharms.” Comparative Literature 49, no. 1 
(Winter 1997): 59-75. Accessed September 23, 2020. http://
www.jstor.com/stable/1771421.

Brookes, Alec. “Enclosure, Writing, and Resistance: Revisiting the 
Prose of Daniil Kharms.” Canadian Slavonic Papers 59 
(2017): 57-69. Accessed September 23, 2020. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/00085006.2017.1294311.

Brown, Edward J. “Since 1917: A Brief History.” In Russian Literature 
since the Revolution, Revised and Enlarged ed., 21-36. 1962. 
Reprint, Harvard University Press, 1982.

Bulgakov, Mikhail. The Master and Margarita. Translated by Diana 
Burgin and Katherine Tiernan O’Connor. London: Picador, 
2010. First published 1995 by Ardis Publishing.

Faulkner, Neil. “Stalinism.” In A People’s History of the Russian Rev-
olution, 238-50. London: Pluto Press, 2017. Accessed Septem-
ber 23, 2020. http://www.jstor.com/stable/j.ctt1k85dnw.18.

Kharms, Daniil. “The Dream.” In Incidences, 58. 1993. Reprint, Lon-
don: Serpent’s Tail, 2006.

———. “Father and Daughter.” In Incidences, 114-16. 1993. Reprint, 
London: Serpent’s Tail, 2006.

———. “The Hunters.” In Incidences, 74-76. 1993. Reprint, London: 
Serpent’s Tail, 2006.

———. “The Plummeting Old Women.” In Incidences, 50. 1993. Re-
print, London: Serpent’s Tail, 2006.

———. “The Start of a Very Nice Summer’s Day.” In Incidences, 82-
83. 1993. Reprint, London: Serpent’s Tail, 2006.

200

———. “The Thing.” In Best Short Stories Omnibus, edited by August 
Nemo. Vol. 3. Tacet Books, 2020. Digital file.

———. “An Unexpected Drinking Bout.” In Incidences, 110-11. 
1993. Reprint, London: Serpent’s Tail, 2006.

———. “What They Sell in the Shops These Days.” In Incidences, 70-
71. 1993. Reprint, London: Serpent’s Tail, 2006.

Kolonosky, Walter F. “Marcus C. Levitt and Tatyana Novikov, Eds. 
Times of Trouble: Violence in Russian Literature and Cul-
ture.” Studies in 20th and 21st Century Literature 34, no. 1 
(2010): 127-33. Accessed September 23, 2020. https://doi.
org/10.4148/2334-4415.1715.

Mandel, Ernest. “Stalinism.” In Introduction to Marxism, 112-25. Lon-
don: Pluto Press, 1982. Accessed September 23, 2020. http://
www.jstor.com/stable/j.ctt18mvnq0.15.

Merrill, Jessica E. “The Stalinist Subject and Mikhail Bulgakov’s The 
Master and Margarita.” The Russian Review 74, no. 2 (April 
2015): 293-310. Accessed September 23, 2020. https://doi.
org/10.1111/russ.10770.

201



Senior Speeches

202

Omar Al-Assaad

 Fellow graduates, students, teachers, administration staff, and 
parents, good morning to you all. I landed at Reserve 2 years ago and 
now it is already time to leave. I still remember watching the music 
video that we all know, “You Can Find Your Second Home at Western 
Reserve.” Our junior year went by so fast, now here we are, at the 
home stretch of our senior year. 
         Strolling down memory lane at Reserve, I remember walking 
into the WIC: a Disneyland or Wonderland here at Reserve. A special 
place, under the guidance of a great Technology department, where 
basic ideas bloom into great inventions. In sports, I joined the soccer 
team, a sport I had not practiced in five years. Despite all the struggle 
to kick the ball, but oh boy, I had so much fun coached by Mr. Ong 
and Mr. Gilbert. I have always had a passion for video games, I can 
easily say, our LAN party is a Gamer’s paradise. Losing to a national 
champion in Smash Bros may be considered an achievement, after all. 
Halloween was a special time at Reserve. Dressed up as Pikachu, I 
earned a $10 amazon gift card reward. Thank you, Student Life Office.
         Reserve prepares students for the future like no other school. 
Discipline, diversity, and teamwork. Just what a real Pioneer is. There 
must be a reason why students from over 40 different countries call 
Reserve their second home. It taught me discipline, after all, I still 
remember one memory more than any other. Well, it is more than one 
memory, it is a collection of memories. The idea of asking for help. 
         Coming to Reserve from a different school system, I had 
somewhat of a rough start to my junior year, writing essays was not 
my forte. But I quickly learned that asking for help can only make 
one’s ideas better.  I felt surrounded by countless friends, teachers, 
and staff that went far and beyond, I will forever feel indebted to their 
support. And it would only be fair to show gratitude towards them or 
any others, to return the favor in any way life may call. And at any 
position, I may serve, now or anytime in the future which ranges from 
solving the quadratic formula (opposite of b + or - the square root of 
b^2-4ab / 2a see I got it now) to playing Minecraft (am still bad at 
Redstone, okay, I barely have worked with it), or giving truly sincere 
advice in life.
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         At Reserve, we are very fortunate to have teachers that are 
second to none. Thank you all for your special dedication. My special 
thanks are to Mr. Gilbert and Mr. O’Sullivan for putting all the extra 
effort into me especially for my critical writing skills. My gratitude to 
Mr. and Mrs. Bonomo, for showing me it is okay to make mistakes, 
that is why we are human. Thank you to the mitochondria of our 
science department, Dr. Aguliar and Mr. Baldridge. Because thanks to 
Dr. Aguilar, I will never look at a glove the same again, after the mice 
in the lab almost bit me. And thanks to Mr. Baldridge for his continued 
support, as we were able to compete at the Robotics competition at 
Kent State. I would like to extend my compliments to Senora Lopez 
y Senora Thews, muchas gracias. Mr. Morrison and Dr. Madhi اركش 
 you really made my native Arabic language more fun. Thank اليزج
you to Mr. Gerber and Mrs. Nagano for your creative learning ideas.  
My gratitude to Mr. Ong, my senior year advisor, and Mr. Hoffman, 
history reminds us there is always a chance for something to happen. 
Thank you to Mrs. Barlow- Boesch, for always showing me good 
work takes effect and time. My special thanks to those at Reserve who 
made the system run seamlessly, from the dining hall, infirmity, the 
library, the dorms, gymnasium, technology department, Student Life 
Office. And like the famous say, I kept the best for last, Mrs. Buck, to 
you and your administrative staff, you are the heart of Reserve. I feel 
thank you is never enough, and as a Pioneer, I promise we will always 
make you proud. As for my family and friends, thank you for always 
being there by my side. Grandma, thank you for always encouraging 
me to pursue what I want, including learning how to draw anime. 
Thank you, Baba, for making me the man I am today, without you, I 
would not know how to tie a tie. Mama thank you for the countless 
sacrifices- that I can never find a way to repay you for- you have made 
on my behalf and our family. Assaad thank you for being my personal 
Genius Bar with a solution to any computer-related problem I have 
ever had. Durra thank you for every single piece of advice you have 
given me including trying In-N-Out. Aya, I owe you an apology for 
last year for the countless tardies you got on my behalf at your school. 
Thanks to Alex, I always had a seat at my favorite lunch table. Karthik, 
your computer saved me in moments of crisis. Suzannah and Selma, 
my walking buddies on campus. Dominic, great work at the WIC. 
Hunter, our staunch English critic. Ellie, anytime you are in the mood 
for fries, you know to call. Brigette my green key at Reserve, thank 
you for always being there even if it were for playing Minecraft at 2 
am or studying for stats, thank you.
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           Prior to coming to Reserve, I was always under the impression 
that perfection was key to success. However, after my time here at 
Reserve, I learned, through great difficulty, I do not need to achieve 
perfection, all that I need to do is try my best and that is how I will 
succeed. So, this I believe, learn to ask for help and thank those along 
the way. And be in turn be prepared to help others along the way. 
There is always a right time, a right place, and above all a right person. 
Thank You.
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Brooke Ashley

When I think back on my time here at Reserve, the moments 
all string together into a bunch of overlapping timelines, showing all 
the different ways I’ve changed over the course of four years. One of 
these strands was my journey to figure out my mental health. I joined 
Students Who Care my freshman year to find a club that was actually 
active and sorta similar to where my interests lied. I found an escape 
in drawing the little cards filled with good thoughts to put in our care 
packages. Time passed, and Junior year happened. I was still loving 
the club and very involved as a leader, and I had a lot more on my 
plate than when I was younger. That winter lasted an eternity. There 
was less light, and it bothered me more than the years prior, and I was 
tired. I didn’t feel like myself. I would go to class trying to embody the 
version of myself I thought the world would like most, not realizing 
it was draining me. I’d get back to my room at the end of the school 
day and sleep, go to practice, then sleep again. I was exhausted, and I 
didn’t know how to be myself. It wasn’t until that one, very important 
and so easily forgettable night that something changed. 

I told her. I told her I wasn’t me, I had no idea how to be me 
again, and I needed help. She couldn’t do everything, of course, but 
something clicked during all that. I wanted to get better! I was back 
to fighting for myself instead of battling inside my head, and I could 
finally feel the darkness of the winter start to ooze off of me. As those 
days started becoming lighter and greener and warmer, I went outside 
as often as I could and tried my best not to be alone. It was by no 
means a perfect recovery, but I had my people. Their efforts, whether 
they knew they were helping or not, helped me to win my inward 
battle, every almond cloud and breath of fresh air a stab in the heart of 
the heap weighing me down. That winter, I had gotten a care package 
from my own club, which at first felt like a really negative thing 
because people knew I wasn’t okay, but reflecting back I realize what a 
gift it was. I had people that really cared about me, something I didn’t 
realize for a pretty long time. If anything came my way, threw me to 
the ground just as hard, I would get through it. I had before, though it 
was no easy feat and surely wouldn’t be in the future. 

I have tons of stories just like this one - small stories that show 
just a little bit of who I’ve grown into during my four years at reserve. 
Each of those have made me into who I am today, piece by piece.

 So, this I believe: treasure the people around you - the classes 
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and activities aren’t the most important part, it’s the people who 
experience it all with you. Do what makes you happy, and do it with 
the people you love. Whatever challenges life throws at you, don’t 
face them alone. I’m the head of two very separate but very similar 
sounding mental health clubs for a reason—I’ve seen firsthand what 
happens when life gets the best of you, or the people you care about. 
The people I trust and feel safe with helped more than I can yet fully 
understand. Trust is precious, a force not to be taken lightly. Treasure 
who we are and who we have here at Reserve, the time goes faster than 
you’d think. Thank you.
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Khushi Chawda

One school day I woke up to my alarm, shut it and laid still 
on my bed, my eyes looking at the ceiling, I said to myself “I hate 
this pandemic, I hate this pandemic.” It was the first time I had truly 
acknowledged it for myself. Hating it in that moment somehow made 
it more real than living through it for the past year. Among many 
other things, I hate that I can’t see my best friend’s smile or them 
sticking their tongue out at me because let’s face it the latter happens 
more often. Maybe the hatred was born out of me not wanting to go 
to school that day or the infetismal amount of sleep I had gotten, but 
it was there and very convenient to put blame on for everything else 
that was going wrong or simply had been building up. It made me 
think, how did I get here? From someone who lived merrily in her 
own world, which is code for an introvert to someone who actually has 
friends, needs human contact and can’t shut up about iced coffee or 
how I’m going to graduate in 80 days. It is ironic and funny. Just when 
I start to feel comfortable and happy with human contact, a pandemic 
starts. 

When I think of this change, I remember the first time I bought 
a one way ticket to America. When I was a freshman in Florida, I 
talked to my dad everyday before bed. He’d ask me if I made any new 
friends and where they were from. He’d make it a point to remember 
their names and ask me about them. I skipped the “Dad, why do you 
care? That’s so weird!” part and just told him what I thought he needed 
to hear because being a 14 year old, and halfway across the world 
from home was somehow weird enough. Sophomore year, he suddenly 
stopped asking about my friends, and when I realized and asked why, 
he said that I was capable of making friends and I was independent. 

He has changed the question since.
Now, he looks me straight in the eye has asks me point blank, 

and yet in the most casual way, “Khushi, are you happy?” and just like 
the first time like I did the last which was about a week ago, I answer 
without a flinch or a pause “yes, of course papa!” Like it went without 
question, like he was supposed to just know, but he continues to ask 
me this question.
In this case it is true that if you repeat a lie enough times it becomes 
the truth it took all of high school but that answer has a lot more 
truth to it now. When I was a sophomore I thought it didn’t matter 
if I was happy or not that it didn’t matter because at least I had an 
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A in Bonomo chemistry. Unfortunately, the glorious A, just like my 
happiness was short-lived.

