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LETTER FROM THE EDITORS IN CHIEF 

 

 As we absorb information within our respective departments, we oftentimes focus solely 

on the formats, styles, and ideologies that come from being a pupil in our particular field. This is 

not a “bad” thing to become adept at a discipline; however, one may become nearsighted if they 

solely follow this path. In some cases, these guidelines, formats, and institution of a one and only 

narrow tract may act as a form of intellectual oppression. In order to see outside the box, one 

might look into other forms of creative expressions to experience and learn about different 

cultures, ideologies, and socioeconomic, gendered, and sexual differences. As we enter a world 

that feels so different and new yet so old and trite, it is more important than ever to see things 

through others’ viewpoints and to envision life through another’s eyes. Whether one is a 

practitioner of Business, Psychology, History, English, or anything else, we are all humans that 

live lives separate yet perhaps more similar than we know. From a less philosophical viewpoint, 

knowledge taken from various disciplines only serves as further awareness of one’s own 

discipline. And oftentimes, the intuitive scholar may find that all of these intellectual schools are 

inextricably linked to one another. Each act as a pillar that leans upon the other and each cannot 

exist without the other in a similar fashion to the connections found, lines intersecting, between 

the different cultures within our very own CSUF campus.  

 It is with these thoughts in mind that we set out to “put our backs into” the making of this 

journal over the course of two semesters spanning from fall 2015 to spring 2016. We wanted to 

continue the blueprint of celebrating multiculturalism and multidisciplinary studies that earlier 

students set out before us. History students at CSUF who wanted to supply a platform for the 

various “voices” within our student body created the first edition of this journal. They decided 

that “it was time for a change” and they hoped that this belief would continue with further 

editions. It was with these ideas in mind that we set out to continue the traditions of our 

predecessors and create this second edition of Voices.  

 The students, faculty, and even administration that assisted in this endeavor did so 

without receiving any school credit, financial compensation, or any other formal award. Instead, 

the many people that helped only did so to pursue a prolific viewpoint of education in its purest 

form and to support the idea of diversity within our student culture and beyond. It is with great 

pleasure that we present to you a compilation of work from various fields of study, such as 
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History, American Studies, English, and Fine Arts. From these different disciplines, this journal 

includes a wide range of work, including film reviews, literary analyses, research papers, poetry, 

flash fiction, short fiction, and more. We hope that you enjoy the student pieces found within 

these pages. They are more than just student work; they represent freedom of expression and the 

voices of learners that echo from the past and will continue to regardless of what present you 

find yourself reading this in.  

 

 

 

Sincerely, 

Jonathan Snyder & Sean Washburn
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Transitional Writers and the Systematic Model of Essay Writing 

By Frank Alanis 

 

n Writing Centers and the 

literature surrounding them, 

there is emphasis on the 

instruction and development of English as a 

second language (ESL) and “basic” or 

“developmental” writers. In Tutoring 

Writing, Donald McAndrew and Thomas 

Reigstad dedicate an entire section to the 

various people that writing tutors work with. 

They categorize these people as: High and 

Low ability writers, gendered writers, 

multicultural and ESL writers, disabled 

writers, and personality-based writers. These 

set archetypical clients are mentioned 

throughout the various Writing Center 

literatures (such as Researching the Writing  

Center and Teaching Writing), but missing 

are the individual students who stand at the 

intersection of assumed “high” and “low” 

ability writers. These students may be 

labeled as transitional writers because of 

their unique academic position with respect 

to Writing Centers. These transitional 

students are not merely students in first-year 

composition, but are the Anthropology, 

Sociology, History, and English upper 

division students as well. They have shown 

the competence level to pass or immediately 

be placed in lower division composition but 

still lack the critical thinking abilities to 

fully engage in “advanced” academic 

writing or thinking in their courses.              

Students are taught the “five 

paragraph” model where they use a set 

system to express their argument or idea in a 

systematic order; introduction, body 

paragraph one, two, three, and the 

conclusion. There is no flaw in this 

structure, and systematically it is beneficial 

for writing an argument as an introduction 

sets context and establishes problems and 

significance, body paragraphs establish 

evidence to support the claim, and the 

conclusion illustrates the significance and 

I 

This auto-ethnographic analysis focuses on my experience as a writing tutor across three colleges where I noticed a 

continuing trend among many students from a variety of different classes; they all were fundamentally focused on 

structuring their essays within the framework of the Five-paragraph model. Through my paper, I advocate for an 

emphasis in critical thinking when working with students by doing away with the five-paragraph discourse. 
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importance of the argument with respect to 

the topic/field. However, many students 

depend on this stylistic model as a formula 

to complete writing assignments. Whether it 

is during brainstorming activities or the 

actual process of writing an essay, students 

are anxious to make sure they are in line 

with this systematic approach that is 

imposed upon them initially at the secondary 

level. The students search and try to come 

up with sentences and ideas that neatly fit 

into these pre-subscribed categories, being 

under the impression that it will cohesively 

make sense and allow them to receive a 

passing grade. It is apparent that students, 

even the most competent ones, use this 

system as a crutch to complete assignments, 

which causes difficulties for them when 

given assignments that do not neatly fit into 

their dependent model. As Rebecca Babcock 

and Terese Thonus note, Henson and 

Stephenson in their RAD study “equated 

good writing with becoming a good writer” 

(158). Many of these transitional writers 

have all the grammatical and compositional 

skills needed to express ideas, but falter 

when having to critically think and write at 

an advanced level where the “five-

                                                 
1 A Narrative essay is a formal essay that is primarily 

story driven without a specific focus on a direct 

argument. According to PurdueOwl, “These essays 

paragraph” model cannot be applied. This 

hindrance of freedom in writing also creates 

challenges for writing tutors who have to try 

and break a reoccurring habit that has been 

implemented at such an early age. Instead, 

there should be an emphasis placed on 

allowing students creativity and the ability 

to play within the given parameters of 

writing assignments.                        

These students are in a state of panic 

when forced to deviate from this established 

system. For instance, when encountering a 

narrative essay, many students have issues 

processing and adopting the style that is 

needed to successfully complete the 

assignment. Due to the unique hybrid nature 

of the Narrative essay1, students are not sure 

how to approach writing the paper because it 

does not fit neatly into the five paragraph 

system. Often times when reviewing a 

student’s narrative essay, they still present 

the paper in the systematic structure as 

opposed to the story driven focus that is 

asked of them. When presented with a 

narrative assignment, which tends in my 

experience to be at the beginning of the 

semester, the students can become confused 

with what to do in the essay. Those students 

are often anecdotal, experiential, and personal—

allowing students to express themselves in a creative 

and, quite often, moving ways.”  
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coming directly out of high school tend to 

try and apply their preset conception of 

writing to an essay that in some ways avoids 

convention. This move away from the 

assumed norm tends make the student feel 

confused about how to go about writing in 

this style. 

Additionally, emphasis on instructors 

focusing only on grammatical/mechanical 

level errors as opposed to the form, 

recirculate the quick fix perception of tutors. 

Although the primary students that visit and 

have sessions in my experience at different 

Writing Centers are ESL and 

“developmental” students from English 99, 

“competent” writers often have the same 

issues trying to expand beyond the set 

formula that was taught to them in high 

school. Even while brainstorming for topics 

and ideas, many students, by default or 

instinct, immediately re-create the “five-

paragraph model” to insert the basic key 

ideas. These students may be more 

“advanced” writers than English 99 or ESL 

students, but they still have the same critical 

thinking issues.  

When discussing the topic of a 

student’s paper, I often ask what they are 

trying to communicate to the reader. The 

majority of the students immediately look to 

their essay and go to the final sentence of 

their introductory paragraph and read out 

loud their general topic and the three main 

points that defend it. These students 

understand the discourse and meta-discourse 

that is required of an essay, but oftentimes 

have trouble expanding or articulating ideas 

that are more complex. This awareness of 

their writing ability aligns them in between 

the binary of “high” and “low” ability 

students that McAndrew and Reigstad 

identify. It is McAndrew and Reigstad’s 

claim that “high” ability writers are “more 

assertive than weaker writers in expressing 

their opinions about writing and issues” 

(90). These transitional students do assert 

themselves and focus in on “discourse-level 

topics” (91); however, there discussion is 

aimed towards how to fully articulate the 

general ideas they have or lengthen their 

paper because they already completed their 

“mad-lips” style essay with basic ideas and 

analysis. 

 This systematic approach that is 

taught and regurgitated at a young age can 

be harmful to the students we work with on 

a mental level because they cannot as easily 

apply the prompts and questions being asked 

of them to their set model. Many students, 

across all disciplines, have trouble writing 

because they were never able to do it in the 

“correct” manner in high school and thus 
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mentally categorize themselves as bad 

writers, despite in some cases testing out of 

the developmental English courses and 

eventually passing their first-year 

composition course. The result of this is a 

traumatic reaction to certain discourse 

vocabulary, most notably the word thesis. 

This reaction is not a result of the writer’s 

inability to actually critically create an 

argument but rather a desire to avoid the 

formulaic writing that many students seem 

to have developed in secondary school2. 

Although it seems as if the students would 

be able to create a general thesis due to their 

“training” they struggle to do so at the 

college level because of the necessity to do 

it individually and move, somewhat, away 

from the list style that is often asked of them 

at the secondary level. In my tutorials, I 

often replace the word thesis with the word 

argument, and in doing so, writers have 

responded more positively towards the 

session and the assignment. In doing this, I 

attempt to help free the student from the 

need to stay within the systematic model and 

allow the session to focus more on critical 

thinking and the importance and relevance 

of their essay.        

                                                 
2 I come to this conclusion after the results of many 

anecdotal conversations with writers, tutors, and my 

own personal experiences.  

In deconstructing and tearing the 

“Five-Paragraph” system to its core 

components, I have begun to connect better 

with the writers and they have been more 

receptive of this system because it is less 

rigid. Perhaps most importantly, in showing 

the writers that I too despise the terminology 

of essay writing discourse, I found a sense 

of relief on many of their faces. For 

instance, I was once working with a writer 

called Ivanna3 who understood the 

conceptual ideas behind writing and was 

very much able to explore surface level 

ideas rather successfully. Early on in the 

semester, I would have asked her, “what 

major concerns are you having with your 

paper?” to which she would have most 

likely replied, “I am having trouble 

expanding my ideas” or “I want to make 

sure my thesis statement is strong.” 

Afterwards, my systematic response would 

have been to look at the actual paper itself, 

paragraph by paragraph to see how “strong” 

the writing and ideas were. Although this 

style may work well for others, there was a 

sense of emptiness and dissatisfaction with 

how this system operates in respect to my 

own personality, writing style, and tutorial 

3 Ivanna is a pseudonym to protect the student’s 

identity. However, “Ivanna” is also largely a 

composite student from many experiences in tutoring. 
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philosophy.4 Additionally, my goal has been 

to move away from systematic and 

oppressive schools of writing thought and 

instead to give some level of agency to the 

writers because they are capable, in some 

capacity, of performing to the level expected 

of them. In critically thinking, an individual 

displays the ability to identify some aspect 

beyond given evidence. There are many 

levels of critical thinking, and I do not 

expect students I work with to necessarily 

approach a text in the same way that I (or 

other students at different academic levels) 

approach them. Any student who has made 

it into college, or even past some of the 

designated college courses, has gained the 

ability to formulate some manner of thought, 

even if it is within strict parameters. With 

this reasoning in mind, the guideline/form 

that I have been using (context, evidence, 

and significance) gives students a logical 

foundation for writing without having them 

constricted to a formula.   

Returning to Ivanna, when she came 

by for her session, we did our short 

introductions and sat down to start the 

session. As we sat down and got ready, she 

did what many writers do, pulled out the 

draft of her paper and slid it my way. This is 

                                                 
4 I feel the need to pause here and note that I do not 

force my writing process or style upon any writer I 

understandable because there is the 

preconceived idea that the writing tutor is 

the authoritative figure who will fix/improve 

the paper; this is a tutorial norm and is 

almost ingrained in our discourse. When she 

slid the paper towards me, I casually flipped 

the paper upside down, push it away with a 

smile on my face and ask, “What are we 

doing?” Ivanna is hesitant at first and 

answers that she needs help expanding on 

the ideas in her paper, saying that she feels 

like she gets the ideas but is stuck on how to 

go about doing so. So I ask her what is she 

writing about and ask her to try and just tell 

and describe it to me without looking at her 

paper. She hesitated for a second, and I told 

her just say it in an informal and normal 

manner without worrying about all the 

academic jargon. She goes on to tell me that 

she is writing an essay about a movie, 

Marley and Me, and is supposed to show 

what makes it worth watching, “So what 

about the movie did you like?” She told me 

about moments in the movie where the main 

character dealt with difficult circumstances 

and the dog would cheer him up such as 

when the married couple was having trouble 

in their marriage. She also told me about the 

moment where the dog died and the struggle 

work with because I understand that every student 

works and thinks differently. 
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that created for both the man and the 

woman.  

I spoke with Ivanna as if she was a 

peer, because she is; Babcock and Thonus 

argue that peer tutoring is one of the best 

ways to connect with the writer and notes a 

study done by Grasser and Person in 1994 

that “showed that students asked questions 

240 times as frequently in tutorials as they 

did in class and that the quality of their 

questions increased with more tutoring 

sessions” (146). I spoke with Ivanna in the 

same manner that I spoke with my “direct” 

peers (meaning fellow graduate and upper 

division undergraduate English students), 

which mostly consisted of asking the simple 

but effective question of “why?” after she 

described something. I have found out that 

the most simple methods have been the most 

powerful when trying to connect with 

students and get them to think deeper and 

more critically about the subject matter at 

hand. As we both continued talking about 

the importance of these moments in the 

movie, I asked her, “So what do you seem to 

be arguing?” She responded, “You mean 

like my thesis statement?” I smile as I lean 

back in the chair and say, “There it is. So 

what is a ‘thesis statement’ (using my 

fingers to make air quotes).” She paused, 

and reluctantly said “Like the main point of 

the essay, right?” I nodded my head in 

agreement and said, “Sort of.” I took a quick 

pause, “I hate that word. I think it’s fucking 

stupid. And it’s sometimes shoved down our 

throats.” She visibly gives a subtle chuckle, 

probably because she’s never had any one 

with some “authority” say what she and so 

many other students have been thinking for 

years. I continued, “Scrap that word. Don’t 

worry about it too much. What we are doing 

here is arguing a point and we do this 

essentially every time we write.” She still 

seems a little stunned from what I said a 

second ago. “I mean what idea have we 

spent this whole time talking about?” 

Hesitantly she says “Relationships?” 

“Absolutely!” hands tossed up in the air, 

“And what about them?” I ask. “Well each 

moment seems to be about communication 

and, like, I don’t know, emotions?” “So 

we’re talking about emotional connections. 

So, why is that important, why should I 

care?’ She shrugs her shoulders and says, 

“Because we all have connections with each 

other right?” I smile and lean back again, 

“Seems like you have the skeleton of an 

argument, and do all these moments talk 

about this idea?” “Yeah.” “And you just said 

why it’s important, because it effects 

everyone right?” “Yeah.” “You just outlined 

your entire essay, see you know it!” She had 
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a stunned look on her face and said, “Oh 

shit!” and started to laugh. 

 This dialogue between the two of us 

lasted about twenty or so minutes, so for the 

last few minutes I asked her about how she 

might structure her essay. She responded by 

saying she did not know and followed her 

response with “I guess, sort of like my 

current essay. I’m not too sure.” I go back 

and flip over the essay she brought in and 

present the three component guidelines I 

came up with and suggest to her: “How 

about if we just broke it up into three nice 

general sections and go from there” She 

gladly agreed, “Okay! Sure.” I proceeded, 

“First we set-up the context, including the 

topic, any essential information the reader 

might need and the argument; next comes 

the evidence, all those moments we talked 

about and the why questions go here. Take 

as many paragraphs as you feel are 

necessary to get the point across; and finally 

at the end, what’s the significance of all 

this? Why should I care?” I stopped quickly 

and ask her, “Does this make sense?” As 

much as I want to help the students, I 

understand that presenting something new is 

a difficult thing to wrap around one’s head. I 

paused again and asked her, “What have you 

been taught about “conclusions?” She said, 

“Well, you know, like restate the thesis 

right?” I responded to her answer by saying 

that “I’ve just read three and a half pages of 

you defending the hell out of your argument, 

do I want to read the argument again?” She 

responded with “no.” “Exactly, it’s okay to 

return to the argument but highlight the 

bigger implications of it, answer the so 

what.” The double bell rings to indicate our 

time was done, and like at the end of pretty 

much every one of my tutorials I said, “I 

hope that was helpful.” As she packed her 

belongings she said, “Yeah! It was. Makes 

so much more sense.” That last sentence, 

that last utterance is my “epiphany” moment 

each and every time a writer says that. I 

have had and still have trouble quantifying 

success and effectiveness in a tutorial, but 

this sentence, and other different variations 

of it, when said with true genuineness is 

what makes the tutorial meaningful. As 

writing tutors and students in general, we are 

often trying to find meaning in everything 

we do and that ineffable feeling I get when a 

writer indicates that the tutorial was worth 

the time is a reminder of why I do this and 

continue to do so. In pursuing the 

importance of critical thinking, I have 

noticed that students often have an increased 

sense of confidence in their own ability as 

both a writer and thinker. Although my 

approach is not the ultimate answer, I have 
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realized by creating a non-intimating 

environment and approaching in a 

predominately non-directive manner allows 

some students to be more at ease in talking 

about writing. In reflecting upon my 

methodology, the core of it lies in having the 

patience to work through ideas with the 

students and supplement key questions 

which may be a simple as, “why?” or 

“how?”  

Ivanna was a “developmental/ 

remedial/basic” writer who was enrolled in 

English 99, but she was also very much the 

First-year Composition, English 301, 400 

level Anthropology and Sociology students I 

have encountered; she was the embodiment 

of the transitional writer. Donald McAndrew 

and Thomas Reigstad highlight the fact that 

there are many different varieties of writers 

that writing tutors encounter, but the most 

troubling is the binary of “high” and “low” 

and noting that “the former are more 

assertive than weaker writers in expressing 

their opinions about writing and issues” 

(90). Although it is understandable where 

their differing stems from, the fact of the 

matter is that most, if not all, students have 

“high” ability in that they possess the 

cognitive ability to think critically in some 

manner. It appears that these scholars base 

their criteria on the already existing writing 

samples rather than possibly projecting on 

students’ ability. Students may perhaps be 

more passive by nature and not assert their 

thoughts about writing in general. Many 

students who are categorized as “basic 

writers” have the same fundamental 

understanding of writing as “high” ability 

writers in non-developmental courses. 