Discomfort, uncertainty, and unhappiness became familiar 
ground almost like a comfort zone, and happiness seemed 
uncomfortable, almost new, like I was taking a risk by having a 
conversation with a new person or giving up too much about myself 
by walking to class with someone. Normal things were difficult 
because the first time I had made friends in elementary school and 
had been vulnerable, I was bullied for features and habits that were 
most characteristic of me. Things I couldn’t change even if I tried. 
Long story short, I wasn’t confident in my own skin. I made myself as 
small as I could. Hunched shoulders, my eyes looking at my feet, and 
headphones in, but at least there was music in my ears. 

Whenever I did make a friend, it was like waking up to an 
AMBER alert on your phone after you’ve settled in your bed, in that 
perfect warmth just about to fall asleep. I was afraid to fall asleep 
because I knew someday I would have to wake up to something I 
didn’t like. Letting go of the consciousness was difficult, but I started 
with small steps. 
Naps turned into a slumber. 

I still can’t believe who I have become. Someone who will 
knock at your door at midnight just because I want a hug, or ask you 
for ramen because what’s the fun in eating your own, and making 
friends with the most unexpected people in the most unexpected ways. 
It has been quite a journey to start feeling worthy, and that someone 
would want to build a meaningful relationship with me, that someone 
would truly care and that I am not a burden. So, to the ones who stuck 
around, I can’t thank you enough and the ones I couldn’t hold on to, I 
am sorry.

So this I believe, all of us have something in us that takes time, 
for me it was making friends and feeling worthy. Give it time, feel 
every single emotion, try your best to not push it away because when 
you fall asleep you will heal and rest and be ready for whatever good 
or bad the next morning has in store. And meanwhile, if nothing else 
works, have a solo dance party in your room at 2 am.

Thank you!
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Lauren Dempsey

I have always had issues with the idea of other people 
perceiving me differently from how I expect them to. I guess that 
sounds weird, because everybody is going to have a different 
perception of me whether they know me or not, but for some reason 
I’ve always felt as though I’ve had some psychic ability that tells me 
exactly what someone thinks of me. I guess that’s because people 
typically don’t shy away from telling me how they feel. I think I’m a 
bit of an acquired taste. 

For the longest time, the only compliment I ever received 
was how “unique” and “different” I was. People would say to me 
“wow, you are so original!” or “you’re such an individual, I admire 
how confident you are!” Back in middle school and freshman year 
however, those compliments never really sat right with me. How come 
I wasn’t complimented on my looks? Why did nobody ever say I was 
smart? Being told that I was so “myself” all the time made me think, 
well, who am I? Because to be completely honest, I didn’t really like 
the person I was. I’ve always been very hyper-critical of myself and 
my actions, and I have a tendency to overthink to a point where my 
thoughts become irrational and quite frankly, scary. 

In order to combat these thoughts and feelings, I, for lack 
of a better term, faked it till I made it. I took those things that I was 
insecure about like my appearance or my intelligence, and created a 
character that accentuated different parts of my personality. The way 
I acted was never ingenuine, just highly exaggerated. When I got to 
Reserve, this technique I had been using in order to make myself more 
likeable was greatly used to my advantage. I was able to get away with 
doing wacky things that I absolutely loved, like screaming my heart 
out at open mic night, wearing goofy yellow boots every single day to 
school, and being able to not be afraid of asking questions in class no 
matter how dumb they may have sounded. 

Reserve introduced me to this new and exciting concept of 
people actually liking me, and this made me ecstatic. So much so 
that I became obsessed with it. I worked so hard to be such a people 
pleaser all the time, to a point where it got exhausting. I would make 
my presence known and heard. I knew exactly what to say and what 
reaction it would evoke in other people, and after a while this started 
to really get to me. I felt as though I was constantly dumbing myself 
down and making myself seem way more “confident” than I actually 
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was, all for the sake of being the butt of the joke. If I could make 
people laugh, then why did it matter if it was at me and not with 
me? Because the truth was, I still didn’t like myself, I was entirely 
dependent on other people liking me for my happiness. 

By the time my junior year rolled around, I was tired of the act 
I was putting on for others. I no longer wanted to be a laughing stock, I 
wanted to be seen as not only the funny girl, but as the nice girl, or the 
cool girl. I started to stick up for myself and not go along with things 
that made me feel bad, and funnily enough, that totally backfired. 
At the time, the people who I thought actually liked me only liked 
the version of me that they could laugh at, and I was so let down by 
that. These were people who I loved and trusted, and when I could no 
longer be what everyone else wanted me to be, I was kinda kicked to 
the curb. Obviously, I was deeply hurt by this. The defense walls I had 
put up for so long came crumbling down, all because I wanted to be 
the real me. I had to learn to completely dismantle this dependency on 
how other people saw me, because it was hurting me too much. 

However, the most important lesson I have learned so far in 
my seventeen years of age came out of this experience: If I can’t love 
myself, then I will never find real love in others. I completely got rid 
of the act I was putting on for other people, because it was just so 
not worth it. I am so incredibly lucky to have found people who like 
me for me, and not because I have to make a conscious effort to be 
likeable. That would have never happened if I didn’t experience the 
pain of losing people close to me, as well as the pain of coming to 
terms with the fact that there are certain parts of myself that I can’t 
change. I have come to embrace many of the things that I used to hate 
about myself, but that doesn’t necessarily mean I’m fully recovered 
yet, and that is okay. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t still struggle with 
dependency on other people, because I do. However, I’ve learned 
that happiness can come from myself, my friends, my classes, and 
my hobbies, and not just from attention from someone specific, and I 
remind myself of that constantly.

During my time at Reserve, I feel as though I’ve made tons 
of unlikely friends as well as connections with faculty members, all 
because they liked me for me. Take Mr. Gordon for example, if you 
had told me freshman year that the person who became one of my 
biggest supporters and who believed in me so much was the head 
coach of the wrestling team, I would have been like, what! Or that 
Audrey Rhea, who I was so scared of for the longest time, became 
my soul sister and best friend who I would have never survived high 
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school without. Or that Ms. Karam, who was the first person who ever 
told me I could sing, completely changed my life for the better. 

So this I believe, you are the ONLY person you have in this 
world, so if you want anyone to like you, you better start liking 
yourself first. That is so much easier said than done, and it is still 
something I struggle with, but if you’re constantly striving towards self 
love then I think you’ve already won. Be yourself and like what you 
want to like, no matter how weird or normal it might seem. You are a 
unique, distinct, and uncommon individual and you will find people 
who will love you for that no matter what. I am so thankful for my 
Reserve experience, because I don’t think I would have realized any 
of these lessons for a long time if it hadn’t been for the opportunities 
I’ve been given and the people I got to meet. Love is everything 
and everywhere, and it’s up to you to be able to find that love within 
yourself and within the world around you.

Thank you.
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Leah Goodall

I’ve played a lot of baseball in my life, eight years in fact. And 
in those eight years, I hit the ball twice. Yet, still I managed to score 
at least a point or two a game. I wasn’t good at hitting the ball, but the 
pitchers were really good at hitting me. Getting hit with a curveball 
going 80 miles an hour hurts, but hey, it also gets you a walk to first. 

This is something I feel is true for more than just baseball, 
but rather it applies to alot of life. Sometimes even things that seem 
awful pan out to give you a leg up in the long run. Take getting care 
teamed. This is actually the first year that I haven’t been care teamed. 
I remember the first time it happened, I figured out who it was and 
wanted to go talk to them. I had every intention of just saying thank 
you, he was willing to do something for me that I couldn’t do myself, 
but when I went to talk to him, he opened with an apology. I was 
confused, why did he apologize?  Looking back, that care team referral 
was one of the best things to happen to me. It set the ball rolling for 
me to get better yet the guy who referred me seemed almost ashamed?

At this point I hadn’t been at school very long, maybe two 
months, including pre-season, which I dont think really counts. Those 
days were just blurs of running, and waking up to see Taylor sitting at 
my desk after Phil let him in. My first real memory of school was my 
first green key where I met some of my closest friends, and even that 
wasn’t until the third week of school. Needless to say I didn’t know 
WRA culture, and it didn’t click in my mind that getting care teamed 
was seen as a bad thing. I couldn’t find a single person who had 
positive things to say about it. 

Now, obviously, no one ‘wants’ to be care teamed, it’s hard 
to admit that you need help, it’s something I couldn’t do on my own. 
It’s not just that no one wants to be care teamed that created the 
stigma, it’s also to care team someone… it’s bloody scary. It took me 
a while to realise why, when I was referred, he was so apprehensive 
to tell me. It’s because right beneath the promise of anonymity is a 
box where you have to put your name. It says *right there* that the 
report is completely confidential, but I’m sure many of us can agree, 
it’s impossible to keep a secret here. By submitting this form, you 
risk alienating yourself from the person you were trying to help. But 
sometimes, it’s for the better.

To bring this all back around to baseball. I didn’t really enjoy 
the sport, anyone who knows me knows that I’m a lot of things but 
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none of them are athletes. I played baseball because I had nothing 
better to do over the summer. But I don’t regret doing it, not at all. 
I might have not realised it at the time, wearing my baseball pants, 
covered in cuts and blood from all the grounders that hit me square in 
the face, but I was getting better not only at the game (not at hitting the 
ball, that was a lost cause) but at being in social situations, as a whole. 
So this I believe, if the only thing stopping you from doing something 
that betters you or someone you care about, is a worry that people will 
think differently of you, do it. If someone dislikes you for wanting to 
better yourself, that’s on them.
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Vivien Marmerstein

I constantly hear this phrase: “be your best self.” Until recently, 
I had a very clearly defined picture of what the “best version” of 
me was. This person came with things like perfect grades, perfect 
decisions, and perfect relationships––already unattainable goals. 
However, it also came with other things than I could never become, no 
matter how hard I tried. Because of this, for much of my life, I have 
hidden parts of myself from the people around me. As I grew older, I 
began to notice the existence of this box that I was anticipated to fit 
into, but knew I would never be able to. I spent years enthralled in this 
ideal world of perfect mental health, compulsive heterosexuallity, and 
toxic expectations for young people exploring their identity, that I lost 
sight of myself in the process. 

Many of my surrounding family and friends saw only the 
proverbial mask I put on every day––the characteristic smile people 
learned to associate with my generally cheerful demeanor. However, 
the longer I pretended to be something I was not, the more lost I felt. 
The unattainable expectations of my surroundings ate away at me. Yet, 
I knew that that part of me that felt so wrong for so many years was 
just that––a part of me, and not one I wanted to continue to hide. 

In the middle of my junior year, I told someone for the first 
time that I’m bi. For the first time in my conflicting 16 years of my 
life, I actually said those words out loud, and now, a year later, I’ve 
finally stopped apologizing for simply being who I am, and I am 
forever grateful to the incredibly accepting teachers and friends who 
have helped me get to this point. I am still very much bisexual, but no 
longer hiding it. To anyone else who may be experiencing something 
like what I have, just remember that there will always be people who 
will accept you for exactly who you are––rather than an idealized 
version of yourself that you may present to the world––all you have to 
do is find them.

The truth is, accepting my sexuality has only been one small 
part of learning to redefine my concept of what it means to be my 
best self. Learning to love myself has been a long journey, and one I 
will likely never quite reach the end of. But I’ve gotten to this point 
because of some truly amazing people. To the people who have helped 
me get to where I am today: I want to say thank you. To those who 
have supported me through all of my high points and low points, to 
those who have both celebrated with me and cried with me, to those 
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that bring me hot cocoa when I’ve had a rough day and remind me 
everything will be okay, thank you. A few years ago, I never would 
have anticipated some of the relationships I now have that allow me to 
feel free. Whether it’s through spending all of lunch in the tech office, 
enjoying open door matcha runs with my emotional support humans, 
or staying up late for a senior green key, I have found the people that, 
rather than asking me to be something I cannot, accept me for my true 
self. You all are the reason that I am here speaking right now. 

So, this I believe. Love yourself for who you are, and surround 
yourself with people who help you do it. Thanks to the incredible 
people in my life, I’m learning to love and accept the parts of myself 
that differ from the high and unreal expectations I once wanted to live 
up to. I’m learning to love my sexuality despite years of thinking it 
was wrong, to love my body despite the unwanted attention that comes 
with it, to love my brain despite how it spirals out of control, and to 
love me––for exactly who I am. My advice to all of you: forget your 
preconceived notions of what your best self should be like, and start 
being your true self. 
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Delia Rabatin

My parents have taught my sister and me how to treat others 
with kindness, respect and care for others. What my parents couldn’t 
teach me, however, was how to care for myself. 
Reserve was my opportunity to figure out how to manage my time, 
be independent, and hopefully, how to take care of myself. So, 
entering freshman year, I made a promise to myself that I would try as 
many activities, clubs, programs as possible. As I found my rhythm, 
managing my time and balancing Reserve field hockey, leadership and 
service roles, and academics. I wanted to explore even more. However, 
I kept feeding my stress—adding more and more responsibilities to 
stay busy and feeling obligated to always say yes to a favor. I kept 
ignoring how I felt, pushing my sadness and anxiety to the side 
because I wanted to think my emotions were temporary and needed to 
focus just only on my responsibilities. 

Everything was put into perspective why I felt this way, when 
I was reading There There, for Mr. Zetzers Indian Original Voices. 
One of the characters in the novel, Opal says, “the trick is to stay 
busy, distract then distract the distraction. Get twice removed. It’s 
about layers. It’s about disappearing in the whir of noise and doing” 
(162). This was the truth. I was trying to hide because I didn’t want 
to interrupt my momentum inside the Reserve bubble. In the bubble it 
was the perfect place to discover my passions and strengthen life-long 
relationships with teachers and friends. I can confidently say that I feel 
like I took advantage of all the opportunities and resources; however, 
I was also distracting myself from life outside of the bubble. I didn’t 
want to face questions about my future. I added more and more layers 
to keep me from overthinking my future and questioning my abilities. 

When I decided I didn’t want my love for field hockey to 
go away, I spent every free minute communicating with college 
coaches, researching colleges, going to field hockey camps, clinics, 
and showcases. I felt pressure to exceed colleges’ expectations on and 
off the field and this triggered a huge dent in my confidence. I kept 
questioning my ability to play DI because I wasn’t the traditional 
recruit, living away from home, not being able to play club or even 
attend some showcases. I was scared of rejection, so I pushed myself 
harder disappearing in the “whir of noise and doing”. 

I sometimes forgot to breathe, as I was caught up in my 
momentum and ignored the way I was feeling. However, by keeping 
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my emotions to myself and hiding them, I let them build up till I 
would eventually just explode. I’ve learned, thanks to some incredibly 
strong women, that a person can only handle so much. Thank you Ms. 
Boesch, Forhan, Ms. Fritz and Don, for helping me talk through my 
explosions and listening when I need to open up about my feelings. 
You have always been there for me and believed in me when I 
sometimes didn’t believe in myself. Your support has taught me that 
caring for myself is to be honest and open, that it’s okay to say no, and 
sometimes I need to care for myself first before I care for others.

As I found my rhythm of balancing school, athletics, and 
academics, the Reserve community has always supported and accepted 
me as I figured out what makes me happy and how to care for myself. 
My growth and strength stems further than Reserve, but comes from 
the people who gave up so much so that I could explore all that the 
world has to offer. Thank you mom, dad and Briget for always being 
my cheerleaders. Even though you don’t have much of a choice, 
Briget, thank you for going through life first as the oldest daughter. 
Thank you for giving me the best advice and looking out for me. 
Thank you mom and dad for always standing by my side, encouraging 
my happiness, and holding my hand as we figure out certain parts of 
life together. Your love and kindness has shaped me into the person 
I am today and your dedication to my happiness has allowed me to 
discover who I am and what I love. 

So finally, this I believe—the Reserve bubble is the perfect 
community to discover your passions and learn so many life skills, but 
remember to take a breath and look beyond the bubble because you 
can’t distract yourself forever. There is so much support at Reserve, 
so face your emotions and figure out what it means to take care of 
yourself. If 2020 has taught me anything, it’s that time is valuable, 
so take healthy risks, keep discovering what makes you happy and 
recognize those who love, care, and always support you.
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Aja Topps-Harjo

Growing up I never believed that I was the main character of 
my story. 

As the daughter of an outspoken brilliant single mother, I 
always seemed to live in her shadow. I would go to parties with her 
and never say more than a couple of words. I chalked this up to being 
a very shy and introverted kid as well as not wanting to say something 
improper. I was always afraid of saying the wrong thing and making 
a fool out of myself. In a world that already seemed to look down on 
girls with my complexion I made the effort not to give people reason 
to support their already preconceived notions of me. If I had nothing 
intelligent or nice to say, I said nothing at all. 

When I was little I was obsessed with television shows. After 
some time I noticed a throughline present amongst the Black female 
protagonist represented on the screen. These women all had some sort 
of talent or special ability. There was Raven Symone who could look 
into the future… future… future. Or China Ann McClain from ANT 
Farm who was a musical prodigy. Or Olivia Pope from Scandal, who 
was the best crisis manager. I remember Olivia Pope’s father telling 
her “you have to be twice as good to get half as much.” This line really 
stuck with me. I knew that a Black female protagonist would never 
be an average Black girl. If they were average or different, the Black 
character was always relegated to being the best friend. Or someone 
who was isolated and bullied for being anything other than the norm. 

What a great lesson provided by the media. Not recognizing 
it as a child, I internalized this narrative. I always believed myself to 
be someone average or below average. I was never able to recognize 
the parts of myself that made me great. Although I could not read 
until about the third grade. I tested at a fifth grade level in math in first 
grade. In early elementary school, I was not very popular and did not 
have a close-knit group of friends. So in my eyes, I was nothing like 
the leading characters on TV. I felt like an extra. Until something I 
never thought was possible changed my entire life

At the age of eight, I moved to Wellington, New Zealand. 
Being the lone Black girl made me stand out. As time passed, I debated 
whether to try and be someone else, a Native New Zealander otherwise 
known as a Kiwi or to embrace my individuality. To be honest, I tried 
assimilating, but as time progressed, I realized I would never be a 
Kiwi nor did I want to be. My world was bigger than the North and the 
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South Island. Deep down I knew I was destined for greater things. 
Two and a half years later, it was time to move back to the 

United States. My time in New Zealand had left a mark on my soul. 
I came back to 5th grade where my teacher, Mrs. Thomas pushed me 
to be a better student. She knew that as a Black girl in this world I had 
to be more to achieve my dreams. I started the year testing below or 
average in almost every subject and the end won the award for most 
improved at graduation. Mrs. Thomas showed me that with hard work, 
I could truly do anything. 

When I moved to middle school, I had this large group of 
friends. We did everything together but when the time came to go to 
high school, I wanted bigger and better things than our feeder school 
Wilson. I could see that the world was more than one school or a group 
of friends. My high school was a part of setting the trajectory for the 
bright future I had ahead. I applied to the best public school in DC 
and got in. This was the first time that I had to make a decision alone. 
I left my friends behind and chose my future. After staying at School 
Without Walls for a year, I realized that DC was not the right place 
for me. I applied to private schools, and I was accepted to Western 
Reserve Academy. I left all I knew in DC for a small town in Ohio 
where I discovered some incredible friends, family, and teachers. 

Reserve is the home of the pioneers, and I genuinely believe 
that Reserve has given me the support I need to be unafraid entering 
into the world. Whether it’s the academic rigor of college. The 
resilience to continue after being rejected. Or knowing when your 
voice needs to be heard. Reserve has provided me with the tools to 
be the main character of my narrative. The people in this community 
have shown me what it means to be the conductor of your own life. 
Venturing into the real world I’m no longer afraid to use my voice.

So this I believe… when you value yourself and understand 
the importance of your voice in a society that wants you to become 
like everyone else. You truly transform into the main character of your 
story. When you become the main character of your story rather than 
a follower, you find your true potential because you live your life for 
yourself. I would like to thank my family, friends, and the Reserve 
community for giving me the support to be the main character of my 
life. Without your support, I would have never had the opportunity 
to learn how to be a leader and grow from my failures. Thank you 
Western Reserve Academy. As a departing senior, the one piece of 
advice I could give is to take as many opportunities as you can without 
overworking yourself. The more you experience the world, the more 
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you learn about yourself. Giving you the courage to be the main 
character of your story. Thank you.
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Selma Wu

On March 10th, last year, I called my dad who was miles away 
in China. He didn’t respond. The next day, when I called again, he still 
didn’t respond. Since my parents were divorced and lived separately, 
I began to worry, so I asked my mom to check on him. The next day 
when I woke up, my mom texted me that she found my dad on the 
bathroom floor. The doctor said that he was probably there for two 
days. He was saved from death but would be paralyzed for the rest of 
his life.
 At that time, however, this tragic event didn’t cast a strong 
emotional impact on me. I already felt grateful enough to return to 
China in the turmoil of COVID-19 and see my dad wake up from a 
coma. But that was the start of my nightmare.
 After I stopped living with my dad, I understood how 
physically and mentally abusive he was to me and my mom. The 
way my dad treated me out of his frustration with the accident 
reminded me that it was what happened throughout my entire life. I 
was overwhelmed, not by accident itself, but traumatic memories of 
domestic violence that I had been hiding for years, in addition to the 
painful realization that I had been living in an illusion, which I created 
to protect myself.
 Following my failing mental health, my physical health had 
collapsed altogether. Over the past year, I struggled with liver health, 
acne, and eating disorders simultaneously. My skin condition further 
affirmed my fear that I inherited my dad’s blood, his aggressiveness, 
selfishness, every flaw. As a “broken” person as I believed I was, I felt 
incapable of loving others and could do nothing but harm. 

I constantly tortured myself with toxic questions: How could 
I move on after witnessing the most horrible truth of my life? How 
could I assimilate back into my school life with the terror in my heart? 
Why couldn’t I lead a life like other teenagers? A “normal” life where 
you can dance, sing, and smile - All of these seemed impossible to me.

I want a life like that too…
But during the hardship, I was also slowly growing aware of 

something. 
One day, when I was sitting inside a bakery, it started to pour 

all of a sudden. Across the street, I could see the hectic scene where 
pedestrians and shop owners busied themselves running all over, 
hiding under the roof, and fumbling out umbrellas. For no reason, I 
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began to chuckle, which eventually turned into hysterical laughter. It 
was the first time in one month that I laughed. It hit me that what I had 
seen was exactly our so-called “normal life” where everybody, despite 
their unique journeys, could be equally confronted with similar events 
out of control. Even so, those people were fighting back in their best 
effort. Their actions filled the scene with a profound vitality. 

In fact, looking at my mom with my eyes blurred by tears, I 
was also thinking: mom, did you ever beg for a better life, like what I 
did? I still didn’t know the answer, but I realized that she, as another 
victim of my dad’s abuse, was the one who supported me through my 
struggles, covered fees of my dad’s hospital stay, and paid my tuition 
and fees, all at her effort. I could not imagine what would happen to 
both of us if she only lamented and gave up trying to raise herself from 
the lowest point, which she didn’t. Instead, she took out the step and 
created a better life for both of us.

Although my mom will always be my most loved and 
respected role model, I assure you that she is not the only person 
who has such strength. During the past three years at Reserve, I have 
listened to numerous speeches and conversations where people open 
up about their experiences. Many kind and tenacious students and 
faculty members have been telling the same idea: there will always 
be a potential to live out your best regardless of what you have gone 
through. 
 After so many things had happened, there was a thing for sure: 
I still want to live. When my mom found her ex-husband on the floor, 
she didn’t even hesitate to send him to the best hospital in the city. 
It was because she knew everybody deserves to live, and, more than 
that, the possibility of realizing their values. It should be the same 
thing for myself and all of you. I want to see how amazing my life can 
be. I want to become a person who can encourage and inspire others.  
I want to see and create that possibility of thriving in my kindest, 
happiest ways.
 So this I believe: what you have in your background right now 
does not compose your identity. Your beginning does not determine 
your end. You don’t have to feel guilty for things that you can’t decide. 
You are not alone if you feel insecure about your history, but please 
remember: What defines you is what you say and do now. As long as 
you exist, you can make a difference by doing things that matter to 
yourself and other people. You can make positive effects on people 
because you matter.
 In my sophomore year, I spoke to Khushi Chawda. I said that 
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to grow into who I was then, I already denied and “eliminated” the 
past version of myself. But Khushi, you told me that the innocent, 
inexperienced Selma Wu before all these had taken place may have 
survived and still stayed with me. I think it is the same with Selma Wu 
over the past year. I will learn to embrace different versions of myself 
at all stages. Therefore, I will end my speech with a note to the future 
version of myself:
 Selma Wu, you are free. You are free and able to care for 
people, love people, and live the life you want to. With this incomplete 
body and mind, you are going to proceed. One day I will see you 
walking on the path of happiness when your and others’ goodwill will 
have completed you as a whole. I will wave to you then. I know you 
will smile, and wave back at me.
 I look forward to that day.
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Fiona Xu

For somebody who shies away from going on all sorts of 
stages, the senior speech is something I always thought I would do. 
It would be a neat little outro that summarizes my four years here, 
all wrapped up and finished with a bowtie on top to be placed on the 
shelf of memory. But it was only with this date ever approaching 
that I realize how hard it is to write this speech. After starting no less 
than eight times, with three whole pages of scrapped work, I am left 
staring at a carved up google doc with a thousand loose sentences 
all presenting different facets of my life. They offer little coherence, 
but when strung together, presented the same question: Who am I? I 
realize I must confront this to move on. 