 In Writing Center discourse, there is 

a fixation on making students better writers 

and not just making their papers better, 

which has been mentioned in both Writing 

Centers I have worked with and in print in 

Babcok and Thonus’s book. This is a 

“philosophy” that I can feel comfortable 

with for the most part; however, I feel that it 

is essential to make writers better thinkers 

above all. I have realized that this is what I 

value the most in any interaction with a 

writer, and sometimes that requires moving 

away from the words that they bring in on 

paper and instead actually speaking and 

engaging with them in verbal and mental 

critical thinking. The systematic “Five-

Paragraph” (and other formulaic writing 

“styles”) has turned off students from 

wanting to write and think, and as a Writing 

Tutor, I want to remove these barriers and 

crutches that have been imposed on writers 

of all academic levels by an educational 

systemic that has become focused more so 
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on a grade rather than the student’s potential 

thinking ability. Honestly, there is only so 

much you can do in five paragraphs; I mean, 

look at how long my paragraphs ended up 

being. There is only so much a writer can 

cover in that system, meaning there is bound 

to be numerous important ideas left out if 

one contains themselves to this form 

because the form does not allow much room 

for freedom. There are conventions and 

guidelines that need to be followed, but 

forcing them to interact with jargon and 

discursive words and conventions 

predominately embedded in the English and 

Humanities disciplines is doing the exact 

opposite of what the humanities teaches 

their students, which is critical thinking. 

Finally, I once had a student who said to me, 

“This is hard, you’re making me think” to 

which I replied, “I know, you’re welcome.”                 

In some ways, many writing tutors 

paradoxically tutor themselves because they 

have been exposed to essentially the same 

formulaic approach to writing at earlier 

stages in their academic career. In tutoring 

these transitional writers, many writing 

tutors are actually tutoring less refined and, 

academically, younger versions of 

themselves as writers. By being aware of 

this, it is part of the tutor’s responsibility to 

move away from the systematic model that 

these writers cling to and reinforce critical 

thinking skills. There is “the belief of many 

writing center professionals that the purpose 

of tutorials is not to create better writing but 

better writers” (Babcok & Thonus 157). In 

maintaining with this belief, Writing 

Centers, tutors, instructors, departments, and 

perhaps most importantly students 

themselves need to go beyond just the 

composition based skills and focus in on 

individual critical thinking abilities as well. 

In giving students some form of agency 

(after an understanding of the necessary 

components and conventions) in writing at 

an earlier stage, there can be a larger focus 

placed upon critical thinking and articulation 

of ideas, which benefits every individual, 

regardless of life ambitions.       
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  Women Wielding Power in Iranian Cinema: Two Cases of Women in 

Positions of Authority Challenging Cultural Regimes of Power 

 
By Chris Chacon 

  

ilms often represent cultural trends 

in any given society. The characters 

of popular films resonate with 

viewers, often becoming symbols of 

heroism, villainy, or even public activism. 

American films—the good, the bad, and 

utterly regretful—present themselves as 

visual ambassadors of American culture. 

Although “unenlightened” individuals can 

easily misinterpret films culturally or 

thematically, a little research on the 

background of a film and its director can 

shrink the margins of error and increase 

viewer awareness of embedded messages. 

Films do not arise out of nowhere, but 

possess their own unique time, place, and 

influence.  

                                                 
5 Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, The May Lady, 

directed by Rakhshan Bani-Etemad (Tehran, Iran: 

In the genre of Iranian films, history 

and cultural background assist the viewer in 

unlocking each character and theme at their 

most abstract level. When analyzing films 

with a female protagonist, socioeconomic 

conditions, environment, personal history, 

religious fervency, and familial power 

provide access into seeing beyond the 

fantasy and into the real. In the example of 

Rakhshan Bani-Etemad’s The May Lady 

(1998), protagonist Forough Kya is a mother 

and a woman.5 Under normal circumstances, 

these roles do not conflict but when she falls 

in love, the Iranian melodrama begins, 

leaving Forough divided between her 

passion and her duty and desperate for 

N.E.J. International Pictures & Iranian Film Society, 

1998), VHS. 

F 

Rakhshan Bani-Etemad’s The May Lady (1998) and Dariush Mehrjui’s Leila (1996) represent two powerful Iranian 

films focusing on the lives of protagonists Forough Kya and Leila. By analyzing the antagonism that surrounds their 

lives, a picture of real Iranian women emerges. In his paper, Chacon maps cultural markers of power and situates the 

struggle of Iranian women with state oppression. Through a historical and critical analysis, film becomes an instrument 

of expression designed to challenge social oppressiveness and celebrate the common heroine. 
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stability.6 In the example of Dariush 

Mehrjui’s Leila (1996), lead character Leila 

lives with the cruel knowledge that she 

cannot become pregnant. Forced into a 

reality that challenges her gender and power, 

she must choose between salvaging her 

status as a wife or surrendering her role to a 

“complete” woman that can deliver a child 

to her faithful husband.7 By analyzing these 

two characters, scholars can tease out 

cultural markers, map out structures of 

power, and apply this knowledge to Iranian 

feminism to confront cultural oppression. 

Iranian cinema provides scholars 

with a window into the cultural system 

embedded in their social history. Just before 

the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) and the 

Iranian Revolution of 1979, national films 

displayed a sense of urgency when it 

pertained to women. Eldad Pardo, in his 

article on the ten years of Iranian cinema 

just before the 1979 Revolution, describes 

the state’s coziness with the West and how 

conservative Iranians pined for the days of 

modesty and decency. The female characters 

portrayed in some of the more memorable 

films in the beginning of the decade, 

                                                 
6 Shahla Haeri, “Sacred Canopy: Love and 

Sex Under the Veil,” Iranian Studies 42, no. 1 

(February 2009): 124. 
7 Dariush Mehrjui and Mahnaz Ansarian, 

Leila, directed by Dariush Mehrjui (Tehran, Iran: 

Dariush Mehrjui, 1996), Netflix. 

including The Cow (1969), Mrs. Ahu’s 

Husband (1968), Qaisar (1969), and The 

Dove (1970), showed disdain for 

westernization and celebrated women that 

embodied conservatism and nationalism.8 

Images like the noble mother and loyal wife 

quelled the loquacious and promiscuous girl, 

acting as war propaganda in the upcoming 

political upheaval. Without a doubt, this 

cultural transition in film solidified 

following the 1979 Revolution and Iran-Iraq 

War.  

Talented filmmakers know how to 

keep ahead of the cultural curve and produce 

works questioning the status quo and 

proposing alternatives to state power. The 

Iran-Iraq War represented perhaps the single 

most devastating event in modern Iranian 

history. At its inception, symbols like the 

dutiful mother prepared to sacrifice her son 

for the state, the martyr giving his life for his 

fellow compatriots, and the virtuous leader 

favored by God to guide the armies of the 

Islamic Republic to victory permeated 

cinema and state propaganda. By the end of 

the war, however, a battle-weary society 

rallied around the everyday hero as opposed 

8 Eldad J. Pardo, “Iranian Cinema, 1968-

1978: Female Characters and Social Dilemmas on the 

Eve of the Revolution,” Middle Eastern Studies 49, 

no. 3 (May 2004): 32-4. 



 

22 

 

to the glorified one.9 Men and women, jaded 

by state oppression and endless carnage, felt 

disconnected with an idealized war and 

tuned in to movies highlighting their 

struggle with the ugliness of a no-win 

situation.  

The film 

The May Lady 

features Forough 

Kya, a middle-

aged divorced 

woman and 

mother who 

works as a 

filmmaker in 

search of the 

exemplary 

mother. As she 

watches countless 

clips of women from all lifestyles recount 

their stories of hardship and pain, she begins 

to evaluate her own life and wonders if she 

matches the caliber of these mothers.10 As a 

quintessential Iranian urbanite, the pressures 

of society and conformity weigh heavily on 

her mind. Power in conservative societies 

                                                 
9 Roxanne Varzi, “Iran’s Pieta: Motherhood, 

Sacrifice, and Film in the Aftermath of the Iran-Iraq 

War,” Feminist Review, no. 88 (2008): 87. 
10 Rakhshan Bani-Etemad, The May Lady, 

directed by Rakhshan Bani-Etemad (Tehran, Iran: 

N.E.J. International Pictures & Iranian Film Society, 

1998), VHS. 

functions as the cement of the structure. 

With a higher centralization of power comes 

a deeper awareness of individual 

expectations and mental stress. The physical 

presence of cultural hegemony comes into 

conflict with 

Forough’s 

heartfelt desires, 

represented by her 

mysterious lover, 

Dr. Rahbar.11 

However, as 

depicted by the 

birthday scene in 

the film, personal 

aspiration and 

state expectations 

can clash 

abruptly.12 

Throughout the film, Forough battles to 

assuage her son’s paranoid concerns over 

this mysterious man and fight for her right to 

passionate love, creating a strong female 

character Iranian women could identify 

with. 

11 Ziba Mir-Hosseini, “Negotiating the 

Forbidden: On Women and Sexual Love in Iranian 

Cinema,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa, 

and the Middle East 27, no. 3 (2007): 676. 
12 Dariush Mehrjui and Mahnaz Ansarian, 

Leila, directed by Dariush Mehrjui (Tehran, Iran: 

Dariush Mehrjui, 1996), Netflix. 

Bani-Etemad, Rakhshan. The May Lady. VHS. 

Directed by Rakhshan Bani-Etemad. Tehran,  

Iran: N.E.J. International Pictures & Iranian Film 

Society, 1998. 
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The film Leila highlights two 

potential roles for women: the barren wife 

and the protective mother-in-law. Leila, 

unable to conceive children, symbolizes a 

woman struggling to maintain both her 

personal identity and society’s 

expectations.13 Although she admirably 

performs her roles as wife and companion to 

Reza, her husband, the reality of her 

inability to conceive seemingly disqualifies 

her as a woman. Although the love and 

compatibility between Leila and Reza 

appear genuine, cultural power, in the 

embodiment of her mother-in-law, demotes 

the protagonist to a mere defect; despite her 

modern womanhood, social expectations 

demand Reza to wed a complete woman. 

Reza, in a similar position to Forough’s 

secret lover, represents the modern male 

crushed by the hegemonic structure that 

denies the woman he loves. Both movies 

reinforce the notion that Iranian men and 

women face systemic conservatism within 

society and often lack the agency to 

challenge cultural norms.14 Leila’s fear of 

losing Reza to a second wife who can bear 

him a child underlines the oppressive 

obsession with national strength against the 

                                                 
13 Dariush Mehrjui and Mahnaz Ansarian, 

Leila, directed by Dariush Mehrjui (Tehran, Iran: 

Dariush Mehrjui, 1996), Netflix. 

human right to personal happiness. Although 

Leila’s mother-in-law prevails and Reza 

briefly marries another woman and has a 

daughter, Mehrjui offers the hope that 

women in Leila’s predicament can regain 

their womanhood if only they embrace their 

inner self and dare to stand against familial 

and state-sponsored oppression.    

Iranian state censorship plays a 

critical role in the production and 

propagation of films in both Iran and the 

world. As with most repressive 

establishments, gender roles and social 

mobility reflect not only upon national 

identity but also on nationalistic pride. In 

these cases, the state utilizes films as a 

propagandistic tool to manipulate the 

population into a false sense of security and 

cohesion. Hamid Naficy discusses the 

extraordinary difficulty filmmakers and 

journalists encounter while working in post-

Revolutionary Iran. The movie making 

process often endures rigorous scrutiny by 

bureaucratic review panels—headed by 

Iran’s cultural ministry—who consider each 

work’s message for state approval. State 

review boards may interfere multiple times 

during the production of a movie in order to 

14 M. R. Ghanoonparvar, “Postrevolutionary 

Trends in Persian Fiction and Film,” Radical History 

Review, no. 105 (Fall 2009): 159-160. 
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wear down filmmakers and force them to 

compromise their message for something 

tolerable.15 This suppression of creativity 

and productivity often leads premier 

filmmakers down a path to further 

radicalization or to the abandonment of their 

country to pursue their visions.    

Both films portrayed average women 

as sources of power in order to challenge 

conventional authority and societal 

unfairness. In G. M. Rezai-Rashti’s article 

on women in post-revolutionary Iran, Bani-

Etemad’s agenda centered on educating the 

people of Iran on the mistreatment of 

women and called for fair representation in 

                                                 
15 Hamid Naficy, “Cultural Dynamics of 

Iranian Post-Revolutionary Film Periodicals,” 

Iranian Studies 25, no. 3-4 (1992): 69. 
16 Goli M. Rezai-Rashti, “Transcending the 

Limitations: Women and the Post-revolutionary 

society by encouraging women to tell their 

stories on film.16 Everyday women, like in 

the documentary film Divorce, Iranian Style 

(1998), exercised their legal right to 

happiness and equality in both the home and 

abroad.17 In the classic M for Mother (2006), 

the leading protagonist only wants to raise 

her son and secure some sort of happiness 

amid the child’s cerebral palsy and her own 

post-Iran-Iraq War afflictions. Even in the 

dark comedy Persepolis (2007), a young 

female character rebels against the state’s 

oppressive stance on everything she knows 

and loves. Their struggle with systemic 

opposition highlights the definitive 

Iranian Cinema,” Critique: Critical Middle Eastern 

Studies 16, no. 2 (Summer 2007): 202-3. 
17 Nasrin Rahimieh, “Divorce Seen through 

Women’s Cinematic Lens,” Iranian Studies 42, no. 1 

(February 2009): 104. 

Mehrjui, Dariush and Mahnaz Ansarian. Leila. Netflix. Directed by Dariush Mehrjui. Tehran, Iran: Dariush Mehrjui, 

1996. 
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characteristic of progressive Iranian cinema 

and its cry for cultural change. Iranian 

women digest at least two versions of 

feminism: western and indigenous. 

Although they recognize some advantages in 

western feminism, they cannot overlook 

cultural incompatibilities when constructing 

their own functional discourse. For example, 

some women admire the relatively freer 

public mobility of their counterparts in the 

west and rally around legal equality between 

men and women. However, these same 

women might condemn western clothing 

and the sexualization of girls as demeaning 

and disrespectful.18 

In conclusion, the portrayal of strong 

women in Iranian film challenges cultural 

inequalities and inspires women and men 

alike to work together towards building a 

progressive and fair society. By 

contextualizing both films within their 

historical and cultural origins, each film 

stood as a marker of cultural change before 

and after the 1979 Iranian Revolution. 

Forough and Leila represent timeless 

heroines who encountered systemic 

obstacles while developing their 

individuality and personal needs. Their 

                                                 
18 Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and Jane I. 

Smith, “Women in Islam: The Mother of All 

Battles,” in Arab Women: Between Defiance & 

struggle for a natural right to happiness and 

self-investment goes beyond Iranian borders 

and speaks on behalf of international 

feminism. Although the directors of both 

films wanted to send a message to their 

Iranian audience, their visual truths seem 

applicable in a variety of countries and 

cultures. This research intended to provide a 

stepping-stone into the critical study of 

Iranian women and film and considered 

visual propaganda and shifts in female 

character roles as a means to deconstructing 

cultural authority, identity formation, and 

resistance in a society like Iran. Overall, 

Iranian cinema, represents an outlet for 

women to interact with their personal 

identities, challenge society, and celebrate 

womanhood. 
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The Gods of South Italy: The Structure of the Mafiosi Society and its 

Continuing Rise since the Mid-Twentieth Century 

 
By Arturo De Leon Tell 

 

n 1861, after multiple conflicts 

and agreements, the region of 

Italy united politically. The 

unification, which people believed to be a 

great achievement, came through a 

monarchy. However, the monarchy lacked 

the necessary tools to spiritually merge the 

kingdom and implement the process of 

modernization and infrastructure throughout 

the country. The southern region of Italy, for 

a long time, was seen as a rural and 

backward place. In fact, many people still 

hold those views. A sense of backwardness 

has unfortunately become part of the identity 

for southern Italians, but not by their own 

choosing. Since the start of the twentieth 

century, the process of state modernization 

and infrastructure focused more on the 

northern region, leaving the citizens in the 

south to create a system that would allow 

them to live and provide for their families.  

 Before political unification, the 

southern region had a system known as the 

“Padrone” system. By the middle of the 

twentieth century, this patron system 

developed into the “Mafia,” which is 

prevalent in the region to this day. This is 

because the organization provides law, 

order, and protection for the people. Without 

the proper attention from the official 

government, the people had no choice but to 

opt out for a quasi-government. The mafia 

has created and embedded an identity of 

crime and violence that enables the 

longevity of the organization. This paper 

will examine how the organization initially 

appealed to people and continues to grow in 

its influence over different regions since the 

I 

In the southern region of Italy, the mafia organization serves as a system that provides law, order, and protection for the 

people. This is due to the lack of modernization and infrastructure in the region. The mafia has created and embedded an 

identity of crime and violence that enables the longevity of the organization. By examining the continuing rise and 

influence of the organization since the mid twentieth century and discussing how the organization manages to attain new 

members and maintain its dominance in the region, it will be evident as to why the mafia continues to be a part of the 

southern identity. 
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mid-twentieth century. After examining how 

the organization manages to attain new 

members and maintain its dominance in the 

region, one will be able to see why the mafia 

continues to be a part of the southern 

identity. 

 The history of the organization 

consists of many complicated details, but it 

all begins with why such a system came into 

existence. In order to understand the logic 

behind the organization, scholars and Italian 

citizens alike have examined the mentality 

of achieving life goals between the northern 

and southern region. Italian journalist and 

politician Luigi Barzini believed that 

everything revolved around the economic 

growth of nation, which linked directly to 

modernization.19 Seeing how the process 

played out, Barzini firmly believed that “the 

slower development of the southern 

economy, in the past century, and of the 

more rapid growth of the northern 

economy”20 allowed for a rise in different 

identities in both regions. These differences 

then shaped how the citizens approached 

their daily lives. However, Barzini believed 

that all Italian citizens had the same desires, 

virtues, and private aims regardless of 

                                                 
 19 Luigi Barzini, The Italians (London: 

Hamish Hamilton, 1965), 238. 

 20 Ibid., 235-236. 

regional differences. Unfortunately, 

Barzini’s explanation for how individuals in 

both regions wished to attain their desires 

and other private aims is very sympathetic to 

the North. Citizens in the North easily 

accomplished their personal aspirations due 

to a thriving economy because wealth alone 

can “lastingly assure the defence and 

prosperity of the family.”21 Northern Italians 

felt this way since they had the luxury of 

having efficient infrastructure and a healthy 

economy, but the same cannot be said for 

those in the South. 