So, tell me about yourself. When first confronted with this 
question as a young girl who just grew out of her braces sitting in 
an overly large interview chair, I would tell you that I am Fiona Xu 
from Dulwich College Shanghai, a grade 11 girl who likes Lord of the 
Rings and wanted to start an art club at your school. It should come 
to no one’s surprise that this is a spiel prepared by my counselor who 
actually suggested an art therapy club, but I was bad at memorization. 
If you are to press me, in a less than formal setting, I would sputter 
something about anime and being YiRan’s friend, before running away. 
But if you ask me about YiRan and her personality, I have a thousand 
stories to tell. I adore anime because she loved it, and in turn, she spent 
a good deal of time reading web fiction with me. I was the exact brand 
of tomboyish that she is, and she is as emo as I was, and together we 
despised pink dresses and worshipped melodramatic anime characters 
who are wont to rant over death and the natural evil of humanity. We 
are each other’s continuation and amplifier, and it was only together 
that we seemed whole; I suppose you see why I was at a loss when you 
ask me by myself. 

So, welcome to Western Reserve Academy! While distance 
allowed YiRan and me to flourish into separate persons but still very 
good friends, the insecurities that made me emotionally dependent 
on her still lingered. My fear of ostracization made me desperate for 
affection but at the same time fearful to reach for it. I want to be open 
and charismatic so I have many friends, I want to be standoffish and 
confrontational so no one will harm me. I want to always be the center 
of attention, I want to be left alone as the emo kid. I want, I want, I 
do not know what I want. It is the first time where I tried to craft the 
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little raft that is my personality, assembling together different Pinterest 
boards and quirks lifted from others into something I can call me, so as 
to weather this volatile period of change. Shout out to my good friend 
Rain, for putting up with me through these episodes without ever 
attempting to strangle me once. Your sacrifice of a piece of your sanity 
to allow my continued existence is both felt and appreciated. 

If life had allowed me to float by on a ragtag little raft of a 
personality held together solely by blu-tack and a copious amount 
of spite, it was during the end of my freshmen year that it decided to 
dump an entire tsunami on me. The illness which crept up on me as 
silently as my failing grades and burgeoning anxiety did its greatest 
evil in convincing me that my insanity was perfectly sane. Each piece 
of the smashed little raft, each little piece of outside media I consume, 
all fight to control the empty husk of an increasingly unhealthy girl. 
My emotions, thoughts, and even actions, all became nothing about 
my actual life, and everything about this tumbling feed. 

It was a trying time for everyone. For my friends, both those 
that had to suffer through my increasingly irregular episodes or those 
that were ghosted by me as I grew more and more withdrawn. For 
my teachers, who had to put up with me. And most especially for my 
parents, who watched their daughter turn to someone so different, all 
the while being the main subject of my ire. Here’s an apology to you 
all, if I may, and a thank you. 

It took me a whole two years to walk out of my illness. I would 
like to say that I succeeded in fighting it myself, but in all honesty, I 
often felt like a bystander behind a veil as my parents whisked me to 
one appointment after the other until the procedures finally kicked in. 
Standing back and assessing the damage, the illness took away many 
things. It swept away in its receding tides a permanent piece of my 
health, my love for lasagna, but it also made me realize that I have no 
more shiitake mushrooms to give. I had always wanted to grow some 
more, and even went on amazon to search for mushroom grow kits, 
but could never be bothered for some reason. All I know is that in the 
place of this carnage, I am rebuilding. Though my four years here are 
ending, I am nowhere near finished. And my Reserve experience isn’t 
coming to an end either, as I will take what I learned, what I did not 
learn and probably slept through, my interests and my friends, and sail 
with it onwards into the great unknown. 

So who am I now? I do not know, and frankly, I do not care 
enough to define it. I am a girl interested in the humanities and 
cooking, somebody who managed to finish an entire jar of Nutella 
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in a day, who tries to do her homework but ends up researching the 
downfall of the soviet union. By all means, I may even be some 
insignificant raindrop with a robust imagination, and that would be 
fine. 

So this I believe, that some questions are not meant to be 
answered definitively, that many things can be completely smashed 
down and rebuilt, and life will still continue.

227



History Contest Winners

228

The Eve of Breaking the Barrier: American Fashion for Women in 
the 1950s
Selma Wu

“...There is a war on and she [the living woman of today] 
follows fashion with more than her usual implicit obedience… What 
will happen when the war is over?” (Palmer 31). The very question 
from one writer for the London Times in 1943 was to be answered by 
tremendous transformations that covered every aspect of life at the end 
of the Second World War, among which fashion was not in exclusion. 
It is widely agreed that fashion is an effective platform where social, 
political and economic dynamics exhibit themselves intricately 
with more profound discussions on concepts of gender, identity, 
and nationalism (Lebovic 181). In addition to the “Consumers’ 
Republic” resulted from the impressive postwar economic boom 
in America, the GI Bill (the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 
1944) offered veterans numerous benefits such as education and 
homeownership, together contributing to the growth of suburbs and 
the formation of the “newly ubiquitous middle class” (184-5). Under 
the prosperity and new policies, the demand for spending on fashion 
increased as well. Headed by Dior’s innovation, fashion in the 1950s 
revolutionized America by undermining the former state of lack of 
options and provided women with unprecedented latitude in choosing 
a wardrobe. Although these developments still had limitations, it was 
more important to realize that the 1950’s fashion fueled women’s 
spontaneity either in consumerism or the subsequent ideological 
enlightenment, laying a substantial foundation for their more radical 
rebellion through the next decade to break the barrier of social norms.

Despite the huge budget up to $9 billion America spent to 
aid Europe for economic recovery, the previous leading couture 
business in Paris remained in a hampered dilemma at the end of WWII 
(Palmer 23). The “Corolle” and the “8” lines launched by the gifted 
couturier Christian Dior in 1947, therefore, successfully achieved both 
the nationalistic and artistic expectations in reclaiming the cultural 
and social-economic importance of Paris to the public as “the most 
technically superb, luxurious, artistic and dominant source for fashion 
in the world” (28). Excellent in its lack of compromise in design, 
Dior’s collection was known by its more proverbial nickname, the 
“New Look”, which came from Carmel Snow, editor of Harper’s 
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Bazaar, one of the predominant fashion magazines in America (De 
la Haye and Mendes 128). This photo of Bar Suit by Dior (see fig. 
1) shows a typical “New Look” figure: shoulder lines tended to be 
rounded or sloped; corsets, girdles, or other separate undergarments 
were utilized to accentuate a nipped-in waistline and create an 
hourglass-like silhouette; hips were padded; finally, a heavily pleated 
skirt added to the fullness of the dress (Hennessy 316-7). Postwar 
American fashion photography further brought the elegant clothing 
and its implied desirable Parisian lifestyles into the perspectives of 
American audiences in a representative optimistic “can-do” attitude, 
“reconstructing” Paris as an idealized city to promote new commercial 
chances out of wrecks and debris in reality (Ribeiro 50). Shocking 
the international market with its novel appearance, the phenomenal 
“New Look” was not accepted readily and immediately, however. 
Whereas the main controversy of the “New Look” protested its 
exorbitant price that denied “average” consumers, its impractical 
shape and its indulgent use of fabrics regardless of wartime restrictions 

that were still operating in parts 
of Europe, 1265 women in 
Louisville, America, signed a 
petition in the name of  “The Little 
Below the Knee Club,” rejecting 
the anti-feminist sentiments 
within the dress (Palmer 31-3). 
Criticism subsided as American 
business initiated to exploit 
the commercial possibilities of 
the newly introduced French 
haute couture (De la Haye and 
Mendes 130). To reach a broader 
American audience, an underlying 
commercial system formed such 
as that in Seventh Avenue, where 
American manufacturers copied 
clothes from Paris legally or 
illegally with efficiency (Strassel 
43). Edith Serkownek, head of the 

fashion library at Kent State University, explains that some American 
designers had agreements to even purchase some of the dress models 
in Paris back to the US, and this “industry within industry” could 
spread the look speedily “in terms of getting those pattern pieces, and 
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making up a dress either in cheaper fabric, or with slightly simpler 
ideas, and creating a variation for whatever their price point market 
was.”

Compared to many devastated European countries, the 
rather pristine conditions in postwar America granted domestic 
manufacturers more advantages in production (De la Haye and Mendes 
126). The popularization of fashion was buttressed also by the wide 
availability of textiles and fabrics. Cotron, a new cotton-rayon, was 
one example (Hennessy 335). Opposition against the elitism of the 
new fashion justified no more since new silhouettes already descended 
to the average public through McCall’s, Ladies’ Home Journal, and 
other lower- and middle-class lifestyle magazines (Vaughan 30-
1). Moreover, in promoting its accessibility to the consumers and 
maximizing efficiency and profits, chain store executives embarked 
upon constructions on chain stores from the warehousing operations 
to the outlook of the store to meet the demands of new suburban 
residents (“Postwar Spurs”). All these factors benefited Americans 
to become the most dominant consumers of fashion (De la Haye and 
Mendes 139). Similar to how slopped shoulder lines in the “New 
Look” superseded the rather masculine and boxy shoulder design, the 
new fashion trend replaced the sense of competence and strength in 
women’s clothes in wartime with hyper-femininity, overcoming the 
previous barrier of economic struggle with the abundance of material 
and excessive consumerism.

Vantage in America not only brought about Dior’s commercial 
success, but the bloom of variegated styles apart from the pervasive 
“New Look” characteristics in the market. Sweeping influences of new 
French haute couture did not necessarily stifle domestic designers’ 
inspiration, yet it is noted that the dress reform in America during the 
last decade relatively showed less importance. As the response to the 
invasion of Paris in 1940, the cut off from France motivated American 
designers to present symbolic national values such as democracy and 
pioneer spirit in their simplistic and pragmatic fashion design, favoring 
mass production (Hennessy 308). Opposite to Dior’s designing 
ideology, the emerging generation of educated female designers led 
by Elizabeth Hawes and Claire McCardell focused on creating a fit 
to the female anatomy and popularizing apparels in quality, serving 
as major innovators in democratizing “The American Look” and 
“Ready-to-Wear” (Strassel 44-5). This idea of “fit” for women, on the 
other hand, did not disappear in American design during the 1950s. 
As a large number of women quit their jobs during the war, the idea 
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of housedress was also introduced to enforce their traditional role as 
housewives (Hennessy 334). In her book, Anne Fogarty instructed 
housewives how to dress considering the “special role they will play as 
a wife, hostess, or member of their community” (18). 

Actress Lucille Ball wore a classic shirtwaist dress that 
acted as a representation of idealized domesticity and motherhood 
with utilitarian pockets in front (see fig. 2) in this screenshot of her 
famous TV series I Love Lucy (Vaughan 29). Beyond the housewife 
ideal, the flamboyant and youthful resort wear and sportswear by 
Italian designers also appealed to American customers (De la Haye 
and Mendes 144-5). Now fashion was not merely fashion, but 
the connotation which indicated the wearer’s status and thinking. 
Therefore, what ensued was a sports craze in which women 
participated in various outdoor activities in stylish sports apparel to 
show their wholesomeness and vigor (Hennessy 346-7). The photo 
below (see fig. 3) gives a shot of bowling, a popular sport which 
reached its height in the 1950s. The girl in the front dressed in a fitting 
sweater and a feminine full mid-calf skirt, which enabled her to act 
freely while still staying fashionable (346). Corresponding to the 
argument about “fit” mentioned at the beginning of the paragraph, 
Ms. Serkownek regards sportswear as a kind of liberation for women, 
for it created a comfortable silhouette and the freedom to do “mix 
and match” with separate clothing pieces, further demonstrating that 
“things were more focused on the youth, and the youth was more 
focused on the freedom of movement”. Furthermore, American 
manufacturers targeted the teenage customers particularly with “young 
look” clothes that distinguished them as a separate age group (De la 
Haye and Mendes 147). The significance of gearing fashion as an 
individual applied equally to adults and adolescents.
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Given more choices in fashion, it was inevitable, nonetheless, 
for a trend of homogenization to develop in America. Lebovic argues 
that the 1950s established a cultural consensus as the emerging 
middle class blurred claimed class hierarchies and the onset of new 
mass and popular culture blurred cultural hierarchies (185). Besides 
what David Riesman pointed out in his monograph that middle-class 
Americans were so willing to follow the considerably homogenized 
and conformed mass culture to be rewarded that they would rather 
be directed by others than themselves, authors such as David Potter 
and Vance Packard also believed 
that the prosperous facade of 
advertisements encouraged 
this “spiritually shallow, 
deeply superficial, corrupt and 
misleading” zeitgeist and instigated 
consumers to buy goods wastefully 
(178-9). Consumerism was not the 
only pretentious topic in discussing 
fashion. As a professor from 
the fashion school at Kent State 
University, Dr. Catherine Leslie 
went further to illustrate the contrived information within Dior’s “New 
Look”, which seemed to be utilized by men to reinstate their working 
positions as breadwinners while forcing women to return home: “It 
seems to me that there was a relationship between that and an overly 
feminine silhouette.” The relationship between the mass commercial 
culture and the seemingly structured, restrictive fashion during this 
period was deemed by many no less than a backlash against feminism 
and free expression of women.