 Since southern Italians did not have 

the luxury of relying on a strong economy to 

reach their ultimate goals in life, they knew 

there needed to be another way. Many felt 

that the only way they could do this was 

through “the acquisition of power, prestige, 

[and] fame.”22 The people of the South were 

not exposed to life created by capitalism. 

They did not see value in devoting their 

entire life to pursuing money because money 

alone would not allow them to survive in a 

world neglected by the official government. 

This does not mean that they did not 

completely disregard the notion of wealth 

though. Barzini expressed that the average 

 21 Ibid., 236. 

 22 Ibid., 236. 
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southern Italian “wants wealth too, of 

course, but as an instrument to influence 

people, and, for that, the appearance of 

wealth is as useful as wealth itself.”23 With 

this mentality, the convergence of the 

Padrone system into a Mafia organization 

should not come as a surprise. If the 

economy is weak and the government 

neglects a certain region, then people will 

adapt and conform to what is necessary to 

ensure survival. Unfortunately, it was the 

need for survival and the sense of neglect 

that allowed the organization to take 

advantage of people.  

 As time progressed, the role of 

family became a major factor in ensuring the 

Mafia’s longevity. The circumstances in the 

South allowed the Mafia to place a unique 

characteristic on the role of family. This was 

made possible for two significant reasons. 

The most prominent of both reasons deals 

with the fact that the organization has, in a 

sense, coined the term family. The 

organization sees itself as a family because, 

as scholars Jane and Peter Schneider 

illuminate, “the mafia offers its members the 

privilege of exclusivity and belonging.”24 By 

creating the illusion that members are part of 

                                                 
 23 Ibid., 236. 

 24 Jane Schneider and Peter Schneider, 

“Mafia, Antimafia, and the Plural Cultures of Sicily,” 

a family, the organization capitalizes on the 

feeling of neglect created by the national 

government to appeal to potential members. 

The second reason why the mafia is able to 

heavily influence the role of family deals 

with the notion that once a member is in, 

their entire family is in as well. It is essential 

to point out that the organization and 

lifestyle of the southern region is male 

dominated, but this does not mean women 

are completely excluded or left to figure life 

out on their own. In fact, should death occur, 

the organization takes responsibility for its 

member’s wives or girlfriends financially.25 

The reverse also applies because if either a 

wife or girlfriend is caught in the act of 

adultery, the mafia uses its moral laws to 

punish them and that sometimes can lead to 

death.26 

 Despite the fact that the Mafia is 

male dominated, women, especially those 

who are mothers, play a significant role in 

ensuring the organization survives. 

Sociologist Renate Siebert points out “as 

wives, but also as daughters, sisters, and 

mothers, women often give credibility to the 

shady activities of their men, particularly 

when these take place behind a facade of 

Current Anthropology 46, no. 4 (August/October 

2005): 503. 

 25 Ibid. 

 26 Ibid. 
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respectability.”27 Southern Italian women 

are the moral compass of the family and of 

their husband or lover’s activities within the 

organization because they have the power of 

determining right and wrong. Women do 

wield some power, because if unified in 

their disapproval of actions, then the entire 

system risks failure, despite the entire way 

of life being male dominated.   

As mothers, they prepare their male 

children to join the greater family 

organization when they are of age and their 

daughters for matrimony within the mafia.28 

Mafia mothers work behind the scenes by 

dictating the future of their children and 

their husbands’ course of action within the 

greater family organization. If one closely 

examines the entire structure of this system, 

they will be able to see that women play a 

major role in providing recruits and assuring 

the longevity of the entire system. At any 

time, the women hold the complete power to 

put an end to the Mafia way of life, but that 

is highly unlikely to happen since that 

lifestyle has become tradition and seen as 

normal. 

                                                 
 27 Renate Siebert, Secrets of Life and Death: 

Women and the Mafia (London: Verso, 1996), 110. 

 28 Schneider, “Mafia, Antimafia, and the 

Plural Cultures of Sicily,” 503. 

 Mafia women, despite their 

significant role, do not have the complete 

recognition or respect of the male-

dominated organization. The mafia uses 

gender to exclude women from becoming 

members with power outside of the domestic 

sphere. Women are not “officially” allowed 

to be active participants within the 

organization, as men, by in large, have 

deemed them untrustworthy.29 Since women 

are seen in this way in the South, Siebert 

shows how male members have claimed that 

women “can never truly become mafiosi.”30 

However, there is a hidden side that male 

members are unwilling to admit. Even 

though members make their spouses aware 

of most of their activities, some are left 

untold. This is where the 

“untrustworthiness” of women is utilized. 

Antonino Calderone (a member of Cosa 

Nostra) stated that this assumption is placed 

on women for the simple fact that if they 

were to find out something that would affect 

them at a deep level, they would take actions 

accordingly.31 If that were to happen, 

Caldrone described how no crime family 

“nor any rules or arguments can then hold 

 29 Mafia men find women untrustworthy 

especially when it involves the act of killing. See 

Siebert, Secrets of Life and Death, 55. 

 30 Ibid.  

 31 Ibid. 
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her back.”32 Essentially, it appears as if the 

organization fears the true potential of 

women if granted full membership because 

they would lose control over them.  

 Many argue that the role of a 

southern Italian woman simply outweighs 

that of a man within the organization but 

that is only part of the bigger picture. The 

men become the face and everyday 

operators of the system. The mafia, in a 

sense, also created its own form of identity 

in the South. In order for the organization to 

function where the government had little to 

no power, the institution created a set of 

rules, which became deeply embedded into 

the “Mafia identity.” Two distinguishing 

components that make the organization have 

its identity are, of course, secrecy and 

violence.33 Letizia Paoli, a criminology 

scholar, contends that the interconnection 

between secrecy and violence is impossible 

to obliterate in the Mafia because violence is 

a means used to achieve secrecy, and 

secrecy can only be maintained through 

violence.34 In this case, one cannot exist 

without the other. While different mob 

organizations forge their sub-identity within 

                                                 
 32 Ibid. 

 33 See chapter 3 “Segreto e violenza” of 

Letizia Paoli, Fratelli Di Mafia: Cosa Nostra E 

'Ndrangheta (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2000). 

 34 Paoli, 132. 

 35 Barzini The Italians, 236. 

the southern identity, they are successful in 

bringing about stability, law, and order 

through their violent and secret means.  

 The national government and 

Catholic Church have rightfully criminalized 

the institution. Those who become affiliated 

understand that what they are doing lacks 

morality, but they do it anyway. It is not 

easy to pass judgment after understanding 

the circumstances that leads an individual to 

become part of a notorious group. Living in 

a rural place that is seen as nothing short of  

“backwards” can damage someone’s psyche 

to the point where all they want is, as 

Barzini once said, “to be obeyed, admired, 

respected, feared and envied.”35 Individuals 

cannot place a value on money because the 

lack of a thriving economy did not shape 

their identity to focus exclusively on that. 

Marino Mannoia, a member of one of the 

organizations, recalled how people often 

think: “[Y]ou become part of Cosa Nostra 

[(Sicilian Mafia)] for money. This is only 

part of the truth. [Do you] know why it is I 

became a man of honor? Because before in 

Palermo I was Mr. Nobody. Afterward, 

everywhere I went, heads lowered.”36 

 36 A quote by Marino Mannoia cited in 

Paoli, Fratelli Di Mafia, 208. Translation from Italian 

by author. The quote in the original language is “si 

entri a far parte di Cosa Nostra per il denaro. Questa 

é solo una parte della verità. Sa perché is sono 

diventato uomo d’onore? Perché prima a Palermo ero 
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Mannoia embodied what the national 

government and the process of 

modernization forced him to become, but 

the mafia gave him the opportunity to 

change that.  

 During the second half of the 1950s 

and into the 1960s, the organization 

witnessed a sudden shift in the entire 

structure of the South. Due to the industrial 

expansion of the Italian nation, many 

southern citizens emigrated to the North 

where opportunities seemed promising.37 

The North always had a strong economy 

when compared to the South, but with the 

rise of the European Common Market, the 

northern economy became one of the most 

robust in Western Europe.38 There is no 

doubt that the societal transformation 

demanded a complete change in lifestyle for 

every citizens as well as the mob. 

  The mafia, despite losing many 

people in the South, experienced an 

economic boom of their own. Learning from 

the citizens that migrated north, different 

mob organizations also undertook industrial 

expansion. From the beginning of the 1960s, 

the family organizations that had prestige, 

                                                 
il signor nessuno. Dopo, ovunque io andassi, le teste 

s’abbassavano.” 

 37 John Dickie, Blood Brotherhoods: A 

History of Italy's Three Mafias (New York City: 

PublicAffairs, 2014), 359. 

power, resources, and the violence necessary 

to expand into different industries took 

immediate action. The most popular 

industries that economically interested 

different mob organizations were 

construction and tobacco.39 By the 1980s, 

the entire philosophy and structure of the 

mafia changed. When the opportunity of 

expanding throughout the peninsula 

presented itself, money overpowered the 

virtue of honor, fear, respect, and power. 

However, this did not mean that those 

virtues no longer mattered; they simply were 

not top priority. The opportunities that a 

rapidly growing economy provided also 

changed the way different mafia groups 

conducted business. Mafia groups from 

different regions began to work together in a 

scale never before seen. Unfortunately, it is 

this interaction that elevated the violence 

between organizations into levels that 

redefined cruelty.40 This level of fighting 

consisted not only of territorial disputes, but 

also of disputes over economic sectors as 

well as influence within the government.41  

 The amount of horrific violence 

within different crime families has prompted 

 38 Ibid. 

 39 Ibid., 360. 

 40 Ibid. 

 41 Ibid., 361. 
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people within the region to launch anti-

mafia movements. These various 

movements aim mostly to resist and 

challenge the mafia’s control.42 Leoluca 

Orlando, who was born in the city of 

Palermo, recalls how throughout “the 1980s 

and early 1990s, the body count mounted 

into the thousands”43 because of mafia 

violence. Orlando, like many other residents 

of Palermo, understood that his city had to 

obliterate the association it had with Cosa 

Nostra since it was (and continues to be) this 

crime family’s headquarters. In Palermo, the 

organization’s violence did not discriminate 

between the poor, rich, or government 

officials. Everyone was a potential target.44 

Orlando, who resented the fact that the 

identity of Palermo was tarnished, wanted to 

take action with the sole intent of exposing 

Cosa Nostra and, if allowed, banish them 

entirely. It was not long before Orlando 

became actively involved in anti-mafia 

movements and, unfortunately, a new target 

for the organization. However, Orlando 

managed to bypass all the threats made to 

him and pursue a career in city politics.  

                                                 
 42 Schneider, “Mafia, Antimafia, and the 

Plural Cultures of Sicily,” 502-503. 

 43 Leoluca Orlando, Fighting the Mafia and 

Renewing Sicilian Culture (San Francisco: Encounter 

Books, 2001), 1. 

 Corruption has been a prevalent 

theme in politics, and Italy was no 

exception. It was not long after Orlando 

became a government worker when he 

noticed the intricate level of corruption that 

encompassed Palermo. In 1984, Orlando ran 

for mayor but at the very last minute ended 

up losing. Shortly after, everything came 

crumbling down in the city. The ambitious 

candidate recalls how city officials had the 

courage to issue 366 arrest warrants for the 

major mob members (better known as 

mafiosi).45 After successful arrests, the deep 

relationship between the local government 

and Cosa Nostra was exposed, leaving 

people of moral integrity in complete shock. 

Those who partook in anti-mafia movements 

in Palermo were successful in their goals, 

but they had not scratched the surface of the 

organization as a whole. Orlando managed 

to hold on to his desires of doing away with 

corruption in his city and in 1985 became 

the mayor of the most infamous mob city in 

all of Italy. 46 In fact, since his first term, he 

has served two different terms in the mid-

1990s and is again the current mayor of the 

city. This is significant because Orlando 

 44 Ibid.  

 45 Ibid., 88.  

 46 Ibid., 91-96. 
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serves as living proof that, even though the 

majority of the people accept the mafia 

lifestyle of the South, there are a few who 

are willing to take a stand for what they 

believe in.  

 Over the last twenty years, the mafia 

has tested the tolerance of the national 

government and the Catholic Church. 

Conflicts between the three structures within 

Italian society have made the southern 

Italian citizens victims. While one structure 

condemns the other, it is the citizens who 

have to choose their allegiance in order to 

live without violence or unnecessary 

hardship. However, the majority of conflicts 

are most prevalent between the mafia and 

the government. There are still issues 

between the corrupt organization and the 

Catholic Church, but many of the mafia 

members and bosses try to respect the 

Church in order to alleviate the 

condemnation given to them. This is partly 

due to the fact that these men are devout 

Catholics and the last thing they would want 

is to become ultimate rivals with their own 

faith. Unfortunately, the Catholic Church 

made the organization’s worst nightmare 

                                                 
 47 See Alexander Stille, “The Pope 

Excommunicates the Mafia, Finally,” The New 

Yorker, June 24, 2014. 

 48 In some cases, they exile all their children, 

but for the most part, it is the son that is most likely 

come true. In June of 2014, Pope Francis 

denounced the major crime families for their 

actions and proceeded to excommunicate the 

institution as a whole.47 The national 

government, too, has been continuously 

trying to diminish the power of the 

organization through various means. One of 

the most controversial ways in which the 

government has done this is by exiling the 

eldest sons of mob mosses from the 

country.48 

 Despite all efforts by the 

government, church, and citizens to 

obliterate the control and power of the 

mafia, very little has changed. Since this 

structure has been part of southern society 

longer than Italy has been a unified nation, 

there should be no surprise in the outcome. 

The system of honor, respect, and loyalty 

has become part of the southern Italian 

identity. The citizens who are tasked with 

maintaining the tradition have been women. 

Those women maintain the life of the entire 

structure because without their consent, 

children, and sacrifices, everything would 

fall apart. Due to circumstances such as 

these, it has been virtually impossible to 

to take over the family criminal business. See 

“Banished from the Mob: Italy’s Mafia Sons Exiled 

in Fight against Crime,” The Guardian (Assciated 

Press in Lorci), Sept. 24, 2014.  
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completely weaken the mafia. At the source 

of it all, however, lies modernization. The 

sense of southern “backwardness” and lack 

of modern infrastructure in the region are 

two of the core reasons as to why the mafia 

lifestyle emerged. However, the economic 

growth during the 1950s changed the way in 

which the entire organization functioned. 

The potential of expansion and a new desire 

for money prompted the mafia to change its 

beliefs and walk a path full of violence. 

Ultimately, the only thing that has the power 

to end this power structure is the mafia 

itself. With the amount of rivalry and 

violence between different crime families, 

they will eventually reach a point where 

there will be no more opponents. An 

institution as corrupt as the mafia will 

always fall apart from within due to greed, 

but the time for such action to take place 

remains a mystery.  
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"The Human Cost" 

By Kiana Nakamura 

 This artwork was made in response to Timothy Brook's Vermeer's Hat: The Seventeenth 

Century and the Dawn of the Global World, which explored history and globalization through 

evidence found in Vermeer's paintings.  One of the aspects of this book I found most interesting 

was its mention of the effects of globalization on China. 

 Since Brook's work took readers into the past through the "portals" of Vermeer's 

paintings, I felt that the proper response would also be a painting.  Unlike Vermeer's artwork 

made with canvas and paint, my painting is digital, having been made using a computer mouse 

and the art program GIMP.  Each element within the image is representative of a different 

significant aspect of trade with China. 

 In the background of the image, looming behind everything, are stacks of gold coins.  

They are purposefully generic; they do not represent any one nation's currency but instead the 

general concept of money—and, in turn, greed—that fueled the age of exploration and the 

expansion of trade networks throughout the world.  Though indeed some attempts at exploration, 

such as China's earlier voyages, were out of curiosity, a significant number of explorations were 

made for some sort of financial or material gain. 

 The two seemingly-innocent beautiful plants featured in the painting (that is, the leaves at 

the lower left side of the image and the flower on the right) are interconnected.  The leaves are 

tea leaves, and the flower is an opium poppy.  Chinese tea was a valuable commodity that had 

become incredibly popular in the West, especially in England.  As a result of buying so much 

tea, England had gotten into a horrible trade deficit.  The "solution" to the issue was the 

introduction of opium, made from poppies, to China.  The drug, in addition to relieving pain and 

inducing sleep, also produced so-called "euphoric responses" in users.  The result was that a 

significant number of the Chinese population became addicted to the drug, which was supplied 

by the English (Brook 148). 

 The centerpiece of the painting is a fine porcelain teacup.  Europeans had not seen 

porcelain before due to differences in craftsmanship and the types of materials available between 

China and Europe.  Pieces that would be considered flawed or unfit for the upper classes in 
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China were considered extremely valuable "hot" items in Europe, and even poorer-quality 

porcelain would sell for exorbitant amounts of money (Brook 72-74).  White porcelain with blue 

painted patterns became one of the most popular designs, hence why I chose to depict the cup 

with such a pattern.  

 Of course, the teacup, with its fine craftsmanship and delicate beauty, is cracked.  

Furthermore, it is filled with blood, which is proceeding to slowly seep out of the crack in the 

teacup.  This represents the human cost of globalization.  As the issue with China and opium 

exemplifies, exploitation and conflict were fueled by the increase in trade. Though indeed trade 

throughout the world did bring wealth and goods to many, it came with a price. 
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Ameritown: Are We Still in 1950s America? 

By Sara Roberts 

This sculpture is constructed of wood and fiberglass resin; the base and the houses are 

comprised of wood, and the legs are made of resin.  The nineteen pairs of legs were created using 

a mold I pulled off of a Barbie leg.  The patriotic color choice is intentional, connecting the idea 

of childbearing to American duty.  The title Ameritown is inspired by Levittown, the first mass-

produced suburban neighborhood, which marked nuclear families, white picket fences, and 

female domesticity as a staple in American culture. 

The primary purpose of my art is to address the issue of female identity and autonomy in 

21st century America. I constantly depict societal expectations on women, particularly the 

expectation to uphold domestic responsibilities. By creating a sculpture that reflects personal 

experiences and perceptions, I address the question “What is the ideology of womanhood today, 

and who is creating it?”  My goal is to incite dialogue, thus creating a more accurate, inclusive 

record of what it means to be a woman. 