But it would be unilateral to just pigeonhole this period as a 
complete barrier regardless of the large amounts of opportunities it 
offered to women to buy, dress and reflect. According to an editorial 
of Chain Store Age, customers at that time grew more spontaneous 
in consuming, as this was seen by some stores in Southern California 
that even remained open until 9 p.m. to follow the popular idea of 
“shopping night” and accommodate customers, especially in family 
where both husband and wife can “participate in the buying decision”; 
the idea of self-service also gave consumers more independence in 
managing their own shopping experiences (“Postwar Spurs”). It is 
arguable that consumption was where women began to implement 
their volition and make an actual difference during that period. 
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Made known by her avant-garde essay “Notes on ‘Camp’” in 1964, 
scholar Susan Sontag explicitly claimed that there was a certain link 
between deriving sensible pleasure and consuming goods “even as 
she stood in opposition to most conventional forms of mass culture,” 
which revealed an optimistic outlet of consumerism (Horowitz 334). 
This positive facet of consumerism could be what American women 
drew out from their bought clothes to reevaluate their motives and 
thinking behind the seemingly straightforward fashion choices. 
Admittedly, many restrictions that were imposed on women did not 
diminish, which could be easily seen in Fogarty’s comments that 
women wearing shorts in public “show a lack of self-respect and a 
contempt for the people who are properly dressed” (89). However, in 
Ms. Serkownek’s opinion, the fact that there was greater latitude not 
only in consuming but deciding their apparel in terms of individuality 
already settled an atmosphere which allowed more casual and 
acceptable occasions for women (see fig. 4) to be open to “hostess 
pants, or more loosely fitted shirtwaist dress, as the decade goes on.” 
This oftentimes unnoticeable yet meaningful change in fashion was 
also responded by Vogue, which, as a prestigious fashion magazine 
and a cultural forum, changed its direction in mid-1950s with articles 
discussing diverse styles to include its female readers in a more 
active contact with fashion against massification, thus questioning the 
conformity to both the “narrow societal expectations of the female 
body” and “gendered respectability” (Lebovic 189-90). Incorporating 
feminism into fashion was not a new idea ever since the advent of the 
bloomer dress designed for female suffragists in 1849, but Dr. Leslie 
punctuated that it did not attract people and play a lasting effect then 
because “the fashion leaders were not wearing this style… And the 
first wave feminists abandoned the bloomer costume because they 
ended up being made fun of, but they needed to be taken seriously.” 
Mainstream sportswear in the 1950s, on the other hand, broke the 
barrier in the public’s preconception towards former clothing reforms 
that were often seen as marginal expressions of feminine autonomy. 
Instead, sportswear fully exuded “physical experience and liberation of 
the body as a basis for artistic experimentation,” one key aspect within 
feminism, and made the idea common (Strassel 55).

There were probably no better examples in the 1950s than 
the “Little Below the Knee Club,” sportswear and so forth that 
indicated that American females advanced their aspiration for physical 
and mental liberation with a far more engaging and progressive 
method during that period in their wardrobe, albeit a more formal 
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and organized feminism had yet to form until the publication of the 
astounding Feminine Mystique (1964) by Betty Friedan. If defining 
breaking the barrier in history as making major changes to bring in 
possibilities, fashion in the 1950s could be regarded as a perfect stage 
where subtle elements of feminism paved up towards the final outbreak 
of the Second Wave Feminism. What gradually transformed under all 
these crosswinds, ranging from the most conservative as housedress 
to the most nonconforming as Audrey Hepburn and women other than 
celebrities wearing pants in public, was American women’s growing 
desire to construct new individualized femininity through outward 
materialistic representations. How women projected their abstract 
idea on actual buying decisions aligned with the circumstances that 
the postwar society, with its unwitting approval, generated for them to 
redefine their identities in apparel (Lebovic 188). Their attempts were 
not unreciprocated when, in Dr. Leslie’s words, baby boomers became 
teenagers and continued to be an overwhelming part of the market: 
“the youth see much more of 
a visible ideology, and that’s 
the people wearing their 
ideology. ‘’ Continuing the 
very tradition of “wearing 
ideology” that sprouted 
already in the 1950s, women 
in the 1960s and 1970s 
explored their positions in 
the society through more 
active expressions, not 
limited to fashion. In this 
way, understanding all the 
complex ideas of fashion, 
society, identity and so 
forth may become another 
valuable perspective in 
speculating how the fashion 
in the 1950s echoed back to 
Friedan’s thought-provoking exclamation in Feminine Mystique: the 
connection between the two broke the barrier for women that for “over 
fifteen years there was no word for” and sought for the solution to 
construct a fairer, happier and freer world (Strassel 56).

235



Works Cited

Primary Sources

Bowling Night. Ink Tank Media, inktank.fi/cool-black-and-white-
pictures-from-the-1950s/. Accessed 9 Feb. 2020.
By the 1950s, bowling grew more and more popular in 
America, and here is a photo of a bowling scene. The details 
of the athletic wear of the girl in front of the photo are very 
clear, so I can relate this primary source to my point about the 
growing teenage culture and more comfortable sportswear for 
women.

Lucille Ball in Shirtwaist Dress in I Love Lucy. JCC Student Voices, 
Jamestown Community College, ambassadors.sunyjcc.edu/
wp-content/uploads/lucy-desi-internship-header.jpg. Accessed 
9 Feb. 2020.
This photo of Lucille Ball in the TV series I Love Lucy shows a 
typical shirtwaist dress and its implications of her identity as a 
housewife, which is the one detail I want to write about in my 
second main body paragraph.

Model in Bar Suit in 1947 by Dior. Wake up Little Susie, www.
wakeuplittlesusie.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/dior_
new-look.jpg. Accessed 9 Feb. 2020.
This Bar Suit of 1947 by Dior was what started the phenomenal 
“New Look” in the 1950s. In this image, the model in the Bar 
Suit faces directly to the camera, showing every detail of the 
dress, which is very helpful for me to provide readers with a 
description to understand the common features of the “New 
Look”.

1958 Nautical Colors Make Summer Capris Fashionable. 1958. 
Vintage Dancer, vintagedancer.com/1950s/womens-1950s-
pants-history/. Accessed 9 Feb. 2020.
In this photo three women dressed in Italian or Roman 
shirts and Capris Pants near the water, corresponding to Ms. 
Serkownek’s idea in the interview that there were more and 
more less formal scenarios where women had more freedom in 
dressing casually. It also gives me a new idea in discerning the 

236

position of pants during this period.

Secondary Sources

De la Haye, Amy, and Valerie Mendes. Fashion since 1900. 2nd ed., 
Thames & Hudson, 2010. World of Art. 
Amy de la Haye is an expert dress historian. She is the 
Rootstein Hopkins chair of dress history & curatorship at 
London College of Fashion.Valerie Mendes was Head of 
the Textiles and Dress Department at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London. Chapter 5 in this book, 1946-1956: 
Femininity and Conformity, gives me a comprehensive view of 
the fashion history during early and mid 1950s.

Fogarty, Anne. Wife Dressing: The Fine Art of Being a Well-dressed 
Wife. 1959. Glitterati, 2008.
Anne Fogarty was a well known fashion designer who started 
her career in fashion as a model in New York on Seventh 
Avenue and managed her own labels from 1962 to 1974. Her 
book was a very interesting source which interprets the fashion 
and ideals of housewives at that time from a rather authoritative 
perspective.

Hennessy, Kathryn, editor. Fashion: The Definitive History of Costume 
and Style. DK Publishing, 2012.
DK is part of Penguin Random House and foremost illustrated 
reference publisher in the world. This encyclopedia presents 
a wide range of outfits in high definition, which allows me to 
have a better idea about specific designs in the 1950s.

Horowitz, Daniel. Consuming Pleasures: Intellectuals and Popular 
Culture in the Postwar World. U of Pennsylvania P, 2012.
Daniel Horowitz is Mary Huggins Gamble Professor of 
American Studies at Smith College. His book offers me a 
thorough critique of American consumerism, which also 
involves gender, homogenization, and other topics relevant to 
the social phenomenon. 

Lebovic, Anna. “‘How to Be in Fashion and Stay an Individual’: 
American Vogue, the Origins of Second Wave Feminism and 
Mass Culture Criticism in 1950s America .” Gender & History, 

237



vol. 31, no. 1, Mar. 2019, pp. 178-94, onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/epdf/10.1111/1468-0424.12415. Accessed 20 Nov. 2019.
Anna Levovic is a Research Associate at the United States 
Studies Centre who specializes in gender, consumer culture 
and national identity in the postwar period. In this journal she 
introduces Vogue, one of the most important fashion magazines 
that target female readers, and its role in criticizing the 
sameness of fashion in the 1950s. I have a better understanding 
about fashion magazines at that time through the journal.

Leslie, Catherine. Interview. Conducted by Selma Wu, 4 Feb. 2020.
Dr. Catherine Leslie is a professor in the Fashion Design & 
Merchandising department at Kent State University. It is with 
her help that I  find out the loopholes within my thesis so that I 
can add more details to make my argument more solid.

Palmer, Alexandra. Dior: A New Look, a New Enterprise (1947-57). 
Rev. ed., Victoria & Albert Museum, 2019. 
Alexandra Palmer is the Nora E. Vaughan senior curator of 
Costume at the Royal Ontario Museum. Christian Dior’s “New 
Look” launched in 1947 affected American fashion probably 
the most considerably, and I get to know more of Dior’s 
designing ideologies in the book.

“Postwar Spurs Building Boom.” Chain Store Age Executive with 
Shopping Center Age, vol. 70, no. 6, June 1994, p. 60. 
EBSCOhost, search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&Au
thType=cookie,ip,custuid&custid=infohio&db=f5h&AN=9409
071766&site=ehost-live&scope=site. Accessed 2 Feb. 2020.
Chain Store Age Executive with Shopping Center Age is a 
newsmagazine for retail management for executives in retail. I 
know through this article that there were also many innovations 
on chain stores in the 1950s, which led to my point on the 
growing consumerism.

Ribeiro, Helena C. “Made in America: Paris, New York, and Postwar 
Fashion Photography.” The Fabric of Cultures : Fashion, 
Identity, and Globalization, edited by Eugenia Paulicelli and 
Hazel Clark, Routledge, 2008, pp. 41-52. ProQuest Ebook 
Central, ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/wra-ebooks/reader.
action?docID=432752&ppg=8. Accessed 20 Nov. 2019.

238

Eugenia Paulicelli is Professor of Italian, Comparative 
Literature and Women’s Studies at Queens College and the 
Graduate Center of the City University of New York and Co-
Director of the Graduate Center Fashion Studies Concentration. 
Hazel Clark is Dean, School of Art and Design History and 
Theory, Parsons The New School for Design, New York. I am 
using Made in America: Paris, New York, and postwar fashion 
photography by Helena C. Ribeiro in this anthology. This 
further clarifies my understanding about French influences on 
America’s fashion in the postwar period.

Serkownek, Edith. Interview. Conducted by Selma Wu, 21 Jan. 2020.
Ms. Edith Serkownek is the head of the fashion library at Kent 
State University. Her interview greatly supports my thesis that 
women in the 1950s had more choices in fashion though many 
constrictions still existed.