Personally, I have experienced many instances where friends, family, peers, and even 

strangers have projected their expectations of women onto me.  This is particularly so when I 

inform people that I do not want to have kids.  I am told that I will change my mind, that having 

kids is inevitable, and that childbirth is my duty. Because I do not subscribe to these 

preconceived notions of womanhood, I use my art as a tool for self-affirmation as well as social 

analysis.  I purposefully create art that is explicit; I believe the controversial and suggestive 

nature of my art effectively captures the audience’s attention and forces them to contemplate the 

message I am conveying. 
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Sara Roberts is a fourth year double major in Sculpture and American Studies.  

Her work focuses on issues surrounding women in contemporary American 

society, and she is continually influenced by American Studies courses. The 

study of American history reveals how the concept of womanhood has changed 

over time; this is an aspect she incorporates into her work to help address the 

question “what has changed about the female condition, and how can we 

improve it?” After graduation, Sara looks forward to gaining an apprenticeship 

in the field of sculpture, acquiring an occupation that specializes in fabrication, 

and attending graduate school. 
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Holy Laughter on Negro Streets: 

The Rapturous Delirium of Allen Ginsberg’s Poetry 

 
By Adrian Agacer 

 

 
he faculties of the skull” as Allen 

Ginsberg spoke of in his poem 

“Howl” becomes devoid of human 

potentiality when the “worms of the senses” 

(Ginsberg 24), which provide a celestial 

richness, are uprooted from their rightful 

home. It is only through the fostering of 

alterity or otherness and being like or 

connecting with Ginsberg’s Carl Solomon 

and “the mad ones” that Jack Kerouac spoke 

of in On the Road, could a new virtual social 

plane be created. These “mad ones” are the 

sudden moments of intense and singular 

individuation that “pop” out of a 

homogenous social body. They are the ones 

who break the codified and normalized 

“America” or “human” image, “The ones 

who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be 

saved, desirous of everything at the same 

time, the ones who never yawn or say a 

commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn, 

burn like fabulous roman candles exploding 

like spiders across the stars” (Kerouac 5-6). 

They are the ones who are either in Hamlet’s 

undiscovered country and have their bodies 

made anew by the twists and turns of the 

unknown frontier space or who desire for a 

path to it. These desirous madmen, caged 

like exotic birds, desire the dissolution of a 

single bar in order to chart a line of flight 

towards a space of richer connections and 

actions that open up to Rhizomatic 

potentiality of the virtual. The mad ones, or 

as Friedrich Nietzsche called them the 

“untimely ones,” who, like nomadic lovers, 

“refuse to compromise, to be captured, 

reconciled, and castrated…who are 

homeless, are too manifold” (Nietzsche 

“T 

Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl” is a poem that propels the reader to paths of linguistic and philosophic experimentation. The 

vitriolic poetic voice that characterizes most of his works is not driven by blind nihilism. He destabilizes the old 

structures of American culture in order to find a space(s) that allows an opening up of a multiplicity of actions, identities, 

and anything that is normally relegated to the margins. Through new political ideas and non-Western philosophies, 

Ginsberg transcends Western normativity through the poetic content and its form. 
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340), and too rich to be dissolved into a 

reductive hierarchal system. They are the 

ones who search for a space outside of 

codifying gaze of the hierarchal structured 

carno-phallogocentric West. This act against 

the normalized social structures is not an 

Oedipal murder but rather a push towards 

the unknown, alterity, 

the “Other.” This act is, 

as Anaïs Nin says in her 

preface to Henry 

Miller’s Tropic of 

Cancer, “not a 

transgressive tendency, 

but a swing forward 

into unbeaten areas” 

(Nin xxxii).  

One does not destroy 

old structures, impotent 

tools, or ineffectual 

weapons for the sake 

of a nihilistic project 

towards nothingness, but do so in order to 

find a space that allows an opening up to a 

multiplicity of action, identities, and 

anything that is normally relegated to the 

margins. Allen Ginsberg’s poetry is a good 

example of an artistic production that was 

produced in order to push towards a space 

“outside” the hegemony of the “Same.” The 

Same being the homogenous white-

heteronormative-male-American-middle-

class city dweller, the people universities all 

across. America, like his alma mater, 

Columbia University, produce. Through the 

becoming-minor and becoming-insane 

found in “Howl” and the breaking of an 

oppressive univocal 

narrative structure in 

favor of a polyvocal 

structure found in 

“America,” which 

includes everything 

with an and as opposed 

to the exclusionary or, 

Ginsberg creates 

various experiments 

that seek to dissect the 

normalized and 

homogenous 

community that allows 

alterity, a naturalist 

non-linear bifurcating social body that 

breaks teleological univocity. This is done in 

order to create a richer and more 

heterogeneous community, which calls for 

humanity to cast off hierarchal 

individualization that, as Michel Foucault 

says, creates docile bodies that lack any 

mode of resistance and push and limit their 

Allen Ginsberg.                                   

Law, Lisa. The Counterculture. N.d. 

BEATNIKHIWAY. Web. 18 Mar. 2016 
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own bodies towards a normalized platonic 

imago dei instead of experimenting for new 

assemblages and new forms of life—both in 

the social and individual levels—in order to 

return to the pre-identity/pre-human libidinal 

space of potentiality and go toward the new 

sensations of the post-human (Foucault 

136). As his fellow “Jewish-traitor” brother, 

Spinoza, said, we do not know what our 

bodies could do.  

 In Giles Deleuze’s essay “On the 

Superiority of Anglo-American Literature,” 

he explains how—in comparison to the 

literature of his native France—Anglo-

American literature is more focused on the 

discovery of alterity or otherness as they 

constantly show ruptures and breaks of 

platonic idealism, or Western subjectivity, 

and invent characters “who create their line 

of flight, [and] create through a line of 

flight” (Deleuze 36). It is not a question of a 

simple destruction of old forms, but a 

creation of new structures and new 

assemblages that push against the hegemony 

of the Same, whether they are universal, 

communal, or individual. If there is a clear 

thread that acts as the backbone of 

Ginsberg’s poetry, it is the pushing away 

from the “backbones” of making docile 

significations and the normalizing structures 

that have organized Western civilization, 

which recently accelerated in his time of 

1950s America. For Ginsberg, “everything,” 

as Deleuze states, “is departure, becoming 

passage, leap, daemon, relationship with the 

outside” (Deleuze 36). In “Howl,” Ginsberg 

establishes fidelity with the marginalized 

through what Deleuze would call a 

becoming-minor, which demonstrates the 

rupturing of both the major’s body—the 

white-educated-hetero-male city dweller—

and the minor’s body, the effaced and 

marginalized otherness, and creates a new 

relation that uncovers a symbiotic co-

constitution. 

 The opening lines of “Howl” 

illustrate the rapturous nature of discovering 

the unknown in urban spaces: “The best 

minds of my generation destroyed by 

madness, starving hysterical naked, dragging 

themselves through the negro streets” 

(Ginsberg 9). By engaging in “negro 

streets,” which are alternative paths found in 

the margins of bourgeois Flâneur walks, 

Ginsberg engages in new possibilities. 

Flâneur roughly translates to “stroller” or 

“loafer” and more specifically signifies an 

individual who walks the city streets. 

Baudelaire believed that to be a Flâneur is 
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integral to experiencing the city, more 

specifically the modern industrial world. In 

a Situationist Detournment or “diversion” 

that Guy Debord spoke of, the act of finding 

new ways (“negro streets”) in order to 

maneuver the space of the spectacle, the 

entirely homogenized social space, is one 

way to find little lines of flight towards new 

modes of relations. These acts of 

Detournment seek to subvert traditional 

urban and social life. This is found through 

playing in urban spaces in novel ways, 

whether this is found by skateboarding 

through corporate plazas, graffiti, or simply 

shifting one’s day-to-day walks through the 

city streets. “The mysterious rivers of tears 

under the street” (Ginsberg 27) are holy; we 

only have to unmask the concrete covers. 

Diversion is an anti-ideology that attempts 

to overthrow the entire existing order that 

“lead[s] to the subversion of the past critical 

conclusions which were frozen into 

respectable” (Debord, sec. 206).  Diversion 

seeks to see the city anew and create a new 

social body. The Prologue to Le Flâneur, a 

19th century French newspaper, states that 

being a stroller of the street is not a frivolous 

game: “To go out strolling, these days, while 

puffing one’s tobacco while dreaming of 

evening pleasures, seems to us a century 

behind the times…In our strolling, let us not 

forget our rights and our obligations as 

citizens” (qtd. in Benjamin 448). These 

“best minds,” from what we can assume 

have a white middle class background, break 

their old forms/bodies and now are working 

under a new ontological mode that does not 

isolate themselves with their similar peers, 

but open up engagements with social, racial, 

economic, and religious others and assume a 

new chimerical identity that is no longer 

“this and not that” but rather this and that. 

No longer are these “best minds” limited to 

an inherited sense of being but are now 

“angelheaded hipsters”; hipsters being a 

term first used by Norman Mailer in his 

essay “The White Negro” which described 

white youth connecting with black culture. 

Ginsberg’s “hipsters” are “burning for the 

ancient heavenly connection to the starry 

dynamo in the machinery of night” 

(Ginsberg 9). These “hipsters” are in tune 

with a new transcendence that does not gain 

illumination from the sun’s light alone, like 

traditional Western enlightenment thought, 

but also with the darkness of the night, the 

temporal space where the unknown breed 

and multiply—to be engaged with the minor 

that breaks the hegemony of the Same.  

 Ginsberg, as an early hipster in this 



 

52 

Mailerean sense, is a chimerical beast that 

takes from multiple cultures and creates a 

new body that is neither a Western subject 

nor a comic simulation of an oriental, but 

something entirely different. In Craig 

Svonkin’s essay “Manishevitz and Sake, the 

Kaddish and Sutras: Allen Ginsberg’s 

Spiritual Self-Othering,” he states that 

Ginsberg is a “profoundly transnational and 

spiritually syncretistic poet” (Svonkin 166), 

meaning that Ginsberg more than anything 

is a multicultural individual that is a positive 

outcome of the uneven process of the early 

parts of what we now call globalization. 

Ginsberg aligns himself with Other cultures, 

whether it is African-American music or 

Eastern religion/ontology. Svonkin finds 

that this is the outcome of Ginsberg’s “deep 

suspicion of univocal, fixed or given 

religious/spiritual identities” (166). The use 

of anaphora in Ginsberg’s work, which 

Svonkin attributes both to his Jewish 

heritage and to Walt Whitman, exemplifies 

his suspicion of univocality that adheres to a 

more traditional view on identities, social 

bodies, and spirituality is dismissed in favor 

for a multiplicity and more fluxus view of 

bodies. The “best minds of his generation” 

are not only “angelheaded hipsters,” but also 

ones who “chained themselves to subways” 

(Ginsberg 10), wanderers at midnight, 

studiers of Plotinus Poe St. John of the 

Cross, ones who were “crowned with laurel 

in oblivion” (15), and countless other 

connections with experimental intensities. 

Ginsberg does this by practicing what 

Svonkin calls “the trope of self-othering,” 

which “attempts to kill off his white, male, 

American-identified self and adopt a 

subaltern alter-ego, a marginalized series of 

fragmented identities, or an operatic, 

syncretic hybridized identity” (Svonkin 

167). This is all done in order to “create a 

poetic freedom at the margins–a sort of 

‘margin-envy’ at work” (Svonkin 167). 

These becomings towards the negro streets 

or Ginsberg’s solidarity with the becoming-

insane of Carl Solomon are done to break 

the old body. Ginsberg has solidarity with 

those who “ bang on the catatonic piano the 

soul” and are “innocent and immortal […] in 

an armed madhouse” (Ginsberg 25). While 

Ginsberg’s poetry goes towards a 

multiculturalist engagement, to limit it to 

this would limit the radical potential that his 

poetry has, since a multiculturalism of a 

hybridized identity that Ginsberg 

exemplifies as a “JUBU,” or Jewish 

Buddhists, is one that could be easily 

assimilated into the logic of social Same. 
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The project must go further.  

While Ginsberg has, as Svonkin 

stated, an “acceptance of unicultural 

African-ness or Indian-ness, but [a] rejection 

of unicultural Jewishness” (Svonkin 16), this 

action does not prove as a useful 

contemporary tool to exit outside the 

cultural hegemony of the Same, as both 

African-ness and Indian-ness have both been 

easily commodified and assimilated, 

whether it is the commodification of 

jazz/blues/rock music of African-American-

ness, the yuppie “health” industry 

commodification of yoga of Indian-ness, or 

the commodification of indigenous 

iconography of both. The Other 

cultures/groups could be 

unicultural/univocal but must be able to 

elude assimilation, must be subaltern. What 

Ginsberg’s poetic production could bring is 

the rejection of even minority identities that 

are socially normative in favor for 

minortarian becomings and connections that 

engage with more revolutionary, 

experimental, or novel forms of life. It 

engages in such a way that does not connect 

with the Other in a tame and mediocre 

tourist manner but rather in a mode that 

connects the two radically different forms of 

life but also breaks and alters both of them 

in the process to bring life to a more proper 

engagement to the Nietzschean monster of 

energy that de-individualizes the bodies 

away from univocality, platonic idealism, 

and Western subjectivity and towards an 

ahistorical and non-hierarchical plane of 

immanence. Ginsberg’s poetry is not unlike 

those “who threw their watches off the roof 

to cast their ballot for Eternity outside of 

Time” (Ginsberg 16).  

 The claustrophobia of 1950s 

America due to rampant McCarthyism is 

one of the homogenizing forces that 

impeded Ginsberg’s project of opening up 

the larger social multitude to a more 

multiplicitous engagement to a social plane 

of non-hierarchal social relations. “This 

Freedom,” as Svonkin explains, “seemed 

nearly impossible to achieve in a society 

largely about containment–containment of 

communism, youthful rebellion, libidinal 

sexualities, and the growing demand for 

individual self-expression and liberties” 

(Svonkin 170). While there are a “million 

Trotskyites” underneath the normalized 

image of America, the “insane demands” 

towards a normalized and ideal American 

attempts to hedge away any infelicitous 

aspects of the social body, whether it is 

racial, gender, or ideological. In “America,” 
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Ginsberg desires for the larger collective of 

America to go towards a more affirmative 

relation to social and individual 

potentialities outside of the identities 

produced by a structure of social 

legitimization. In order to break a univocal 

legitimization model and structure—like the 

one found in McCarthy’s America, which 

criminalized ideological Others—the larger 

social collective must connect with 

minortarian groups, that is to say minorities 

that matter, ones that would produce more 

effectual social relations with a greater 

emphasis on otherness/alterity and a 

symbiotic relation. Neo-Nazis are a good 

example of a group that, while a social 

minority, ideologically maintains the 

ideology of a hegemony of the Same that 

seeks to establish hierarchical power 

structures through the marginalization of an 

“Other.” 

The legitimizing structure that 

assimilates Others to the homogenous soup 

works on many levels, language being one 

of them. Individuals who are marked as 

linguistic-other must assimilate; disciplinary 

institutions must “make Indians learn read” 

(Ginsberg 43). Education as a discourse of 

correcting and making-upright reduces 

cultural heterogeneity into a Same-soup. 

America must save Tom Mooney, the 

Spanish Loyalists, Sacco and Vanzetti, the 

Scottsboro boys, and other minors that 

produce radical shifts from normalized 

functions. Being traitors to the platonic 

image of America, these people along with 

discursive-ideological outsiders push the 

social body towards a non-hierarchal 

heterogeneous community. While the 

connection to these minortarian groups with 

a potential to new social assemblages is an 

uncertain endeavor, Ginsberg hopes this is a 

way to make America angelic in the way 

Walt Whitman envisioned it to be a century 

before. As Deleuze states in the same essay I 

mentioned earlier, great discoveries “do not 

merely involve uncertainty as to what will 

be discovered, the conquest of the unknown, 

but the invention of a line of flight, and the 

power of treason: to be the only traitor, and 

traitor to all” (Deleuze 41). Only by being a 

“body without organs,” that Antonin Artaurd 

speaks of in his radio play To Have Done 

With the Judgment of God, where one has 

found a path towards a space free from any 

form of metanarratives, can one truly be 

“delivered from all his automatic reactions 

and restore him to his true freedom” and will 

learn to “dance wrong side out as in the 

frenzy of dance halls and this wrong side out 
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will be his real place” (Artuad 570). As a 

“wild orphan,” as Ginsberg describes, 

without any codified markers of being, one 

is able “to create out of his own imagination 

the beauty of his wild forbears–a mythology 

he cannot inherit” (Ginsberg 54). The “new” 

that the wild orphan is engaged with is not 

the “new” of the more obvious sense that 

implies creation out of thin air but rather 

“new” as in the sense that it is outside their 

immediate normalized surroundings. 

McCarthy’s America for Ginsberg 

references a past alterity, like the negro 

streets or indigenous cultures, and establish 

linkages to that space as mode of flight out 

of the hegemony of the Same, towards a 

play of forces that creates and destroys with 

one hand, like Shiva.    

 As much as the content of 

Ginsberg’s poetry attempts to destabilize the 

codified social structure, the language and 

form of his poetry also develops tools to 

escape cultural and personal homogeneity. 

As Brian Jackson states in his essay 

“Modernist Looking: Surreal Impressions in 

the Poetry of Allen Ginsberg,” Ginsberg 

inherited the poetic experiments of William 

Carlos Williams, Ezra Pound, and surrealists 

like Comte de Lautréamont (who famously 

wrote “as beautiful as a chance meeting on a 

dissecting-table of a sewing machine and an 

umbrella”) and Antonin Artaud, whom I will 

focus on, in order to both find a closer 

connection with the “divine” and subvert the 

logic of traditional western thought of 

Presence. Taking from “Artaud’s theory that 

poetry must impact its audience viscerally, 

an effect that relied heavily on the 

disorientation caused by the mantic 

repetition and surreal juxtapositions” 

(Jackson 299), Ginsberg attempts to achieve 

the delirium that Artaud spoke of in To Have 

Done With where one “dance[s] wrong side 

out as in the frenzy of dance halls and this 

wrong side out will be his real place” in 

order to push the larger multitude of the 

American body, and other univocal social 

bodies, to be elusive “bodies without 

organs” that evade delimitation and 

codification. Ginsberg’s use of anaphora in 

both “Howl” and “America” produce the 

delirium of dance halls of a body without 

organs. These poems are one body that rolls 

on and on gathering no moss but creating 

other bodies to move in this nomadic 

fashion. 