Strassel, Annemarie. “Designing Women: Feminist Methodologies in 
American Fashion.” Women’s Studies Quarterly, vol. 41, no. 
1/2, 2012, pp. 35-59. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/23611770.
Annemarie Strassel holds a PhD in American Studies from Yale 
University and has taught in the Department of Fashion Studies 
at Columbia College, Chicago. I think this journal effectively 
introduces the “American Look” and the relationship between 
fashion and gender inequities.

Vaughan, Heather A. “Icon: Tracing the Path of the 1950s Shirtwaist 
Dress.” Journal of American Culture, vol. 32, no. 1, Mar. 2009, pp. 
29-37. EBSCOhost, search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&Au
thType=cookie,ip,custuid&custid=infohio&db=brb&AN=509901805
&site=ehost-live&scope=site&authtype=cookie,ip,url,custuid&custid
=infohio. Accessed 20 Jan. 2020.

Heather A. Vaughan is an independent fashion historian who 
is revising her master’s thesis on the design career of Natacha 
Rambova for publication with Texas Tech University Press, 
and the Journal of American Culture is a peer reviewed 
academic journal. This journal gives me an overview about 
the development of shirtwaist dress in postwar America and its 
relevant ideology.

239



The South Ossetian Version of Whodunnit
Jana Buchtová

 Even though many people have vivid memories of the ongoing 
war in Donbas between Ukraine and Russia, scarcely few would 
be able to recollect its predecessor—the Russo-Georgian war in 
South Ossetia and Abkhazia. And once someone is found with basic 
knowledge about the conflict, the first thing which comes to their mind 
is the report of the independent fact-finding mission, funded by the 
European Union (EU), and its black and white verdict. Georgia started 
the war with Russia. Since the report was published in 2009, Moscow 
and Tbilisi together with thousands of lawyers, historians, military 
strategists, and human rights experts made an effort to either refute 
the conclusion or support it with supplemental evidence. Accordingly, 
in the light of new evidence and perspective, the role of Russia at 
the beginning of the conflict, which is currently concealed under the 
conclusions of the aforementioned report, should be reviewed. Despite 
the determination of the EU fact-finding mission, Russia should bear 
full responsibility and blame for the initiation of the war in South 
Ossetia because its military intervention cannot be justified by the 
alleged humanitarian intentions. The lack of evidence for casus belli, 
the nature of the Russian peacekeeping forces, their escalation of the 
conflict, and their evident expansionist foreign policy all prove that 
Russia invaded Georgia solely to pursue its geopolitical interests. 
Consequently, by breaching the sovereign borders of Georgia, Russia 
violated international law and acted as an aggressor.

Georgia is the south Caucasian country located at the 
crossroads between Western Asia and Eastern Europe. South Ossetia 
is a Georgian region bordering the Russian Republic of North Ossetia 
– Alania. Before the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the majority of 
its population were ethnic Ossetians and about a third of its population 
were ethnic Georgians (“South”). The Ossetians are an ethnic group 
whose origins are rooted in multiple other ethnicities of Iranian-
speaking nomads (for example the Scythians, Sarmatians, and Alans) 
which merged into the state of Alania (Hewitt 12). South Ossetian 
territory later became part of the Georgian Kingdom and remained 
Georgian despite the changes in the political system. After the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, conflicts reappeared, ethnic differences led to 
demands for independence and several separatist movements emerged. 
In 1992, South Ossetia proclaimed independence which resulted in 
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a few violent clashes between Georgian forces and South Ossetian 
separatists (“South”). The increasing tensions reached a peak on the 
7th and 8th of August, 2008, when Georgia sent troops to Tskhinvali, 
South Ossetia’s capital city. On the same day, Russia began an attack 
on South Ossetia and later expanded the conflict to Abkhazia. The five-
day war ended on the 12th of August, 2008, with a ceasefire agreement 
brokered by France.

After breaching the sovereign borders of Georgia, Russia 
attempted to justify the invasion by presenting two main casus bellis. 
In the first casus belli, Russia accused Georgia of committing genocide 
and presented the invasion as a humanitarian mission in response to 
the violation of human rights.  In an official statement from August 
26, 2008, Russian President Dmitry Medvedev said: “Tbilisi made 
its choice during the night of August 8, 2008. Saakashvili opted 
for genocide to accomplish his political objectives.” The Russian 
justification of military intervention in Georgia, presented in the quote 
by President Medvedev, is based on the concept of responsibility 
to protect civilians of the targeted state, however, the validity of 
this concept is widely debated among international law experts as 
it contradicts principles of state sovereignty and non-intervention. 
Johanna Popjanevski, a researcher on international law in the Central 
Asia-Caucasus Institute & Silk Road Studies Program, acknowledges 
that even the supporters of this concept claim it should be applied 
restrictively (158). In other words, if this argumentation is applied, the 
country justifying this decision under the principle should be able to 
present substantial evidence of risk to the civilians.

Nevertheless, severe discrepancies occur between evidence 
collected by Russia and data of non-governmental organizations. On 
August 10, Vitali Churkin, Russia’s Ambassador to the UN, claimed 
that the number of casualties in Georgia’s attack on Tskhinvali was 
approximately 2,000 civilian casualties. On the same day, researchers 
with Human Rights Watch traveled to South Ossetia and estimated 
that only 133 civilians were killed (Popjanevski 154). What’s more, 
on September 30, 2009, an EU-sponsored committee declared in its 
findings that there was no evidence of the Georgian intention to carry 
out genocide in South Ossetia (Gahrton 188). In the explanation of the 
first casus belli, Russia applies a very controversial principle of war 
justification, does not provide sufficient evidence for the accusations 
on which it is based, and consequently fails to justify the invasion with 
the first casus belli.

The second casus belli presented by the Russian officials was 
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the attack of the Georgian army on the Russian peacekeepers in the 
South Ossetian region. The aforementioned peace-keeping mission 
is deeply rooted in the history of Russian and Georgian bilateral 
relations.  Following the hostilities between Georgia and South Ossetia 
of 1992, Russians, Georgians and South Ossetians established peace-
keeping units in a security zone in the city of Tskhinvali, totaling 
around 1,100 troops, including approximately 530 Russians (Nichol 3). 
The increasing tension over the span of the following years contributed 
to clashes between the South-Ossetian separatists, Georgian troops, 
and Russian peacekeeping forces which culminated shortly before the 
war in 2008 in the death of Russian peacekeepers. In the excerpt from 
the same statement previously cited, Medvedev described these events 
in the following way: “The night-time execution-style bombardment 
of Tskhinvali by the Georgian troops resulted in the deaths of hundreds 
of our civilians. Among the dead were the Russian peacekeepers, who 
gave their lives fulfilling their duty to protect women, children, and the 
elderly.” The statement summarizes the event prompting the Russian 
side to militarily intervene in South Ossetia.

Even though the death of peacekeepers is a serious crime 
often used to justify the initiation of conflicts, it is not applicable in 
justifying Russian intervention in South Ossetia due to the nature of 
the peacekeepers and the peacekeeping mission in general. According 
to the report from the OSCE mission and the Russian Ministry of 
Defense, the first Russian peacekeepers were killed on the morning 
of August 8 amidst initial fighting (Asmus 43). Having said that, it 
is important to note that by then, most of the Russian peacekeepers 
already joined the battle as combatants. Ronald D. Asmus, a Ph.D. 
in European Studies from the Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced 
International Studies of the Johns Hopkins University, asserts that it 
was during the escalation of the conflict that the role of the Russian 
peacekeeping forces became increasingly more combatant. He further 
emphasizes that they didn’t show any effort to stop South Ossetian 
shelling of Georgian villages even though it took place within their 
view or directly from their own positions. Simultaneously, on multiple 
occasions, they provided shelter to South Ossetian armed forces 
responsible for the shelling (43). The behavior and actions prior to 
the war make the Russian peacekeeping forces military targets in 
compliance with international law and thus the death of supposed 
peace-keepers should be classified as a combatant casualty of armed 
struggle. Therefore, the death of the Russian peacekeepers on the 
8th of August is an unacceptable basis for President Medvedev’s 
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justification which consequently fails altogether.
Similarly compromised were other aspects of the Russian 

peacekeeping mission, including the peacekeeping headquarters, 
because they significantly helped South Ossetian separatists to fight 
Georgian military forces instead of keeping peace according to 
their official aim. As reported by Russian press sources, the main 
peacekeeping compound headquarters at Nizhniy Gorodok was used 
as a place of refuge for leaders of the South Ossetian separatists and 
as a military base for operations against Georgian forces (Asmus 
45). The collaboration with separatist combatants can be observed 
in a particular incident, on the 17th of June, when Georgian police 
forces arrested four Russian peacekeepers because they were trying 
to smuggle military hardware, anti-tank missiles, and aircraft rockets 
from Abkhazia to one of the Russian peacekeeping bases (Popjanevski 
146). The focus of Russian peacekeeping forces on providing 
support to South Ossetian separatists undermines the principles of 
the peacekeeping mission. Consequently, Russia’s motivations for its 
increasing involvement in South Ossetia weren’t of peacekeeping or 
humanitarian character, and thus the claims about military intervention 
to support undergoing peace-keeping operations are misguided.

The Russian government was guided by different incentives in 
its economic, political, and military presence not only in South Ossetia 
but in Georgia itself; all its actions, including the military intervention 
in 2008, stemmed primarily from geopolitical motivations. One of the 
main concerns of Russia was the possibility of Georgian membership 
in the NATO alliance supported not only by political leaders of the 
member states but by the Georgian government itself. Svante E. 
Cornell, a Ph.D. in Peace and Conflict Studies and a member of the 
Swedish Royal Academy of Military Science, observes that Georgia’s 
membership in NATO and its positive contributions to the alliance 
were anticipated because Georgia had the third-largest contingent of 
military forces in Iraq and promised to deploy forces to the war in 
Afghanistan despite not being an official NATO member (A21). Four 
months prior to the war, during the NATO summit in Bucharest, the 
bilateral negotiations intensified when the North Atlantic Council 
agreed that both Georgia and Ukraine “will become members of 
NATO” and additionally announced “a period of intensive engagement 
with both at a high political level” (Ellison 352).
 The possibility of expansion of the NATO alliance in the 
context of a long-lasting adversary with Russia stirred the Russian 
government into a series of actions to halt the Georgian membership in 
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NATO; the culmination of these efforts was the military intervention. 
All of the sides involved in this process realized that an open conflict 
on Georgian territory would freeze the entire process for an indefinite 
period of time since under such conditions Georgian membership 
would pose a security threat to the entire NATO alliance.  Prior to 
the war, Georgian Interior Minister Vano Merabishvili said to the 
Russian daily Kommersant that “if there is a war and there is a single 
shot from the Georgian side, Georgia will never become a member 
of NATO” (Smith 122-3). Being aware of this mechanism, Russian 
officials hinted at the possibility of military intervention in the context 
of NATO membership. During a conference on international security 
in Munich in February 2007, Vladimir Putin stated: “Georgia may 
join NATO but without South Ossetia and Abkhazia” (Illarionov 64). 
One of the major calculated consequences of military intervention in 
South Ossetia was a postponement of Georgian NATO membership, 
revealing one of the main Russian motivations for involvement in the 
conflict.
 While Russia feared the possibility of Georgia forming 
a military alliance with Western countries, it equally feared the 
increasingly strengthened political alliance as well. In 2004, Chairman 
of the Russian Duma Committee on CIS Affairs, Andrei Kokoshin, 
described the “over-reliance on Western countries in the solution of 
these issues” as “the previous Georgian leadership’s great mistake”. 
Additionally, he expressed concerns over the “Westernization” of 
Georgian policies in security and foreign affairs under the leadership 
of President Saakashvili (Independent International 7). The claims 
of the Russian governmental official encompass Russian concerns 
regarding the political leadership in Georgia. As the involvement of 
Russia in other conflicts proves, among the primary preconditions of 
Russian foreign involvement belongs intensifying cooperation between 
the Western nations and the country concerned. Six years after the 
Russo-Georgian war, the Russian government applied the method 
of military intervention when it responded to the Ukrainian Orange 
revolution, calling for Westernization, by initiating the war in Donbas. 
Similarly, Russia’s primary motivations in Georgia was concern about 
the political regime showing increasing openness in its relations with 
Western nations on political and economic levels.

The second main characteristic of Russian political decisions 
is the policy of expansionism shaping not only the majority of its 
post-Soviet history but also the Russian decision to initiate a war with 
Georgia in South Ossetia. The possibility of acquiring a fraction of 
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the territory in Georgia meant an opportunity to expand its territory 
beyond its former borders, to increase its power by proving its military 
superiority and to benefit economically from the local resources. The 
expansionist ambitions were explained by President Medvedev in the 
following claim on the involvement of Russia in the Caucasus: “We 
have never been just passive observers in this region and never will 
be” (Nichol 5). The policy is also reflected in their strategic decision 
to deliberately expand the war to an unrelated Georgian region: 
after the war in South Ossetia started, Russia decided to broaden the 
conflict into Abkhazia by sending out the Black Sea fleet to Georgia’s 
coast (Cornell A21).  This decision follows the expansionist policy 
because if Russia intervened in South Ossetia to maintain peace on the 
Georgian territory and to protect the civilians in the region, it wouldn’t 
endanger civilians of a different region by supporting a second conflict.

Additionally, the consequences of the war showcase the 
benefits to Russia in terms of increasing its political influence. Per 
Gahrton, a Swedish sociologist and politician, confirms that Russia lost 
reputation with the West, however, at the same time, the government 
consolidated the support of Russian citizens and of countries whose 
priority it is to limit the growing political power of the USA. One of 
them is Syria under the leadership of President Bashar al-Assad who 
openly supported Russia in the South Ossetian conflict (183). Overall, 
the Russian claims, strategy, and expected benefits prove that the 
policy of expansionism was another guiding motivation of Russian 
military intervention in South Ossetia.

Apart from recognizing the true motivations of Russia, 
unacceptable as a just cause of war under international law, Russia is 
to blame for causing the war by a pre-war escalation of the conflict 
in South Ossetia. Even though Georgia responded with force to the 
provocations, the bigger picture reveals that this was part of the 
Russian strategy to avoid the burden of blame by pressuring Georgia 
to respond aggressively. Pavel Felgenhauer, the defense correspondent 
for the Russian investigative newspaper Novaya Gazeta, wrote in 
his article the following: “It is perfectly obvious that the Russian 
intervention in Georgia was planned in advance.” He also stated 
that the plan was for “the Ossetians to intentionally provoke the 
Georgians” while “any response, harsh or soft by Tbilisi would be used 
as an occasion for the attack” (Asmus 169-70). As Felgenhauer notes, 
the escalation of the conflict wasn’t unfolding naturally from the ethnic 
and political disputes in the region since Russia was by its involvement 
artificially contributing to the escalation. 
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Therefore, every step of the military, political or economic 
escalation, plotted by the Russian government, should be recognized 
as an indirect cause of the war. Simultaneously, the escalation 
undermines Russia’s alleged claim that the intervention was a response 
to short-term humanitarian concerns because Russia wouldn’t be 
otherwise engaged in five-years-long preparation for the war; the 
escalation further supports the aforementioned argument of Russia’s 
purely geopolitical motives. Thus, considering escalation as the cause 
of the war and evidence of geopolitical motivations, Russia should be 
rightfully assigned part of the blame for initiating the resulting conflict 
for every method of escalation described below.

The most consequential aspect of Russian escalation of the 
conflict in South Ossetia was the increasing level of militarization in 
the region and on the Georgia-Russia borders. The first militarization 
method used by Russia was providing military support to the South 
Ossetian separatists prior to the war. In February 2003, the Russian 
government decided to supply the South Ossetian regime with heavy 
military equipment, including twelve T-55 tanks. In May and June 
2004, Russia additionally sent them seventy-five T-72 tanks and 
other weaponry and ammunition (Illarionov 50). As a result, the use 
of military weaponry by the South Ossetians in the region provoked 
defensive responses by the Georgian police forces. The combination 
of these two effects led to an increasing number of clashes and a 
decreasing level of security for South Ossetians, further escalating the 
conflict. 

The second militarization method, used by Russia, was 
militarization on the Georgia-Russia border. In the weeks prior to the 
invasion, the Russian Fifty-eighth Army organized summer military 
exercises named Kavkaz 2008 which took place in North Ossetia (the 
Russian republic bordering South Ossetia). The exercise included 
a scenario of intervention in a fictitious breakaway former Soviet 
Republic with an aim to provide protection to Russian peacekeepers 
and citizens. Materials distributed among Russian soldiers included 
an instruction: “Soldier, know your potential enemy!” (Asmus 21). 
As militarization of one nation leads to the militarization of the 
targeted nation, Georgia responded by militarization to the Russian 
militarization. These combined effects automatically escalated the 
conflict since any minor clash, serving as a casus belli, could easily 
initiate a full-scale war. This, in turn, happened once Russia focused 
on the false allegations of Georgian genocide and the war started in 
less than one day due to the preparedness of the Russian army.
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The third method used by Russia was military strategizing 
supposed to give Russia advantage once the war began. On the 13th 
of July, 2007, president Vladimir Putin signed a withdrawal of Russia 
from the Treaty on Conventional forces in Europe. By this political 
act, Russia disposed of its legal limits on the deployment of Russian 
military forces in South Ossetia (Illarionov 66). Another important step 
for Russian preparedness took place on the 15th of November, 2008, 
when Russia finished the five-month process of withdrawing all of its 
troops from the Georgian military bases. Consequently, in case of a 
war, Georgia wouldn’t have any Russian troops to take into captivity 
nor Russian military equipment to seize (Illarionov 66). The advanced 
planning prepared Russia for the war and sent a signal that it was ready 
to militarily intervene. Acting as an aggressor, Russia further escalated 
the conflict.

In addition to militarization, Russia employed its political 
influence over the South-Ossetian separatists in efforts to escalate 
the tensions between Georgia and South Ossetia. Among the officials 
of the separatist government of South Ossetia, especially those in 
command on defense and military issues, were Russian intelligence 
officers. The prime minister, the defense ministers, interior ministers, 
and the head of the national security council were Russian citizens. 
Moreover, Eduard Koikoty, the South Ossetian leader, was chosen 
for this position by the Kremlin which established a direct line to his 
office in Tskhinvali (Asmus 27). However, Russia likewise established 
an official partnership. On the 16th of April, 2008, Russian President 
Vladimir Putin signed an official edict in order to authorize the 
establishment of direct relations between Russia and South Ossetia. 
Brian J. Ellison, a research analyst of Eurasian strategic affairs at the 
Center for Naval Analyses, argues that this formal decree created a 
precedent for the following availability of Russian aid, passports, and 
security assistance to South Ossetian separatists (352). These forms 
of Russian help became premises for further escalation of tension 
between Georgia and South Ossetia.

Since the South Ossetian administration consisted of pro-
Russian political leaders, Russia could exercise its power over the 
South Ossetian separatist forces and escalate the conflict indirectly 
by coordinating the events in South Ossetia. For example on the 
3rd of August, 2008, the pro-separatist President of South Ossetia 
Kokoity announced an evacuation of non-combatant South Ossetian 
civilians to Russia. As a result, more than 800 ethnic Ossetians left the 
conflict zone (Popjanevski 149). Patrick Worms, a former European 
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Commission official and a regional expert, notes that on the very 
same day Ingush, Chechen, Ossetian, and Cossack militias invaded 
the countryside and three days later conducted intensive shelling, 
further violating the peace agreements by the usage of 120mm 
guns overreaching the limit of 80mm (Worms and Goltz). Russia 
dramatically escalated the conflict by organizing attacks executed by 
the separatist forces with support from the South Ossetian government 
thus increasing hostility in the region which eventually resulted in war.

Apart from indirect escalation through the South Ossetian 
regime, Russia equally utilized economic and political power to 
escalate its own bilateral relations with Georgia. On the 22nd of 
January, 2006, two gas pipelines and a power transmission line 
between Russia and Georgia were disrupted by explosions on the 
Russian territory of North Ossetia. This severely hurt the Russian 
supply of gas and electricity to Georgia during the winter (Illarionov 
60). Furthermore, between the 19th of July and the 12th of August, 
2008, Russia executed cyber-attacks on thirty-nine crucial Georgian 
governmental and banking sector websites including the Foreign 
Ministry, National Bank, Parliament, the Supreme Court, and the US 
and UK embassies. Additionally, on the 8th of August, the presidential 
website was taken over and used to display a collage of photos of 
Adolf Hitler and of President Saakashvili (Asmus 166-7). In both of 
these cases, Russia effectively took advantage of Georgian dependence 
on Russia in terms of trade and infrastructure in order to create tension 
in the relationship between them.

Once the escalation reached its peak in early August, both 
Georgia and Russia began committing acts of aggression which 
quickly led to the initiation of the war. However, according to the 
figures, Russia acted considerably more aggressively than Georgia. 
Taking into account the definition of an act of aggression outlined 
in the UN Resolution number 3314 and considering Russia, South 
Ossetia, and Abkhazia as a coalition, this coalition committed 45 
out of the 46 possible types of an act of aggression before Georgia 
did (Illarionov 77). For instance, as early as four months prior to the 
war, Russia shot down a Georgian drone over Abkhazia. UN General 
Assembly’s resolution 3314 classifies the Russian action of shooting 
down the Georgian drone as a clear and distinct act of aggression. 
Andrei Illarionov, a senior researcher at the Cato Institute’s Center 
for Global Liberty and Prosperity, notes that Russia and Georgia 
were in a state of low-intensity war since this incident (69). Later, 
one month before the war, four Russian military planes entered South 

248

Ossetian airspace on the command of the Russian Foreign Ministry to 
discourage Georgia from initiating an attack on South Ossetia (Nichol 
4). Both statistics and particular cases show that Russia acted as a 
dominant aggressor prior to the war and significantly contributed to the 
actual initiation of the war.

Despite substantial evidence and logical argumentation for 
the case that Russia should be held responsible, the most common 
counter-argument is that Russia shouldn’t be blamed because 
Georgia’s behavior prior to the war was even more condemnable. The 
main element of critique of Georgia is the operation on Tskhinvali 
on the 7th and 8th of August, 2008, which is often described as 
a disproportionate response to the activity of the separatists. The 
most cited is the statement coming shortly after midnight, on the 
8th of August, in which Mamuka Kurashvili, the commander of 
the Georgian peacekeeping battalion in South Ossetia, asserted on 
Georgian TV that the Georgian military will restore “constitutional 
order” in South Ossetia (Popjanevski 151). If that reflected accurately 
the nature of the operation, Georgia’s military response would be 
indeed disproportionate. However, what is often omitted is the fact 
that the comment wasn’t authorized by his superiors and the nature 
of the operation should be rather judged by the official commands of 
President Saakashvili. Saakashvili’s orders to Georgian forces were 
to begin a limited defensive engagement around Tskhinvali in order 
to protect Georgian villages in danger and to intercept Russian forces 
crossing the borders from the north (Asmus 39). Contrary to the 
accusations, the official purpose of the Georgian mission reveals that 
its operation was primarily defensive which means that Georgia should 
not be blamed for acting aggressively.

The second most disputed issue is the question of the timing 
of the events from the 7th to 8th of August, 2008, when the war began 
according to the consensus of many historians. On the night of August 
7, President Saakashvili ordered the Georgian armed forces to attack 
the first Russian force transferring from Java (a town in South Ossetia) 
to Tskhinvali and to attack the second Russian force advancing 
through the Roki Tunnel from Russia to Georgia. Simultaneously, he 
gave an order to suppress shelling by the South Ossetian militia of 
Georgian villages (Asmus 19). What matters the most is whether the 
aforementioned Georgian operation was a response to the Russian 
intervention or whether the Russian intervention was a response to the 
Georgian operation. 

The most pertaining subquestion of the controversy is the 
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uncertainty about the exact time when the Russian military crossed 
the Georgian border. In September 2008, the Georgian government 
revealed telephone intercepts proving that the first Russian troops 
entered South Ossetia through the Roki tunnel in the early hours of 
August 7. Western officials and experts consider the recording to 
be authentic evidence and Russia did not challenge its credibility 
(Popjanevski 157). Considering the evidence, accepted by Georgia 
and unchallenged by Russia, the Russian army crossed the border in 
the early hours before Saakashvili gave orders to the Georgian armed 
forces during the late hours of the same day. Consequently, Georgia’s 
operation in Tskhinvali was carried out in response to the Russian 
violation of Georgian sovereign borders and the following clash 
between the two militaries should be regarded from the Georgian point 
of view as an attempt to defend Georgia from the direct threat to its 
national security. The question of timing, therefore, doesn’t contradict 
but instead supports the argument that Russia should be blamed for the 
initiation of the war because Georgia should be acquitted taking into 
account all available evidence.