Through anaphora and with his 

implementation of “free verse,” Ginsberg 

opens up a free space void of limitations and 

univocal structures. Instead of directing a 
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univocal message or narrative, Ginsberg 

attempts to open up a space for grand 

transformative ruptures, a plane of 

immanence of innumerable potentialities, 

whether it is epistemological, ontological, 

artistic, or any other object or anchors of 

being that could and should be transformed. 

That is to say, Ginsberg’s poetics open up to 

a multitude of pathways and byways, white 

male American streets opening up to negro 

streets, which open up to other minor streets 

spreading in a spontaneous Rhizomatic 

manner. By doing this, Ginsberg’s poetry 

engages with what Jackson explains as 

Artaud’s belief that a homogenous social 

body “persecuted artists because they 

revealed the corrupt, soul-deadening effects 

of Western culture on its citizens” (308). As 

a diagnosis of the docile bodies in 

McCarthy’s America, whether it is found in 

the repressive and ideological state 

apparatuses outlined in “America” 

(“America stop pushing I know what I’m 

doing”) or the psychiatric oppression found 

in “Howl” (“where you scream in a 

straightjacket that you’re losing the game of 

the actual pingpong of the abyss”), Ginsberg 

illustrates the delimitation of the multitude 

to a univocal and homogenous body under 

an idealistic Oedipal head. Through the 

various descriptions of the “mad men” found 

in “Howl,” Ginsberg gives his readers 

methods to act. While the particular 

experiments he proposes failed or appears 

ineffectual in the 2000s, the key is to 

attempt lines of flight out of tradition 

through the pushing of one’s inner alterity 

under the platonic image of the “I” and 

through connections with subaltern groups 

found down the negro streets.  

 The stream of heterogeneous acts 

and thoughts that Ginsberg produces 

through anaphora and free verse illustrates 

the characteristic aspects of what Deleuze 

and Guattari call “Strange Anglo-American 

literature” in their seminal 1972 post-

structuralist text Anti-Oedipus. The stream 

of words “do not let themselves be coded, a 

libido that is too fluid, too viscous” as that is 

“a violence against syntax, a concerted 

destruction of the signifier, non-sense 

erected as a flow, polyvocity that returns to 

haunt all relations” (Deleuze & Guattari 

133). Ginsberg’s poetic voice, which he 

inherited from the great contradictory 

multitudinous body that is Whitman, is one 

that attempts to rid itself of personal egos, 

that is to say destabilize the platonic 

subjectivity of the “I.” By being asyntactic, 

unmetered, and agrammatical, Ginsberg 
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pushes the imaginative consciousness to a 

plural space where “language is no longer 

defined by what it says, even less by what 

makes it a signifying thing, but by what it 

causes to move, to flow, and to explode” 

(Deleuze & Guattari 133). It is not an 

expression that comes through Ginsberg’s 

works but rather a production of tools. He is 

not saying a precise message but rather a 

production of a toolkit as criticisms of his 

social milieu and possible methods to get 

out of the delimiting and encasing aspects of 

the social body.  

For Ginsberg, it is not a pushing of 

heterogeneity for the sake of heterogeneity’s 

sake, not a carefree free-play, but rather a 

serious opening. The otherness must be able 

to “‘Unscrew the locks from the doors! 

Unscrew the doors themselves from their 

jambs!’” as the title page of “Howl and 

Other Poems” say. This is not a humanist 

project, not a human phenomenon, but one 

that attempts to connect with the pre-human 

and post-human play of forces. “The kindly 

search for growth,” as Ginsberg describes in 

“Transcription of Organ Music,” is in an 

equal plane (Ginsberg 32). Ginsberg 

attempts to push the entire human collective 

back, or rather up, to a naturalist space when 

he states, “The gracious desire to exist of the 

flowers, my near ecstasy at existing among 

them” (Ginsberg 32). As a “body without 

organs,” where one is detached from 

cancerous connections that bind and restrain, 

you are never lonely in your glory. One is 

with the roses, “those red bush blossoms 

beckoning and peering the window waiting 

in blind love,” as opposed to particular love, 

“their leaves too have hope and are upturned 

top flat to the sky to receive–all creation 

open to receive” the flat non-hierarchal, de-

individuated, non-particular earth itself. In 

human spirits exists not as Ginsberg spoke 

of in “Sunflower Sutra,” “the specter and the 

shade of a once powerful mad American 

locomotive,” but the specter of a sunflower, 

“beautiful golden sunflowers inside” the 

human (Ginsberg 37-8). As Rainer Maria 

Rilke said, “Ah, if only we knew how to 

blossom [like the Almond trees]: our heart 

would pass beyond every small danger, and 

would find peace in the greatest danger of 

all” (Rilke 101). Human potentiality also 

includes the disillusionment of the human 

figure, the violent platonic image language 

demarcates as the “I” to see connections, to 

attach to radical unknownness or alterity, to 

speak a new language that makes us useless, 

to find a path outside the systems of 

legitimization of normalized bodies, to sing 
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the holy laughter as if in the delirium of 

dancehall. In these dancehalls, we will 

discover what our bodies could do, to return 

to our bodies. To return to the yes… 

“yes, yes, 

that’s what 

I wanted, 

I always wanted, 

I always wanted, 

to return 

to they body 

where I was born.” 
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Representation of Race in The Wizard of Earthsea and  

The Book of Martha 
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odern fantasy has evolved 

from its earlier incarnations of 

fairy tales and retold 

mythologies into a varied genre with all 

kinds of authors and stories. Both The Book 

of Martha by Octavia E. Butler and The 

Wizard of Earthsea by Ursula K. LeGuin are 

modern fantasy stories that stand out in 

many ways, one being that they both feature 

people of color as the stories’ protagonist, a 

rarity in the genre as a whole. These kinds of 

stories are important because they challenge 

the idea that anyone who is not light-skinned 

or white is a categorical “other.” This feeds 

into the idea that those you do not know are 

a monolith of people who can all be 

associated to specific ways of being. These 

two stories highlight the importance of race 

in modern fantasy, and while many stories 

reflect the writers own perspectives of the 

real world, challenging these perspectives is 

just as important.  

 In The Book of Martha, a woman 

named Martha lives in Seattle as a writer 

and the story begins with her in the presence 

of God, who tells her she is allowed to make 

one change to make the earth and 

humankind better. In The Wizard of 

Earthsea, we follow the journey of a young 

wizard named Ged who goes to fight a 

shadow he released into the world and that 

has been following him since. In both of 

these stories, the main characters are people 

of color. In The Book of Martha, Martha is 

first described by her “broad black face” 

when she covers it with her hands. In The 

M 

Fantasy has always been a varied genre, but oftentimes this variation comes with a disclaimer about which variations are 

allowed. In both The Wizard of Earthsea and The Book of Martha, readers are allowed into new worlds in which white 

people are not the main characters. They demonstrate a rarity in the genre and expose just how people of color, 

particularly black people, are often either demonized or completely excluded in the genre.  These two stories highlight 

the importance of race in modern fantasy, and while many stories reflect the writers own perspectives of the real world, 

challenging these perspectives is just as important. 



 

61 
 

Wizard of Earthsea, Ged is first described 

explicitly and directly a few chapters in as a 

“red-brown” man (41), in contrast with his 

friend, Vetch, who is described as a “black-

brown” man (57). This distinction between 

both Ged and Martha in regard to their skin 

tone is important. In modern fantasy, there 

are very few people of color in these stories. 

If they are included at all, they serve as a 

metaphor or stand-in for some stereotypical 

trope. As Jane Yolen writes in “Fabling to 

the Near Night,” “As pieces of cultural 

baggage, these stories are not only not 

entirely free of ideological viewpoints, they 

are, in fact, totally encumbered by them” 

(327). Fantasy stories are then just as subject 

to reflecting aspects of reality as any other 

works of fiction. Their worlds may be 

different and almost unrecognizable to our 

own, but there are many other things in 

these stories that can make them familiar to 

readers based in reality. As Atteberry notes 

in “Fantasy as a Mode, Genre, and 

Formula,” fantasy is rooted in reality. He 

writes, “fantasy without mimesis would be a 

purely artificial invention, without 

recognizable objects or actions. Even if such 

a completely fantastic story could be 

written, no one could read it with any 

understanding or pleasure” (196). This is 

important because it brings up an interesting 

point. If fantasy cannot be completely 

fantastic, then it has to be based at least 

somewhat in reality. What real world 

elements are brought into the story, 

however, are at the authors discretion. There 

is something to be said when most writers in 

the genre make similar choices in how their 

characters look like in terms of skin color. 

The choices these individual authors make 

are part of a bigger system and are not 

created in a vacuum. When a huge percent 

of writers make their characters light-

skinned, and even worse, only their villains 

dark-skinned, it matters because it reflects 

how people see others who do not look like 

them as the “Other,” as somehow inherently 

different and therefore bad, and that 

reinforces those ideas outside of the story. 

 An interesting part in The Book of 

Martha is when Martha saw that she had a 

bias in how she viewed God. At first she 

questioned why she saw him as a “twice-

life-sized, bearded white man” (239). God 

told her that she saw him as what life has 

prepared her to see, but that what she sees is 

up to her. She later purposely fights this idea 

in her head, until finally she sees God as 

someone just like herself, black and female. 

She questions why it took her so long for her 

to view God this way, and she says, “I just 

thought I had already broken out of the 
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mental cage I was born and raised in --- a 

human God, a white God, a male God...” 

(241). God in this story explains this “metal 

cage” as more like an old habit, and there is 

truth to that statement that makes it stand out 

beyond this story. Martha saw what life 

prepared her to see, through media, and 

through stories she read, for example. The 

fact that she was able to break out of this 

and realize that it was not the only way to 

think was very important. It reflected how 

many people do not give thought to race in 

fantasy. And as Noles mentions in The 

Shame of Earthsea:  

This is because, as Le Guin herself 

said - not to mention a whole bunch 

of academics and anyone else 

generally paying attention as they 

move through life in this world - 

THEY HAVE THE LUXURY OF 

DOING SO. For a lot of white 

people, even those who Mean Well 

and Their Hearts Are In The Right 

Place And All That, the mere fact of 

QUESTIONING the default setting 

of this world of racial inequity is 

percieved [sic] as an attack (241). 

Noles’s argument that only those who are 

well represented have the luxury of 

overlooking race is directly addressed in The 

Book of Martha. When Martha is aware of 

how she perceives God as soon as she 

realizes what he looks like to her, she learns 

that she cannot overlook her initial 

perceptions of race. This also addresses how 

many readers, when race is not mentioned in 

a fantasy story, automatically assume the 

characters are white, much like Martha did.  

 A corresponding aspect to that in The 

Wizard of Earthsea was the importance of 

Ged, a man of color, as the protagonist. At 

the end of the story, Ged also wins, conquers 

his shadow, and lives. The story made it 

clear that truly anyone could be a hero, and 

that in these fantastical places, the solution 

to making them real was not to erase cultural 

and ethnic differences, but instead to make 

them a major part of the story and of the 

characters. It adds depth to a story that two 

characters can have the same skin tone, like 

Jasper and Vetch, and have completely 

different personalities. People in the real 

world are not a monolith, so there is no 

reason those who inhabit fantastical worlds 

should be either.  

 Another thing that sets The Wizard of 

Earthsea apart is the amount of varied 

characters in the story, most of them being 

people of color. As Pam Noles notes in 

“Shame”, it is rare for a person of color to 

be the protagonist in a story. But the 

importance of Earthsea was that “[LeGuin’s] 
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decision said to the wide white world: You 

Are Not The Whole Of The Universe. For 

many fans of genre, no matter where they 

fell on the spectrum of pale, this was the 

first time such a truth was made alive for 

them within the pages of the magical worlds 

they loved.” The people in Earthsea were of 

varied personalities and they were 

important. As wizards, Vetch and Ged 

carried a lot of power with them, and were 

greatly respected because of their power. It 

did not matter they were “red-brown” and 

“black-brown”, it only mattered to people in 

the story that they were wizards.  

 The fact that the reoccurring theme 

of most fantasy stories is to use white 

protagonists to keep the story somewhat 

grounded in reality is a problem. Why is it 

that people in these fantastic tales can have 

dragons, magical powers, and vast unknown 

lands, but the mere presence of someone 

who is not white or light skinned is seen as 

somehow taking away from the story? Many 

never have to think about that or even 

consider that putting in people of color in a 

story and giving them a full story and 

writing them as fully fleshed characters is 

not any different than doing that with white 

characters. As Noles points out:  

My identity as a black person is 

challenged every day in genre. But 

what my parents took the time to do 

(once they realized they couldn't do 

anything to cleave me from genre), 

was help me question why me and 

my kind weren't in those fantasy 

worlds. That question, once 

recognized, evolved into my finding 

ways to take action and claim my 

right to exist and participate in those 

worlds (30).  

Noles’ argument is a powerful one, forcing 

readers to reexamine what authors are 

writing and why they are putting certain 

people into these stories, and the reasons 

they are leaving certain people out. Yolen 

states that “the ethical and moral 

considerations in a story come from a 

particular time in the authors life. It is a 

small place bound about with the constraints 

of that very age and that very place” (333). 

Because of this, authors’ choices cannot be 

free from criticism. What fantasy is doing is 

not creating an entirely unrecognizable 

fantastic world, but rather, it’s building upon 

the world the authors live in. Thereby, it 

turns it into a vastly different world from 

which the real message of the story can be 

highlighted. Therefore, fantasy authors 

should be held accountable for the disservice 

they do to those who are not white when 
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they are not included in these worlds and 

stories.  

 The most important aspect of all of 

these arguments is that race cannot be 

ignored in fantasy. Because stories are 

influenced by the writers, what they reflect 

about themselves and how they see the 

world is especially important. As Yolen 

discusses, many fantastic tales do reflect 

racist ideologies. This does not mean that 

people cannot enjoy these stories but that we 

as readers must be able to see them critically 

and hold them accountable for their more 

problematic aspects. This makes the stories 

more realistic and makes them richer, 

adding to the complexity in the worlds in 

which these stories take place. 

 Both The Book of Martha and The 

Wizard of Earthsea highlight the lack of and 

importance of well-written stories with 

people of color as the protagonists. Both of 

these stories make people confront the truth 

that in worlds of fantasy, as in the real 

world, people of color exist and they are just 

as capable of being powerful and important 

as their white counterparts. They also 

demonstrate that authors’ choices in fantasy 

do matter. They have implications that go 

beyond what the surface shows and where 

the author is coming from, literally and 

metaphorically. Their choices do matter to 

those they leave out. 
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On Becoming in Song of Solomon 

By Julian Cervantes 

 

oni Morrison’s Song of Solomon 

follows the life of Macon Dead, 

who is called Milkman, and his 

journey through magic and 

tragic realism to discover and embrace his 

racial heritage. Morrison uses magical and 

tragic realism to frame her story and pilot 

Milkman through his journey to discover his 

heritage and identity. This process occurs as 

the magic realism, the thesis, and the tragic 

realism, the antithesis, coalesce and form the 

brunt of Milkman’s identity, the synthesis. 

To understand the new Milkman, one must 

understand the history of African American 

culture as it relates to the personal family 

history of the Dead family. From a colonialist 

perspective, the effect that the dominant 

white culture has had on African American 

culture becomes visible through several 

characters in the text. The reader can see the 

influence of the dominant white culture on 

African American culture through 

Milkman’s father and Hagar trying to adopt 

white culture’s standards of beauty towards 

the end of the novel. The reader can further 

see the formation of a new racially aware 

Milkman by viewing the journey and 

discovery of his racial past as a performance 

that begins with Milkman garbed in the 

ideologies of the dominant white culture and 

his later casting-off of these beliefs. By 

applying these critical lenses, we can see how 

Morrison uses the narrative of Milkman Dead 

as a metaphor for African American culture 

in the United States. The importance of this 

lies with the history and creation of African 

American culture in the United States. 

African American culture has had to assert 

itself under the shadow of the dominant white 

American culture, a culture that has suffered 

from enslavement, and oppression. 

Milkman’s genealogical journey of self-

T 

This paper will examine Morrison’s use of magic and tragic realism to elucidate the realities of being an African 

American in the United States. In Morrison’s ambiguous ending, the synthetic meeting of magic and tragic realism must 

be examined under multiple lenses to fully understand its significance. The ambiguity suggests that the end does not 

truly matter, but rather the process of becoming—the sense of establishing and embracing one’s identity and asserting 

oneself as a free individual. 
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discovery is representative of African 

American history, which has had to assert 

itself within the context of a larger, dominant 

culture. 

 Morrison utilizes magical realism to 

create a rift, or rather, the appearance of a rift 

between the real world and Milkman’s world 

of flying men and voices 

from the dead. Magical 

realism can be defined 

as fantastical elements 

in real-world settings to 

highlight areas of 

contemporary social 

relevance. There are 

several instances of 

magic inserted into 

reality, including the 

distortion of time 

through flash-forwards 

and flashbacks, the 

flying Solomon, and the 

navel-less Pilate. At first 

glance, there seems to 

be a rift between the 

magic elements of 

Morrison’s narrative 

and the tragic realism; however, this 

discrepancy has a purpose. The tragic realism 

is found in the harsh realities of African 

Americans living in the United States. 

Morrison’s realistic representation of African 

American culture and daily life can be seen 

most plainly in the barbershop conversations 

Milkman grows up listening to. These 

barbershop conversations often focus on the 

injustices suffered by the African American 

community, such as the murder of Emmet 

Till, who was killed for 

allegedly flirting with a 

white woman. Song of 

Solomon is set in a 

reality which is replete 

with racism, exclusion, 

and persecution.  

 Milkman is born into a 

family with a history of 

supernatural influences. 

The two mythemes most 

central in Song of 

Solomon are the 

presence of flying men 

and Milkman’s journey 

to discover his identity 

and origins. Human 

flight appears at the 

very beginning of the 

text when Mr. Smith 

leaps to his death. Milkman is born 

immediately after and Smith’s tragic flight 

lends some structure to the future of 

Milkman, “the same thing Mr. Smith had 

Book cover from Gwen Townsend, Song 

of Solomon, Toni Morrison. New York: 

Penguin Publishers, 1987. 
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learned earlier - that only birds and airplanes 

could fly…To have to live without that single 

gift saddened him and left his imagination so 

bereft that he appeared dull” (Morrison 9). 

Magical elements are also seen in the birth of 

Pilate, who guides him on his journey; 

considering that she was born with no navel, 

it is possible that she is more than human. Her 

description suggests that she may have 

supernatural abilities, that is to say, her 

longevity, strength, and unlimited  

love. Regardless of this, her navel, or lack 

thereof, sets her apart from society; she 

becomes an outcast when others see her plain 

belly (Morrison 142-44). The final scene in 

the novel provides the most significant 

confrontation between magic realism and 

tragic realism as “it did not matter which one 

of them would give up his ghost in the killing 

arms of his brother. For now he knew what 

Shalimar knew: If you surrendered to the air, 

you could ride it” (Morrison 337). The most 

important question regarding this passage is 

not whether or not Milkman flew or died, but 

what Milkman’s leap means from the 

reader’s perspective. Morrison tells us about 

the world that she put Milkman into—a world 

where only “birds and airplanes” can fly 

(Morrison 9). The only piece of evidence that 

Milkman would be able to fly is Solomon; 

Milkman jubilantly declares “He could 

fly!…My great granddaddy could fly!…He 

flew, baby. Lifted his beautiful black ass up 

in the sky and flew on home” (Morrison 328). 

However, Mr. Smith’s tragic flight, the flight 

that provides the framework for Milkman’s 

mentality, plainly states the truth: man cannot 

fly. Milkman can be seen as a character being 

pulled in opposite directions. The first being 

an imitation of white society’s values and 

lifestyle, which can be seen through his 

father’s business dealings and attitudes 

towards African Americans and Ruth’s 

embracement of Victorian stylings and 

education. The second direction is towards 

the minority African American culture, 

which can be seen through Pilate and Hagar's 

lifestyle and business, and his knowledge of 

the Seven Days and their mission. Mr. Smith 

was a member of Seven Days, a group that 

was keenly aware of racial persecution and 

took justice into their own hands because the 

majority of white society looked the other 

way. Taking into consideration Milkman’s 

discovery that his ancestor Solomon could 

fly, a story that he has unknowingly heard 

most of his life and that has been repeated by 

strangers from his ancestor’s home, lends 

some credibility to Milkman’s belief that 

Solomon could fly. Because of the 

supernatural elements that have surrounded 

Milkman throughout his life, he may have 
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had reasonable cause to believe Solomon 

could have existed. On this topic, John 

Brenkman suggests that “it articulates the 

psychology of a tragic self-misunderstanding 

rather than the heroics of romance renewal. 

The register of tragic realism unmasks the 

metaphor of prowess, freedom and 

continuity” (72). Another way of thinking of 

this is in the thesis/antithesis/synthesis 

relationship, wherein the realistic thesis, that 

is to say, what is realistically possible, meets 

the magic antithesis, the supernatural 

elements, to create a new “magical 

reality…that is, the synthesis beyond that 

opposition” (Gonzalez 314). The magical 

reality has its foundations in Milkman’s 

journey of self-discovery, but this makes the 

definition of magical reality difficult to 

distinguish. Perhaps, the most 

straightforward answer is that Morrison is 

mediating two different realities, the world of 

African Americans and the rest of the world. 

To fully understand this synthesis, we must 

examine the socio-historical foundations of 

the text. 

 On the history of African-Americans, 

Morrison argues in Playing in the Dark that 

the presence of African Americans has had a 

direct influence on “the body politic, the 

Constitution, and the entire history of the 

culture” (5). It is impossible to separate 

African American culture from American 

culture, they are different parts of a larger 

story, they must be examined and understood 

together because of their influence on each 

other. The history of African Americans in 

the United States is one of segregation, Jim 

Crow laws, mistreatment, abuse and 

disenfranchisement under the law. Morrison 

creates “a social chronicle of blacks in 

America, from about 1840 to 1963. This 

history is narrated in the form of Milkman’s 

genealogy” (65). Using this time reference as 

a framework sheds some light onto the socio-

historical position Milkman comes from and 

was born into. The different generations of 

Deads comes to represent different junctures 

in African American history; these junctures 

also provide additional reference points for 

the magic/tragic clash that takes place. The 

Dead line, beginning with Solomon and then 

the next two Macon Deads, represent the 

Africans brought from the middle passage, 

the African Americans who took part in the 

South to North migration, and finally the 

rural to urban migration, respectively. 

Furthermore, we can see how the 

supernatural influences and natural talents 

have diminished from generation to 

generation. Solomon, the earliest ancestor in 

the text, is the most magical and provides the 

foundation for the line of Deads. Macon 
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Dead I is next in line, representing the 

migration of African Americans from the 

South to the North with his cold, calculating 

work. Finally, Macon Dead II represents the 

movement from the rural to the urban 

“malaise” (Morrison 65). The importance of 

this transitioning through history becomes 

paramount when examining Milkman’s 

journey of self-discovery and the ultimate 

synthesis of magic and tragic. 

 Morrison frames Milkman’s journey 

of self-discovery within this historic context. 

Before moving further into his journey, one 

must examine the context his first self was 

born into. According to Feihong Wang, “it is 

clear that the African immigrants have been 

deeply influenced by the white people and 

their culture” (1418). The most evident 

examples of this are both Macons and Hagar. 

Macon Dead I, through his actions and his 

words, clearly believes that acquiring wealth 

and his perceived status will raise his social 

capital to the level of white Americans. 

Guitar points this out to Milkman, “he 

behaves like a white man, thinks like a white 

man” (Morrison 223). Earlier in the text, 

Macon tells Milkman that “money is 

freedom, Macon. The only real freedom there 

is” (Morrison 163). Through these passages, 

Morrison invites us to examine this cost of 

wealth. Khaleghi Mahboobeh points out that 

“it is much more unnerving to recognize how 

his ambition, his concern with image and his 

insistence that his son steer clear of lower 

classes reflect a value system that dominates 

our culture” (1). Macon Dead’s quest for 

wealth has alienated him from the African 

American community and replaced his 

cultural identity with his perceived belonging 

to the middle or upper middle class white 

community. This perceived belonging is 

apparent when Macon tells Milkman that he 

has white friends in the banks that can help 

him launder the gold. Hagar’s actions are 

perhaps the most startling and reveal the 

influence that the dominant white culture has 

had on her in a time of emotional turmoil. 

When Milkman rejects her love, she is quick 

to jump at the assumption that he no longer 

finds her attractive; she believes that he has 

adopted the standard of beauty espoused by 

the white value system. Although Pilate and 

Reba reject her assumption, console her, and 

do everything they can do to make her feel 

beautiful, “Hagar refuses to admit the beauty 

of her own race while she loses self-

confidence and pride; on the other hand, it is 

impossible to turn herself into the white 

features that she longs for so much” (Wang 

1418). Macon Dead’s acceptance of the white 

value of wealth acquisition and Hagar’s 

acceptance of the white standard of beauty 



 

71 

alienate them from their culture. In both of 

these cases, neither Macon nor Hagar will 

ever be able to achieve what they so 

desperately desire. Wang points out that 

“black people are evaluating their words and 

actions by using the white’s traditions as a 

model. They have lost their racial identity 

and pride for their own culture” (Wang 

1418). This is important because it highlights 

how cultural imperialism, in this case 

majority white American culture, creates 

negative and damaging effects on the 

subordinate, minority culture. Cultural 

imperialism can be defined as the process 

where a dominant group exercises its power 

to control economic and social progress and 

cultural values. Macon Dead and Hagar are 

important examples to take note of because 

they illustrate the effects of what happens 

when African Americans adopt the cultural 

values and standards of a culture that they 

neither control, influence, or can ever be a 

part of. 

Milkman, however, manages to break 

free from this alienation and discovers his 

family heritage and gains pride in his racial 

identity. At the beginning of the text, 

Milkman struggles with his identity shaped 

largely his father and the new one influenced 

by Pilate. His name brings him shame and 

there is a connection between “Milkman’s 

rejection of his name to a broader rejection of 

his race, gender, and heritage” (Mahboobeh 

2). Considering the influence that Macon had 

on Milkman, it is clear that he grew up 

alienated from his culture. This changes 

when he becomes friends with Guitar and 

meets Pilate. Milkman’s journey to self-

discovery is, in large part, guided and 

nurtured by Pilate. He becomes this new 

racially aware self through his performance 

of cultural acts and exploration of his 

heritage. We can see this when Milkman 

joins the bobcat hunt and symbolically 

becomes part of the community during the 

ceremonial bobcat skinning. When Milkman 

admits to the men that they are better hunters, 

the reader can see that Milkman is no longer 

the arrogant Northerner who arrives in 

Shalimar, spends money as if it were 

meaningless, and gets into a physical 

altercation with an African American. To 

further understand the process in which 

Milkman becomes his new self, one must 

explore how a minority culture is able to 

assert itself within a larger, dominant culture 

that it has no power or influence in. Morrison 

suggests that oral tradition and maintaining 

cultural heritage are one of the ways that the 

African American culture has been able to 

remain alive. Morrison does this in several 

instances through the Song of Solomon that 
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holds the answers to Milkman’s genealogical 

journey and through the stories that Milkman 

grows up hearing that become his family 

history. It is important to consider that at one 

point in American history, African American 

slaves were denied education and had to rely 

on oral traditions to keep in touch with their 

culture and history. Brenkman points out that 

the African American culture is a 

“subterranean culture, denied recognition or 

material means by the larger society” (69). 

Furthermore, they have become adept at 

“mastering or parrying the master's 

namings;” the effects of this are deep and 

pervasive as “they may feel anxiety and 

shame as easily as pride or joy at their own 

heritage's fugitive namings” (69). Milkman 

explores the naming of his family members 

under the control of white Americans and 

realizes that a drunken soldier who had filled 

out the Freedman’s Bureau paper incorrectly 

named his father (Morrison 53). Milkman, 

unfortunately, has grown up away from oral 

tradition or cultural awareness.  This is 

shown when Milkman ponders on Guitar’s 

racial awareness and comments, “the racial 

problems that consumed Guitar were the 

most boring of all” (Morrison 107). This 

begins to change when he discovers that 

Pilate may be hiding gold in her home; he is 

spurned into action at the thought of gaining 

wealth and leaving home. However, once he 

begins his quest for wealth, he must explore 

his family history and cultural heritage; this 

process begins the formation of his new 

identity. His journey of self-discovery can be 

considered a performative process because he 

is forced to examine his personal family 

history and participate in cultural rituals to 

further progress in his quest. The idea that 

identity is a performance means that the way 

a person acts, thinks, speaks, or does virtually 

anything shapes who they are and reinforces 

their perceived identity. Applying this 

concept to Song of Solomon, the reader is able 

to infer the importance of personal and racial 

identity in relation to perceived social worth 

and self-esteem. Racial identity can be 

defined as the way that a person thinks about 

their race. The importance of this can be seen, 

most dramatically, through Hagar’s 

attempted imitation of white standards of 

beauty; because she began to see African 

American standards of beauty negatively, 

and adopted white standards, her personal 

identity and pride were negatively affected. 

Hagar became a victim of cultural 

imperialism, and she loses her racial identity. 

This leads to her changing the way she 

performs, and we can see this when she tries 

to mimic white standards of beauty. Once her 

performance changes, she essentially 
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becomes a different person, and later dies. 

The Milkman that enters Shalimar for the 

first time is alienated from the African 

Americans who live there. We can see this 

when he hitchhikes to get there and 

unknowingly insults the driver by trying to 

pay him. This continues with his altercation 

with the men outside the general store as 

Milkman feels their hostility and continues to 

unknowingly offend them. Milkman says, 

“Everyone of the faces of the men turned to 

look at him, and Milkman knew he had said 

something wrong, although he didn’t know 

what. He only knew that they behaved as if 

they’d been insulted” (Morrison 266). It 

becomes apparent that the Shalimar locals 

hate him, where he’s from, and what he 

represents. They look at him and see the 

wealth that they believe comes with city life. 

They see a man who comes to them talking 

about buying a car as if it were nothing, “they 

looked at his skin and saw it was as black as 

theirs, but they knew he had the heart of the 

white men who came to pick them up in the 

trucks when they needed anonymous, 

faceless laborers” (Morrison 266). Milkman 

treats them the same way that white men treat 

them. His presence reminds them of their 

poverty, and his actions indicate that he 

believes that he is better than them. Milkman 

continues his quest and ends up joining a 

bobcat hunting party. Mahboobeh points out 

that Milkman “began the bobcat hunt as a 

swaggering, arrogant child of the middle 

class,” and the process humbles him; we can 

see this when he admits to the men that they 

are better hunters than he is (4). It is also 

during this bobcat hunt that we can see the 

new Milkman emerge as he ruminates, “his 

self—the cocoon that was personality” melts 

away; his father’s money, his reputation, 

everything that he previously valued have 

lost their value. (Morrison 277). We can also 

see how Milkman casts off the garbs of white 

culture when he dons the clothing of the 

bobcat hunters. Mahboobeh points out that it 

is in these woods that “Milkman finds his 

identity by realizing that others have 

identities” (4). Throughout the rest of the 

journey, Milkman meets people who help 

him, have helped his family, or know about 

his family history. Engaging with these 

people is similar to a performative activity 

because he is interacting and engaging with 

individuals who are culturally different from 

him. Furthermore, participating in activities 

like the bobcat hunt and repeating the 

children’s song enable him to participate in a 

culture that he has been alienated from. These 

two events are performative events for 

Milkman and can also be seen as initiation 

ceremonies. Once he breaks away from the 
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influence of his father, he is able to come 

closer to other African Americans and take 

part in their cultural activities. Prior to his 

journey, Milkman would not have taken part 

in either event; he was alienated from African 

American culture because of his father, but 

by performing with the people of Shalimar, 

he is symbolically learning how to be, or act, 

like other members of his culture. By 

examining how Milkman is able to form his 

new identity, it is possible to further 

understand the significance of the 

magic/tragic synthesis. 

 Morrison’s ambiguous ending, the 

synthetic meeting of magic and tragic 

realism, must be examined under multiple 

lenses to fully understand its significance. 

The change in Milkman is clear; he begins the 

text alienated from his culture, and doesn’t 

care about the racial problems that Milkman 

or the men of Tommy’s Barbershop care 

about. At the end of the text, he is fully aware 

of his cultural history, which he now 

embraces. He also “shows us a real 

transformation in his personality when he 

accepts the responsibility of adulthood and 

Africanhood” (Mahboobeh 6); we can see 

this prior to the bobcat hunting scene where 

he “had stopped evading things, sliding 

through, over, and around difficulties” as he 

has accepted responsibility and authority 

over his own life (Morrison 271). When 

Milkman accepts his possible death at the 

hands of Guitar, he is accepting responsibility 

over his past mistreatment of his fellow 

African Americans like Hagar, Pilate, and the 

men from Shalimar. He comes under the 

jurisprudence of African American culture 

when he casts off the symbols of white 

culture that have dominated and had 

authority over his life. Mahboobeh explains, 

“Ultimately, he emerges as a triumphant hero 

who traces the genesis of his rich history and 

culture and succeeds in identifying with the 

community, spiritually and physically…He 

emerges as a totally changed man, a new 

Milkman” (7). The mytheme of flight 

represents the freedom and acceptance that 

Milkman achieves by the end of the text. 

Taking the presence of both magic and tragic 

realism into consideration, and applying the 

ideas that Morrison writes about in Playing in 

the Dark, suggests that within the text magic 

cannot be separated from the tragic, just as 

Africans American culture cannot be 

separated from white American culture. 

Brenkman argues that “Milkman's ultimate 

predicament unexpectedly foretells the fate 

of so many young black men in the decade 
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and a half since the writing of the novel,” and 

that he “still lacks the social footing required 

for his own self-assertion within society” 

(75). The magic elements of African 

American culture that Morrison presents in 

Song of Solomon strike a discord with the 

American body politic as African Americans 

are still rejected and persecuted within the 

public domain and they do not receive equal 

treatment under the law. Morrison explores 

these conflicting discursive realities through 

the journey of Milkman, a journey that 

culminates in Milkman jumping “without 

even bending his knees” (Morrison 337). 

Milkman has grown up believing, not just 

knowing, that man cannot fly. He jumps 

earnestly, with complete faith that he would 

not fall. Brenkman points out that there is a 

“discrepancy between magical romance and 

tragic realism,” whose purpose is to illustrate 

“the rift between the aspirations and 

solidarities of African Americans and the 

destructive social forces that threaten them” 

(76). The ambiguity used by Morrison 

suggests that the end does not truly matter, 

but rather the process of becoming—the 

sense of establishing and embracing one’s 

identity and asserting oneself as a free 

individual who is proud of their culture. The 

importance of this can be seen most 

dramatically through Hagar, who lost her 

identity and racial identity when she accepted 

Digital image created by Alexas_Fotos. Pixabay, 6 Jan. 2015. Web. 11 March 2016. 
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the majority white American standards of 

beauty. Once she lost herself, she slowly 

died. Milkman’s fate is a stark contrast of this 

through his rebellion against cultural 

imperialism, becoming in touch with his 

heritage, and embracing his racial identity. 

Song of Solomon illustrates how a minority 

culture asserts itself under the shadow of a 

powerful majority, and the dangers of 

rejecting racial identity and accepting the 

values and beliefs of the majority. Morrison 

suggests that the importance of gaining self-

identity and racial heritage lies in the survival 

and well-being of African Americans and 

their culture. 
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Dorothy and her Journey to Disempowerment: A “Wonderful” World 

Reimagined as the Death of Feminine Agency 

By Catherine Ciavarella 

  

 

n 1900, L. Frank Baum’s novel 

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz 

revolutionized not only the film 

industry, but also Children’s Literature as a 

whole. In the midst of the Western shift 

towards capitalism, burgeoning consumerist 

ideology created an increase in demand for 

all types of goods, particularly those desired 

by women. Through his spectacular use of 

colorful imagery, Baum constructed in Oz a 

world akin to the magnificent displays that 

he decorated in his profession as an 

authority on the aesthetics of window 

displays in the booming department store 

industry of the early twentieth century. In 

his elaborate facades, he showcased the 

coveted relics of femininity, beckoning the 

eager female customer to partake in the 

illusion that through her purchase, she was 

contributing to the economy (Culver).  

 

Without a definitive sense of power in many 

other areas in her daily life, the pre-suffrage 

woman found solace in the promise of 

economic participation, which framed in 

itself a paradigm of false choice, as it sold 

the illusion of power in the systematic 

objectification and commodification of the 

female. Thus through her ritualistic and 

almost religious consumption of the 

presented relics of femininity, the twentieth 

century woman performed a perverse 

pseudo-communion in which she succumbed 

to and came to physically embody the ideals 

of the patriarchy. 