Georgia should not expect that a new independent investigation 
is going to reflect the currently available information and assign at 
least part of the blame to Russia for the initiation of the war in South 
Ossetia because the question of blame remains a very sensitive topic 
when existing countries are involved. It is always more problematic 
to poke the bear when the bear is alive rather than dead. However, it 
is imperative to evaluate the question of who is to blame at least on 
an unofficial level as the Georgian-Russian disputes are perhaps even 
more relevant today. One year after the conflict President Saakashvili 
commented on the war in the following way: “Our beloved nation was 
fighting for its very existence. The heirs of the old KGB decided to 
put an end to what they called the ‘Georgian project’, our collective 
attempt to build a European state” (Engelhart 30). More than ten years 
later, the “Georgian project” continues to be frozen because of the 
ongoing Russian illegal occupation of South Ossetia and Abkhazia. 
However, if the continuing occupation of Crimea is already beyond 
our attention span, we would be overly optimistic to believe that South 
Ossetia and Abkhazia is an exception. The only people carrying the 
everyday burden are the citizens of the country which has the potential 
of becoming a leader in the Caucasian region, but which must deal 
instead with the threats to its sovereignty.
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Viewpoints Survey 
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● Only one student said they most often use Grubhub to order food.
● 73% of students said they read the teacher comments on their papers 

and that their comments are helpful.
● Only 26% of students said their Green Key was very helpful their first 

year.
● The “Masquerade” Homecoming was the most popular school event 

(49%), followed by Class Olympics (28%), Fire and Ice (18%), and 
the Beach Dance (5%).

Coronavirus Pandemic Questions:
● 82% of respondents said their COVID-19 quarantine experience was 

either “terrible but bearable” or “meh”. 
● 15% of respondents said “I continue my normal routine and get as 

close to people as I want” while 5% said “I stay away from all people 
as much as humanly possible.”

● 65% of respondents have gotten the COVID-19 vaccine, and another 
7% are still thinking about it and may get it at a later date.

● 19% said they are not eligible for the vaccine now but will take it 
when they are, while 1% said they will not take it when they are 
eligible.

● 30% of respondents think the school did the best job it could have 
when handling the pandemic. 42% said that WRA did a “good” job, 
but a few things could have been better. 22% said they did an “okay” 
job with serious shortcomings. 3% said WRA did a “bad overall job 
handling the pandemic.”

Facts About Freshmen:
● No freshman has received the COVID vaccine yet. Are you 

considering it, though?
● 1 freshman said they get their news principally from print newspapers. 

We are good if you are talking about the Reserve Record (smiley face).
● 64% of freshmen believe they can bring about political change. 

Perhaps you should write some opinion pieces for the Reserve Record 
(double smiley face).

● Not a single freshman gets more than 9 hours of sleep per night on 
school nights. It only gets worse from here, my friends…

● Only 11% of freshmen report not reading a single book outside of 
class. We are proud of the other 89%.

● 1 freshman thinks North Hall is the best dorm. Why? How?

Introduction to the Viewpoints Survey:
 Every year, the entire Western Reserve Academy community is 
surveyed on a myriad of topics, ranging from Hogwarts House to hours of 
sleep to major school rule violations and everything in between. The results 
can be found at the end of every Viewpoints issue. This year, we also added 
a section covering the COVID-19 pandemic. Please take the time to read 
through the following highlights, and if you’d like to see the full results, go to 
the link below.

Link to Full Survey Results: https://tinyurl.com/je4vcjb3

Some Highlights:
● This year, we had 261 people complete the survey. Of those, 51% were 

women, 43% were men, and 6% were non-binary. 43% were boarding 
students, 35% were day students, and 22% were faculty/staff. 82% 
were Pioneers, 6% were Piofars, and 12% were both at some point. 
We had 54 senior respondents, 54 junior respondents, 43 sophomore 
respondents, and 45 freshmen respondents.  

● In regards to the COVID-19 pandemic, 3 respondents said “I love it 
and wish it could go on longer.” You’re insane.

● The favorite pastime for respondents during COVID-19 was Youtube/
Netflix/Hulu (21%) followed by working out (17%).

● Only 6% of respondents report that they “don’t care too much 
about, nor pay particular attention to political issues at all.” Good on 
everyone else for being well-informed.

● 3 respondents report getting more than 9 hours of sleep on average on 
school nights, while 15 report getting less than 5.

● 14% of respondents report reading more than 10 books outside of 
classes during the year. Yay, it’s not just me!

● Out of all the dorms, Bicknell was voted the best (20%) while 
Cartwright was voted the second best (14%). One respondent actually 
voted for Hobart…

● While only 8% of students said they value athletics the most, 43% said 
that the school values athletics the most.

● 61% of students say they have never used a banned substance either on 
or off campus. We are proud of you.

● One student said they broke Transpo and got caught. Sad.
● Science was the favorite academic subject among students (26%).
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● All sophomores thought that the marriage between members of the 
same sex should be recognized.

● 37% of sophomores said that there should be a ban on guns, while 
42% said that there should be more appropriate legislation.

● 68% of sophomores felt that they can bring about political changes. 
Ah, youth.

● 5 sophomores said that they read more than 10 books outside the class 
during the school year. Good for you!

● 3 sophomores said that Woodhouse is their favorite dorm. It is pretty 
nice there when there is not a fire in the common room.

● Only 1 sophomore preferred to eat at LUX Truck. How do you explain 
the long line in front of the truck every day?

● No sophomore goes to WIC for LAN parties. The Tech Department is 
sobbing as you read this.

● 80% valued Academics the most. Work hard, play hard!
● 1 sophomore used a banned substance on campus and was caught. 

Better not do it the next time.
● A majority (89%) of sophomores haven’t violated academic honesty 

this year. We hope to see a higher number next year.
● 51% of sophomores were unsure if prefects represent a role model 

WRA student. You can show us how to be a good prefect next year.
● None of the sophomores thought that learning a foreign language is 

interesting. What are you supposed to do when you travel?
● Only 1 student regretted the decision to come to Reserve. Hopefully 

you will feel better in the next two years!
● 54% of sophomores hardly ever order food to campus. How do you 

manage to survive with dining hall food?
● 51% of sophomores didn’t have a clue about substance use education 

in Reserve. A very good thing to know for administration. 
● Only 1 sophomore liked Fire and Ice the best. Next time you will be in 

charge of making fire and ice for us. 
● No pescetarian among sophomores. Seafood is better than you thought. 

Just try it.
● Only 1 sophomore rated their own looks at 1. Trust me, you are not 

that bad.
● 15 sophomores wanted to find true love and 15 others wanted to get 

$10 million dollars. I will let you guys fight.
● 10 sophomores said the Victory Bell is their favorite tradition. Is this 

the reason why you woke me up at 3 AM in the morning?

● 6% of the freshmen do not know where the WIC is. Did that massive 
orientation week not teach you anything?

● 9% of freshmen report spending more than 10 hours a week watching 
online entertainment. Enjoy it while you can.

● The vast majority of freshmen (89%) have not used a banned 
substance at WRA. It’s probably the same 89% as those who actually 
read.

● Only a single freshman has broken Transpo. Please, you can always do 
your groceries in a more proper way.

● Mathematics and science were tied as the favorite subjects of the 
freshman class (26% each).

● 6% of freshmen say that the school is not preparing them well for 
college success. Relax, you just got here.

● Only a fifth of the freshmen class say their Green Key was helpful. I 
wonder whose fault that is.

● No freshman said that the beach dance was their favorite event. Don’t 
tell Mrs. Boesch.

● 46% of freshmen report having a secret crush. Go ask them out before 
it’s too late!

● 20% of freshmen say they do not think the Earth has been visited by 
aliens while 46% said they think that it has. Watch out when the aliens 
arrive.

● Only 9% of freshmen write in cursive. Come on, it looks nice.
● 94% of freshmen listen to music sometimes or all the time when they 

work.
● The majority of freshmen (53%) said the Victory Bell is their favorite 

tradition. Keep on winning, kids.
● The favorite restaurant for freshmen was Chipotle (34%), with Flipside 

as a not close second (14%).

Stuff About Sophomores:
● Only 2 sophomores were Piofars this year. Make sure you talk to your 

friends and get a social life at home.
● No sophomore said that sleeping was their favorite activity during 

COVID. How could you?
● 26% of sophomores said that they read news from social media. You 

want to find a more reliable source, kid.
● A majority of the sophomore class (71%) thought that climate change 

was due to human activity. It surely wasn’t because of the aliens. 
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Muggles.
● Half of the juniors believed that aliens visited earth. Were you the ones 

who welcomed them?
● No junior likes Reserve Green as a tradition. Very relatable.

The Scoop On Seniors (and PGs):
● 10% of the seniors described the pandemic as the worst experience of 

their lives. Understandable, seeing as it’s their last year.
● 0 seniors reported that studying is their favorite pastime during 

COVID. Keep sliding, guys.
● A single member of the senior class identified as an authoritarian/

fascist. Please don’t run for president.
● 11 seniors identified as socialists/communists. I recommend The Gulag 

Archipelago as an antidote.
● One member of the senior class reported that they trust politicians and 

the political establishment.
● 38% of the senior class has visited 10+ countries. Take me with you!
● The vast majority of seniors report getting between 6-8 hours of sleep 

on school nights.
● Only 27% of seniors said the LUX Truck is their favorite place to grab 

food, while 67% said Ellsworth. Only one student said they prefer the 
Green Key…

● 31% of seniors report having no time to go to the WIC. Mr. Gerber is 
crying in anguish.

● No member of the senior class thinks that WRA values the arts the 
most.

● 56% of seniors participated in a varsity team sport (though not 
necessarily competing on the varsity squad) for all three seasons of 
their freshman and sophomore years and/or at least two seasons of 
their junior and senior years.

● 2 seniors report watching 0 hours of TV or online entertainment per 
week. How do you even get by?

● Nearly half (49%) of the senior class say they have violated the honor 
code and cheated on an assignment. Don’t tell Vivien or Delia.

● 66% of seniors report that they have violated Transpo.
● Historical inquiry was reported to be favorite academic subject among 

seniors (24%), followed closely by studying literature (22%). Go 
humanities!

● The majority of seniors (62%) say that the school has prepared them 

 
Jazz About Juniors:

● 0 junior trusts politicians and the political establishment. Are you 
planning to build a new one?

● Half of the juniors think that the school does a good job handling the 
COVID for the most part but can be better. Glad you are satisfied with 
what we have now. 

● 5 juniors said that they have less than 5 hours of sleep every night. For 
God’s sake, how are you going to live through your senior year?

● 24 juniors (over half) said that their favorite place to eat is Ellsworth 
Dining Hall. Good to know that you like to travel halfway across the 
campus every day to get food. 

● 44% of juniors have no time to go to WIC. Stop hurting Mr. Gerber’s 
feelings.

● A majority of juniors (73%) value Academics the most. We salute you.
● Half of juniors think Reserve values Academics the most while the 

other half think Reserve values Athletics more. Trust me, I don’t know 
the answer either.

● 23% of juniors said that they watch more than 10 hours of TV or 
online entertainment while there is still school. Yeah, we can see this 
from your grade reports.

● 31% of juniors have violated academic honesty this year but 0 of them 
got caught. As soon as I start to track you down, this number should 
start to change.

● Half of juniors said that they followed dress code most of the time but 
“let things slip.” Well, apparently you let things slip too much.

● 27% of juniors said that they find doing scientific inquiry and 
experimentation enjoyable. As a Humanities student, I would say 
shame on you.

● Another year and still no junior orders food from Grubhub.
● Only 1 junior feels offended when teachers are late. Calm down.
● 42% of juniors said that they don’t feel they benefited from the 

substance use education at Reserve. You might have a point.
● 34% of juniors said that the Class Olympics is their favorite activity 

this year. Okay we know you won it. Just stop bragging about it.
● 3 juniors are flexitarians. Trust me, I know how hard it is.
● 73% of juniors said that they would rather get $10 million than finding 

true love. Getting rich is, of course, better. 
● 25% of juniors didn’t know about Hogwarts houses. Get a life, 
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well for college. Well you would hope so after all this time and money.
● A single senior said that they are offended when teachers are late, as 

they should be.
● Only 24% of seniors have read this year’s student handbook. Come on, 

man.
● 9 seniors said that Class Olympics was their favorite activity. But we 

lost…
● 3 seniors rated their looks between 1-3 on a scale of 10. Have some 

confidence in yourselves!
● The majority of seniors (55%) said they would rather find $10 million 

instead of true love. Don’t you know the old adage: money can’t buy 
happiness?

● 45% of seniors said they would take the blue pill, while 43% would 
take the red pill. Disappointing.

● A senior actually said that Reserve Green is their favorite tradition. I 
won’t even ask.

● 1 senior said that they spend 21-25 hours per week gaming. We see 
you, George Kagler.
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