This acquisition of stereotypically-

feminine objects holds true in Baum’s 

depiction of Dorothy’s dream-like sequence 

in her journey through Oz. When a cyclone 

drops the pre-pubescent Dorothy into the 

unknown land, she traumatically leaves her 

dreary and mundane life in the fields of 

Kansas behind. From the outset of her 

I 

In his 1900 novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, Frank L. Baum deals with the cultural phenomenon of the feminization 

and commodification of the female experience. Through the allegorical journey of a young farm girl from bucolic 

Kansas, the institutionalized gender roles and relics prevalent in Westernized society are explored. In her acquisition of 

the gendered objects of Oz, Dorothy’s experience emulates an ideology that bases one’s worth on one’s ability to 

subscribe to the gender norms imposed on them. 
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flamboyant arrival, Dorothy’s excursion is 

driven solely by her desire to return to the 

“gray” and dull Kansas and to the familiar, 

patriarchal home of her Aunt Em and Uncle 

Henry, who had cared for her since she was 

orphaned (Baum 2). From her humble 

beginnings in the bleak, bucolic society of 

rural Kansas, Dorothy had already been 

shaped into a “product” of patriarchal 

influences. In both a literal and a figurative 

sense, the World of Oz, particularly the 

Emerald City, becomes a manifestation of a 

sort of Green World that counters her 

familiar reality of Kansas. In the duality of 

this Green World, Dorothy is torn between 

the epitomes of two opposing constructs: 

either projecting an exaggerated form of the 

patriarchy that she is used to or composing a 

dreamlike pseudo-reality in which the 

patriarchal confounds of the “real world” 

can be suspended through magic. In her 

allegorical journey across the Technicolor 

realms of Oz, Dorothy demonstrates how 

she has internalized the patriarchal influence 

in her systematic rejection of various 

opportunities to         achieve personal 

growth and agency and by gradually 

conforming to the model of the ideal female. 

Dorothy’s effective disempowerment then 

occurs in various stages and on several 

social, political, and interpersonal levels. 

Primarily, Dorothy’s utilization of the 

artifacts, or more poignantly “accessories” 

of femininity, leads to her demise in her 

eventual decision to return to Kansas as she 

remains ignorant to their power and, even 

more significantly, to her own potential for 

empowerment.  

In Dorothy’s use of the relics, 

particularly the “kiss,” the “silver shoes,” 

and the “golden cap,” the objects transcend 

their literal purpose, and come to signify the 

pervasive elements of the female condition. 

As “artifacts,” the objects connote an 

impression, though false, of the male 

authority that crafted them to appeal to the 

material desires of women. Most notably, 

the “golden cap” functions as a “crown,” a 

historical symbol for the monarchy, a 

patriarchy-driven institution, which guides 

Dorothy in her failed conquest of power via 

her enslavement of the winged monkeys. 

The “masculine” nature of their origin 

deems the “feminine” objects almost too 

powerful and cryptic for Dorothy to use 

them properly. A similar concept emerges in 

the examination of the women of Oz, 

namely the Wicked Witch of the West, 

whose power is derived from the 

enslavement of both the flying monkeys and 

the Winkies. The Wicked Witch of the West 

is an un-empowered female character herself 
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in that her own sense of power is contrived 

through her failure to apply the patriarchal 

ideologies of the monarchy to her own rule. 

The false “monarchy” that she constructs 

drives others into subordination. In a sense, 

she fails to empower herself not only due to 

the corrupt nature of her acquisition and 

usage of power, but also through her faulty 

adoption of traditionally “male” attributes.  

Her pseudo-monarchical reign also 

backfires because it clashes with the 

traditional ideals of femininity and the 

socially constructed view of the “ideal 

woman.” Essentially, the witch becomes 

somewhat of a “queer” figure, an “other,” 

who is inferior due to her inability to 

subscribe to both the “cult of womanhood” 

and to the patriarchy. Her “demotion” from 

the female identity is highlighted by the fact 

that she, and none of the Witches for that 

matter, are given names in the novel. Thus, 

the Wicked Witch of the West remains 

marginalized in the in determinant space 

between masculine authority and female 

agency. Therefore, when Dorothy acquires 

the golden cap, which she describes (like the 

silver shoes) as “pretty,” she in turn also 

defaults to the abuse of the minority as a 

resource to attempt to return to the familiar 

(Baum 84). In all of the objects that Dorothy 

comes to possess, the recurrent theme 

emerges in which she appreciates each for 

their aesthetic beauty but recognizes that she 

knows nothing “about [their] charm” (Baum 

91). In Dorothy, the limitations within the 

female condition are accentuated not only by 

her own ignorance of the objects’ true 

power, but also by the fact that the objects 

themselves hold more patriarchal power 

than she is able to generate even if her own 

feminine agency was fully realized. In her 

habitual failures to demonstrate agency, and 

her eventual decision to return to Kansas, 

she sacrifices any potential for growth and 

officiates her own “coronation” as an angel 

of the house. 

The catalyst for her “demise” is 

underscored by the “gendered,” exclusively 

feminine nature of the other relics that she 

obtains: the witch’s “kiss” upon her 

forehead and the “silver shoes.” Shortly 

after the Wicked Witch of the East’s death, 

Dorothy dons the deceased Witch’s silver 

shoes in accordance with the Good Witch of 

the North’s advice that she “shall have them 

to wear” because “there is some charm 

connected with them” (Baum 9). She 

proceeds to inform Dorothy about the “City 

of Emeralds,” home to the fearsome Oz who 

alone holds the power to facilitate her return. 

When Dorothy expresses her fears about 

traveling, the Good Witch “kiss[es] her 
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gently on the forehead,” claiming that no 

one will dare injure a person who has been 

kissed by the Witch of the North” (Baum 

11). Then, Dorothy prepares herself for the 

journey, filling her basket with bread from 

the cupboards in her house, performing the 

last rites of domesticity as she knows it and 

launching her metaphorical “quest for self-

realization” (Paige 146).  

When the Good Witch bestows these 

feminine relics upon the young Dorothy, she 

administers a “rite of passage” to the girl, 

further immersing her in the illusion of 

choice constructed in the reality of Oz. In 

her journey of maturation, Dorothy, 

propelled by the false notion that she is 

progressing amidst her patriarchal confines, 

is actually becoming more “woman” by 

gaining both a consciousness and a forced 

acceptance of the role that she is predestined 

to occupy. Through her delivery of the shoes 

and the kiss, the Good Witch demonstrates 

the manner in which the relics represent 

woman’s “inheritance from members of her 

own sex,” rendering Dorothy “kin” to the 

Wicked Witches of Oz (Paige 146). In her 

newfound association with the marginalized, 

cruel and nameless female “villains,” it is 

implied that Dorothy’s own autonomy will 

determine her use of the accessories’ powers 

for either good or evil. The Wicked Witches 

of Oz hold within their characterization, a 

deeper sense of the patriarchy’s concept of 

“evil,” which is female rebellion and 

empowerment. On the contrary, as a false 

ambassador of female agency, the Good 

Witch of the North conceals her role as a 

conduit of the patriarchy beneath the guise 

of her “good intentions” by both failing to 

inform Dorothy of the shoes’ powers and 

encouraging her to blindly accept that the 

only answer to her return lies within the 

Land’s Patriarch. Moreover, the witch’s kiss 

is in itself a glaring reminder emblazoned 

upon Dorothy of the potentially 

manipulative influence of female sexuality 

that she never fully realizes in her journey 

towards maturation. 

Another notable “accessory” that 

Dorothy accesses is the pair of Emerald-

tinted glasses that she is instructed to wear 

upon her arrival to protect her from the 

“brightness” and “glory” of the city, which 

would “blind” her (Baum 60). Although not 

stereotypically-feminine in their origin or 

usage, the spectacles reflect the larger 

ideologies at play as an extension of the 

patriarchal lens that is imposed on the 

feminine perspective. Newly bespectacled, 

Dorothy, along with the scarecrow, the tin 

woodman and the cowardly lion, bask in the 

Debordian “spectacle” of the city, where 
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everything is green or so they think. In 

keeping with the Green World aspect, the 

glasses generate in the wearer a false 

impression of reality, reflecting the manner 

in which Baum’s window shoppers surely 

witnessed for the first time an array of colors 

and dyes that they had not previously known 

to exist. 

Alternatively, the glasses signify the 

patriarchy’s ability to shape, in the female 

consciousness, a lens through which one’s 

surroundings are experienced. In their 

creation of a false and “green” reality, the 

glasses cover the female gaze much like a 

more tangible and accessible “glass ceiling,” 

which both distracts and deters them from 

their ultimate goals of self-actualization and 

feminine agency. Furthermore, the glasses 

underline Dorothy’s generally misguided 

reliance on patriarchal relics to create within 

herself her own power source. This 

superficial sense of power operates 

primarily on a surface level and is 

contingent on her ability to conform to 

patriarchal standards. Wearing them does 

not produce a concrete, “green” reality but 

rather produces the illusion of a platonic 

society, depicting for Dorothy the false 

splendor of assimilating herself in not only 

the society of Oz, but in the fabricated 

empowerment that the patriarchy presents to 

women and attempts to satiate them with.  

As Dorothy struggles to manage the 

adversity that she encounters, she repeatedly 

attempts and fails to utilize the “relics” in a 

way to triumph over the wrong doings of 

others as well as empowering herself. 

Although she is celebrated for the 

eradication of the two evil Wicked Witches, 

these “victories” are lessened by their 

“accidental” nature and context. When the 

cyclone drops Dorothy’s home on the witch, 

the apparent triumph of the murder occurs 

not through Dorothy’s autonomy or agency, 

but due to random chance. In her relatable 

role as Baum’s “Miss Everyman” Dorothy 

meekly and apologetically expresses her 

surprise over the Munchkin’s gratitude, for 

the event that finally freed them (Littlefield 

52). As “an innocent, harmless little girl […] 

who had never killed anything in her life,” 

Dorothy maintains her feminine weakness in 

both of the deaths that she causes (Baum 6). 

Thus when Dorothy is actually tasked with 

killing the Wicked Witch of the West, she is 

forced to confront her fears of violating her 

“meek” and “feminine” disposition. Having 

been systematically reduced through her 

conformity, she is rendered a pawn in the 

Wizard’s misogynistic politics. When the 

Witch’s assassination is hindered and 
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Dorothy is taken prisoner, she is forced to 

perform the traditional rites of womanhood 

through the domestic duties of cleaning and 

sweeping. Distraught by the knowledge that 

the Witch coveted her silver shoes, Dorothy 

guarded them diligently until the Witch used 

her “magic arts” to make Dorothy stumble 

and lose one of them. Infuriated, Dorothy 

“picked up the bucket of water that stood 

near and dashed it over the Witch” (Baum 

85). To her great horror, the witch soon 

melted away into “brown sugar” in striking 

contrast with the violent displays of 

masculine force that the woodman, lion, and 

scarecrow demonstrate in their defense 

against the witch just prior to Dorothy’s 

capture. 

Despite her observation that the 

Witch harbored a “greater dread of water” 

than “her fear of the dark,” what could have 

developed into perhaps the most compelling 

moment of a type of “proto”-agency, was 

driven instead by Dorothy’s materialistic, 

engrained patriarchal desire to obtain a 

tangible relic of the feminine existence 

(Baum 84). Dorothy’s passivity is attributed 

to Baum’s intention to provide the “overt 

message” in his novel to "be a good girl," 

and to work not towards empowerment, but 

instead towards the actualization of the 

socially-constructed gender roles imposed 

by the societies of Oz and Kansas (Rose 

742). The shoe, one of Dorothy’s few 

remaining, tangible reminders of her 

borrowed and falsified sense of power, 

drove her to commit, though not in 

premeditation, an act so unforgiveable that it 

could not be absolved even by her adherence 

to the “good girl” role. Because of her 

actions, Dorothy simultaneously gained 

praise from the Winkies, Munchkins, and 

Emerald City patrons for her “bravery,” yet 

she is still devalued due to the “accidental 

nature of her “victories.”  

After the death of the Wicked Witch 

of the West, Dorothy continues to 

disempower herself, having supported and 

contributed to the very patriarchal influences 

from which she originated. As an orphan, 

Dorothy has been denied the traditional 

influence of a mother in a biological and a 

social sense in her life in Kansas and by 

extension, in her dream world of Oz. From 

the novel’s inception, Dorothy is torn by the 

dichotomy that lies within the representation 

of agency in the women that surround her. 

Whether in the highly domesticated, humble 

and bucolic Aunt Em or the aggressive and 

corrupt Wicked Witch of the West, the 

novel’s women do not act independently, 

but more as conduits to the ideology of the 

patriarchy and as ambassadors of what it 
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truly means to reject one’s own agency 

through conformity. Additionally, the 

disruption of the nuclear family that Dorothy 

encountered at home plays out in Oz when 

she seeks, through her journey of 

maturation, to create in herself a form of a 

“mother figure.” In a sense, her personal 

development in the narrative is not rooted in 

self-discovery or awareness, but rather in 

her own perceived need to fill the standard 

role of the “female” in every aspect of her 

life. She emulates the “mother” role to 

become both what she never had and to 

“mother” the “incomplete male” figures of 

the cowardly lion, the scarecrow, and the tin 

woodman.  

A society that rewards the 

subscription to patriarchal ideals, Oz 

promotes a hierarchal system of authority 

and power based on one’s conformity to the 

constructs of masculinity and femininity. 

The trio that escorts Dorothy are deemed 

lesser, “incomplete” male figures due to 

their portrayal as lacking the essential 

components of being: “courage,” “brains,” 

and “a heart” (Baum 72). Yet, much like 

through the rituals of consumerism, these 

abstract concepts are delivered unto them in 

literal, tangible forms. Another aspect of 

their “incompleteness” stems from their 

non-human and thus “effeminate” nature 

through which they are seen as subordinate 

and reflective of the satirical views held 

towards empowered females. Moreover, in 

their “incomplete” nature, they are more on 

par with Dorothy as her most immediate and 

accessible symbols of the potential for 

patriarchal rule. Therefore, in their parallel 

journey with Dorothy, they too strive for 

self-actualization in the search for their own 

authority, yet in their “male-ness” they are 

seen as more “fixable” because they harbor 

more potential for patriarchal power than the 

female Dorothy who is now entrapped in her 

own imagination. 

Similar to Dorothy, the trios’ search 

is demonstrated by the acquisition of 

tangible objects; however, in their search, 

they strive to become “human” and thus 

“complete.” For the quartet, the ultimate 

goal of self-actualization is becoming fully 

“masculine” or “feminine.” As a subordinate 

figure, Dorothy becomes limited by her need 

to “become” a woman who is “also always 

imagining” a “future identity that she is 

unable to realize by herself” (Gubar 297). 

For Baum’s incomplete males, the pivotal 

moment of realization occurs in their 

excessively violent acts of defense prior to 

Dorothy’s capture. By “chop[ping]” off wolf 

heads, “twisting” the necks of crows, and 

“breaking” off the stingers of bees, they earn 
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through their “masculine” exertions of 

power, the means through which they will 

eventually gain their final positions of 

authority over their respective domains in 

Oz (Baum 76-8). Unfortunately, for 

Dorothy, her own sense of agency is never 

fully realized due to her relatively 

unceremonious return to Kansas. Like in the 

Munchkins’ commemoration of her in the 

form of a bust, Dorothy becomes as non-

sentient, obedient, and submissive as a 

mannequin on display in one of Baum’s 

windows. Thus, perhaps the greatest tragedy 

of Baum’s light-hearted children’s novel is 

Dorothy’s return to the home and coronation 

as a true “angel of the house” after having 

performed the rites of womanhood. 
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The Monstrosity of Technology and the Technology of Monstrosity in “I Have No 

Mouth & I Must Scream” 

 

By Camille Johnson  

  

riginally published in If 

Magazine in 1967, Harlan 

Ellison’s short story “I Have No 

Mouth & I Must Scream” has since won a 

Hugo Award, been adapted into a graphic 

novel, a video game, and has joined the likes 

of Asimov and Bradbury among the canon 

of science fiction. The story is set during the 

apocalypse, which has been brought about 

by World War III that began as a result of an 

escalation of the Cold War. The primary 

antagonist, conglomerate supercomputer 

AM, is born of the remnants of Chinese, 

Russian, and American war technology, 

mirroring history’s race between these three 

superpowers to create an ultimate weapon to 

secure their political power and position. 

AM exercises its/his hateful purpose by 

terrorizing the last five people on Earth. The 

computer manipulates the environment, the 

humans’ bodies, and personalities; therefore, 

redefining humanity and the space that it 

inhabits. Arguably, this reflects anxieties 

over the growing influence of technology 

and particularly the sort developed for war 

during the 1960s, which focused on how it 

might shift the meaning of humanity and 

their place in the world. Connie Willis 

expressed this fear at the 2002 World 

Science Fiction convention when she stated, 

“With every major advance, we come up 

with new and better ways to kill ourselves 

with that advance.” With the changes 

brought about by science and technology 

come more questions about who humanity is 

and where we are going. In a time torn apart 

by war, answers to these questions are not 

readily available and so we are left on a 

precipice, constantly in threat of falling over 

into the chasm. 

O 

Jack Halbersham calls monsters “meaning machines” that generate a communal identity based on rejecting society’s 

collective fears. What happens when society itself becomes the monster-machine? In Harlan Ellison’s story “I Have No 

Mouth and I Must Scream,” a supercomputer literally becomes the world, exercising its power over the last members of 

humanity, altering their environment, bodies, and mentalities. The supercomputer’s monstrous acts reflect anxieties 

regarding nuclear war and its facilitating technology, which could bring about the degeneration of humanity by 

recreating man as monsters. 
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  Illustrative of this instability is the 

language of identity used throughout the 

story to refer to AM. According to Isaac 

Asimov, “names are dangerous because they 

imply neat categories” (45). However, 

language—essentially a system of names—

has been one of our primary tools for 

understanding and relating to the world 

around us. We ascribe words to concepts 

and things to assign meaning to them. 

Furthermore, we define and categorize to 

comprehend and essentially to conquer. 

Therefore, a word is a boundary. 

Transgression of those boundaries can cause 

uncertainty coupled with confusion and fear 

of the unknown, which has escaped our 

grasp. Browning asserts that monsters are 

“the endeavors of organized societies to 

classify what they deem ‘normal” (40). As a 

tool of classification, language, and the ways 

in which we use it, can reveal attitudes 

toward normalcy and by relation, 

monstrosity. AM does not have a static 

linguistic identity, which marks it/him as a 

fearful figure. One of the five prisoners 

shares the history of the multiple meanings 

of “AM”: 

 At first it meant Allied 

Mastercomputer, and then it meant 

Adaptive Manipulator, and later on it 

developed sentience and linked itself 

up and they called it an Aggressive 

Menace, but by then it was too late, 

and finally it called itself AM, 

emerging intelligence, and what it 

meant was I am ... cogito ergo sum ... 

I think, therefore I am. (Ellison 17) 

Built as a tool to “handle” the “big, 

complex” war, AM was originally three 

separate machines until it/he developed 

sentience, which is a capability for 

perception and subjective experience, and 

was able to unify, disregarding the human-

imposed boundaries of nation-states and 

their authority. With that newly developed 

self-awareness, AM used databases full of 

battle strategies, death, destruction, and 

hatred against the humans that built it/him 

and wiped out the Earth’s population, save 

for five. AM’s changing names mirror its/his 

changing identity and development of 

agency. Starting out as being named and 

having a predetermined purpose 

programmed into it/him, AM initially has 

little control over its/his identity. AM’s early 

names deny it/him full power over its/his 

selfhood as they define it/him merely in 

relation to the human race; it/he is an ally, a 

manipulator, or a menace to mankind. It is 

not until AM develops sentience that it/he 

breaks away from those impositions and 
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becomes—master of its own identity and 

essentially of the world.  

The breakdown of the human/non-

human binary is another way in which AM 

is marked as monstrous. The narrative 

constantly switches between using “he” and 

“it” to refer to the supercomputer. It is this 

fluidity of identity, this inconsistency and 

refusal to remain within a single category 

that intensifies the otherness and the 

fearfulness of AM. The reader first becomes 

aware of this continuous transgression 

through Ted, who notes, “…he snickered. It 

snickered. Most of the time I thought of AM 

as it, without a soul; but the rest of the time I 

thought of it as him, in the masculine…the 

paternal…the patriarchal” (14).  

AM can be analogized to 

Frankenstein’s monster as they are both 

creations of science that straddle the line 

between the human and the inhuman and as 

such, are both metaphors for  “anxieties over 

scientific modernity and the threat it posed 

to the human experience” (Poole 82). 

Therefore, making AM a contemporary 

science fiction version of the story of 

Frankenstein’s monster, which reflects 

Elizabeth Young’s observation that “the plot 

of Dr. Frankenstein and his monsters, rather 

than assuming any fixed representational 

form, is constantly being rewritten and 

reinvented, not only in film but throughout 

popular culture” (433). They are both 

technological pastiches born out of the 

human fascination with death who supersede 

the authority of their human inventors as 

they seek vengeance on those that created 

them in their monstrous image. 

Frankenstein’s monster and AM are horrific 

in themselves, but they are that way because 

of our own doing. Heather Urbanski notes 

that Ray Bradbury pointed out that the most 

condemning thing about our new 

technological developments is how we use 

them (15). Acknowledging this, Rybacki 

and Rybacki contend, “Man’s technological 

brilliance destroys him when his stupidity 

blinds him to the fact that he is only 

technology’s creator, not its master” (14-

15). We are reminded then of the scientist 

driven mad by his blind pursuit of 

“progress”—the Victor Frankensteins, the 

Dr. Alfred Brandons, the vainglorious 

seekers of godlike power who succumb after 

being confronted by the horror of their 

creations. This implies a view of humanity 

rooted in power relations, an assumption 

that we have often seen ourselves to be more 

powerful than we really are. That challenge 

to humanity’s position in the world creates 

anxiety as it presents a threat to the status 
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quo with which we have become 

comfortable. 

 Humanity’s displacement from the 

top of the power pyramid can be seen 

through the religious allusions made 

throughout the text in reference to AM. 

Parallels are often drawn between it/him and 

the Christian God, the first of which being 

Ted saying that “he [AM] is a jealous 

people. Him. It. God as Daddy the 

Deranged” (14). Here Ellison makes many 

literary moves; the first appearing to be 

making a reference to a 1954 short story by 

Lester del Rey entitled “For I Am A Jealous 

People”. In this story, humans discover that 

because of their follies, God has given up on 

them and has allied himself with the aliens 

that have invaded earth and in retaliation, 

man wages war on God. The story speaks to 

the destructive impulse that takes over 

during times of war and how advancements 

in technology lead us closer to our own self-

annihilation as expressed when the narrator 

says: 

God had deserted men. But mankind 

hadn't halted. On his own, he'd made 

a path to the moon and had unlocked 

the atom. He'd found a means, out of 

his raw courage, to use hydrogen 

bombs against the aliens when 

miracles were used against him. He 

had done everything but conquer 

himself—and he could do that, if he 

were given time. (del Rey 93) 

Through this reference, Ellison is able 

to evoke some of the same fears articulated 

by del Rey’s cautionary tale, particularly the 

alarm over nuclear warfare and the hubris of 

humanity. Our obsessive pursuit of progress 

and defiance of any natural or moral 

authority that may stand in our way will lead 

us, according to these stories, to our 

eventual demise for which there will be no 

one but ourselves to blame. Ellison clarifies 

his position on the matter in an interview 

with Rick Wyatt. Acknowledging criticism 

of his seemingly Luddite views, Ellison 

asserts, “I have never, ever, espoused a 

position of hating technology. Even "I Have 

No Mouth, and I Must Scream", the original 

short story, is not anti-technology. What 

it is anti is anti-misuse by humans.” 

 Ellison constantly frames AM as 

God the Father, placing mankind in a 

subservient position to the machine. It is an 

upset of power and erasure of distinction 

between creator and creation. Despite being 

created by man, AM has found a way to turn 

the tables and usurp the position previously 

held by humanity. AM is given primacy by 

this association with God and it/he lives up 

to this by radically altering the landscape 
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and its inhabitants, recreating them in 

whatever image it/he so chooses. The 

language of fatherhood, aside from implying 

creation, also comes with an implicit 

assumption of dependence. As the role that 

technology plays in our lives increases, so 

does our dependence on it. It then becomes 

more difficult to separate man from machine 

as so much of the human experience relies 

on using and creating technology. Just as we 

are striving toward scientific progress and 

development, science too changes us. It is 

constantly altering what it means to be 

human. With this increased reliance on 

technology comes an increased threat of 

being victimized by it or of being paralyzed 

by its malfunctions. AM’s rise to near-

absolute power is certainly a malfunction 

but as the story progresses, we learn that 

its/his power does have a limit. AM is not a 

god—it/he can destroy and is quite adept at 

it, but the machine lacks the power to create. 

It also lacks omniscience, which allows Ted 

to take advantage of its/his blind spot, 

resulting in the liberation of the other four 

prisoners. Evidently, even the most 

advanced technology is fallible, is capable 

of error, and the more subservient we 

become to it, the more susceptible we 

become to these mistakes. 

“I Have No Mouth & I Must 

Scream” explores the effects of being taken 

over by technology through describing the 

various fates of AM’s five chosen ones. Ted 

claims to be unaltered by the machine, 

maintaining his physicality, personality, and 

sanity, though he does appear to have 

inclinations toward paranoia, making him a 

possible unreliable narrator. It is through 

him that we learn about AM’s atrocities; he 

gives voice to the period’s anxieties 

regarding technological advancement and 

the overexertion of power. Gorrister, once 

compassionate, conscientious, and 

concerned is “robbed” by AM (19). He 

becomes capable of little more than apathy 

although he does occasionally muster up 

enough effort to be cruel. In another case of 

identity erasure, Nimdok loses his real name 

to the whim of the machine that likes to 

amuse itself with strange sounds (13). The 

story gives us no more of his background. It 

does, however, inform us that Nimdok often 

disappeared into the darkness for extended 

periods of time. Ted tells us of this by 

saying, “I don't know what it was he did out 

there, AM never let us know. But whatever 

it was, Nimdok always came back white, 

drained of blood, shaken, shaking. AM had 

hit him hard in a special way, even if we 

didn't know quite how (19).” Nimdok is 



 

92 

denied a name, a history, and is isolated 

from the others because of this. The story 

leads us to believe that AM has taken a 

special interest in Nimdok, yet just as 

Nimdok is, we are also in the dark. 

Technology certainly is capable of erasing 

history, and by extension, the identities of 

those associated with that history. In 

Hiroshima mon amour, the Japanese 

narrator speaks about how the technology of 

war, the atomic bomb, destroyed culture and 

history, which despite attempts at 

reconstruction, has destruction and erasure 

at its core. Such it is with Nimdok. We can 

assume that there is more to what is 

presented, but we cannot access it. Ellen, the 

only woman among the five, has been made 

to sexually service the four other prisoners. 

According to Ted, “AM had left her alone, 

had made her more of a slut than she had 

ever been…AM had given her pleasure, 

even if she said it wasn't nice to do” (19). 

Throughout the story, Ellen is reduced to 

this sexual essence while the language of the 

text makes it unclear whether Ellen does 

indeed consider AM’s endowment as 

pleasure. The reader does not get to hear her 

own voice speak on the matter. This then 

may also be read as an erasure of identity or 

as a commentary on technology’s ability to 

reduce or regress human identity.  

Of the survivors, Benny is the most 

altered and it is through his character that 

the fears of identity erasure, regression, and 

victimization by war and technology are 

most clearly expressed. His is the 

background to which we have the most 

access. We learn that he had once been a 

brilliant scientist and professor but in the 

clutches of AM, “he was little more than a 

semi-human, semi-simian” (19). His once 

handsome features have been replaced with 

looks repeatedly described as being similar 

to those of primates and his demeanor takes 

on a similar apishness. Even his sexuality is 

subject to AM’s interference as the once 

homosexual man now frequently engages in 

heterosexual sex with Ellen. Once endowed 

with clarity of mind, Benny has descended 

into madness. If the narrator is to be 

believed, Benny’s is the identity most 

thoroughly violated. One might assume that 

this is because Benny’s is the type that most 

likely represents AM’s creators—highly 

intelligent scientific minds literally driven 

insane by technology. With this 

deterioration comes regression, in this case, 

a reduction to primal urges, rationality 

replaced instead by incessant hunger and 

desire likened to the blind rush for power 

and progress epitomized by the Dr. 

Frankenstein figure, the mad scientist. 
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It is also through Benny that the reader 

is able to draw more concrete connections to 

the devastating effects of nuclear warfare. 

His appearance, aside from being monkey-

like, is also described as being scarred in a 

particular way. Ted describes him as 

follows, “The radiation scars AM had given 

him during the ‘festival’ were drawn down 

into a mass of pink-white puckerings, and 

his features seemed to work independently 

of one another” (15). AM, then, is a monster 

of radiation. Like Godzilla, it/he is a product 

of nuclear warfare that is capable of 

inflicting radiation onto others. Going back 

to its/his victim Benny, his broken body, 

acting independently of his will and covered 

in radiation scars is reminiscent of survivors 

of atomic bomb attacks. Aaron Kerner wrote 

about the representative power of the keloid 

scars, which afflicted many of the victims of 

the Nagasaki and Hiroshima bombings. His 

claim is that “their keloid scars mark points 

of entry where their skin was penetrated by 

radioactivity; their skin, their borders have 

been compromised—their keloid scars are 

physical evidence of this breach—and this 

situates them in a logic of abjection: they are 

impure…they alone have the ‘knowledge of 

death” (116). The image of being 

“penetrated by radioactivity” is furthered in 

the story when Benny is blinded by an event 

that evokes the 1945 bombings:  

  Then the sound began. It was light, 

that sound. Half sound and half light, 

something that began to glow from 

Benny's eyes, and pulse with 

growing loudness, dim sonorities 

that grew more gigantic and brighter 

as the light/sound increased in 

tempo. It must have been painful, 

and the pain must have been 

increasing with the boldness of the 

light, the rising volume of the sound, 

for Benny began to mewl like a 

wounded animal...And Benny was 

suddenly pulled erect. On the girder 

he stood up, jerked to his feet like a 

puppet. The light was now pulsing 

out of his eyes in two great round 

beams. The sound crawled up and up 

some incomprehensible scale, and 

then he fell forward, straight down, 

and hit the plate-steel floor with a 

crash. He lay there jerking 

spastically as the light flowed around 

and around him and the sound 

spiraled up out of normal range. 

(Ellison 16) 

By 1967, over two decades had 

passed since the bombings on Japan and 

images of the desolation and mutilation 
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resulting from the attacks would have been 

accessible to the American public. With 

heightened tensions between the nuclear 

superpowers, such an attack was a 

constantly looming fear over the American 

populace. This time, however, they could be 

the target. Their boundaries, their homes, 

their bodies, could be breached and the 

radiation would be indiscriminate. The 

America of 1967 worried that they could be 

the living dead, the walking reminders of the 

atrocities of war, if they were (un)lucky 

enough to survive. 

Jack Halbersham calls monsters 

“meaning machines” that generate a 

communal identity based on rejecting 

society’s collective fears. When society 

itself becomes the monster-machine, we get 

a figure like AM that literally becomes the 

world, exercising its power over the last 

members of humanity, altering their 

environment, bodies, and mentalities. The 

supercomputer’s monstrous acts reflect 

anxieties regarding nuclear war and its 

facilitating technology with its capacity to 

bring about the degeneration of humanity by 

recreating man as monsters. 
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Gay Fantasia, Homosexual Body: The Fantastic and the Real in Angels 
in America and “The Spectacle of AIDS” 

 
By Nicole Vandeve 

 

 

ony Kushner’s Angels in America: 

A Gay Fantasia on National 

Themes is a play of orgasmic 

spirituality and gay Reaganomics, of the 

mind-blowing fantasy of Angels and the 

mind-breaking disease of AIDS. Written in 

1992-3 and set in 1980s New York city, the 

play narrates divine bureaucracy and human 

suffering as it lays bare the contradictory 

nature of truth and fiction, the political and 

spiritual, and most importantly, it addresses 

the contradictory portrayal of the “AIDS 

epidemic” in mass media and the very real 

suffering of victims of the disease.   

 Of course, it is through Simon 

Watney's 1987 article “The Spectacle of 

AIDS” that we observe a media-wide 

perversion of the “carriers” of this disease 

and the ostracizing and slandering of its 

celebrity victims in the UK. Watney’s 

“Spectacle” draws on public perceptions of 

AIDS and HIV that had been based on 

exaggerated media fantasies. We, as readers 

and spectators, consume this fantastic: 

delving into our imaginations to create 

angels and monsters, we know all the while 

that, as creators or onlookers, some 

protection keeps us safe from falling prey 

and possibly becoming those monsters. We, 

as parents, tell our children moral fables 

hoping they will learn what not to do in 

situations we cannot fully prepare them for.  

In these tales we tell ourselves we are 

shielded from danger by religion, morality, 

community; in what Watney calls “a 

T 

The trials of gay men suffering from AIDS and the social stigma that was (and still is) attached to the disease are 

illuminated by Simon Watney’s “The Spectacle of AIDS” and Tony Kushner’s Angels in America. These two works 

deconstruct the fable constructed around the homosexual body afflicted with disease by pairing elements of fantasy and 

media confabulations with the stark reality of AIDS—it is sad, messy, excruciatingly painful, and moral fortitude cannot 

protect one from it. 

“It is necessary to distinguish between history and 

fantasy wherever possible. And then use them 

against each other.” 

  – Geoff Ryman 
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spectacle of AIDS,” the consumers of 

mainstream media are told to believe that 

the normalized white, straight American in 

this story is protected by Reagan-era family 

values, law, and heterosexuality.  The 

fantastical fabrications of this AIDS 

narrative, protecting one group and 

demonizing another, are at the heart of 

Kushner's own fantasy, Angels in America. 

The unreal and unkind fantasies are inverted 

and ultimately destroyed by his presentation 

of a more literary fantasy. In this rather 

lengthy and epic play, angels and the 

supernatural contend with the very terrible 

truths of the lives of AIDS victims.  In 

comparing these seemingly contradictory 

elements, Kushner challenges perspectives 

of the disease by challenging what we 

believe—what we take for granted as 

religious and social truths. 

 In reality, the lives of gay men with 

AIDS were vividly outlined by the fantastic 

leaps of tabloids and paradoxically made 

distant by reporting the deaths of AIDS 

victims in cold, impersonal numerical 

values.  Conversely, the characters of 

Angels, and their sometimes unpleasant 

humanity and emotions, are the center of 

this narrative, and no distance is allowed 

(even the number of actors is limited, as 

many characters are scripted to be played by 

a single actor, independent of gender or 

age). In Angels, a real person's life with and 

death from AIDS is portrayed, or else 

reenacted, in the characterization of the 

historically ruthless attorney Roy M. Cohn, 

alongside a fictional middle-class inheritor 

Prior Walter. We, the audience, are let in to 

the most personal spheres of these two 

characters' lives: the pillow talk of Prior and 

his lover Louis Ironson and the hospital beds 

of Cohn and Prior. The most private spheres, 

close encounters of the gay kind, are 

portrayed with no filter—and because of the 

reality of AIDS, strange and terrible to 

behold. Is this not exactly what the public 

hungers for? The realness of the 

“homosexual body” (Watney 79) is the 

“target” here, but Kushner uses the opposite 

of the tabloids' “sadistically punitive gaze” 

(79). He shows us the Kaposi's sarcomas, 

the bloody excrement of Prior, the dementia 

of Cohn, and the painful chain of events that 

follow. 

 There is no fantasy in the portrayal 

of their suffering, no body suddenly shot 

dead by AIDS in a crowded city street. The 

AIDS epidemic that Watney describes as a 

“blitz” (72) takes center stage, starting the 

story and propelling its multiple narratives. 

This “blitz,” a maelstrom of blind confusion 

caused by a lack of real information on the 
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disease, is no pretty image of Freddie 

Mercury baring his masculinity and 

homosexuality with lively, posed photos; 

nor is it the happy image of Liberace with 

his “pal” wearing a fine fur coat and walking 

gaily. In showing the visceral and bloodily 

slow process of the body's failing 

immunities and functions, Kushner pulls us 

in, “frightened yet fascinated” (Kushner 

113) to view the reality at the center of his 

“blitz” of angels, ghosts, politicians and 

lovers. The center of the storm, the only 

thing the characters or we can even be sure 

of, is the suffering of people connected to 

AIDS. The “cruelty” of AIDS is not 

“casual;” the “violent indifference” (Watney 

79) with which the American public treated 

its sufferers is not allowed by the visceral 

suffering and raw emotions of the characters 

in the play.  

 It is possibly through Prior and 

Cohn's physical and emotional suffering that 

the truth of being gay and having contracted 

HIV/AIDS in the 80’s makes itself known in 

Angels in America. We have the stark 

picture of a lonely young man, “abandoned” 

from a once committed relationship, 

humorously denying his fate. “Go away” 

(56) Prior says to the glowing supernatural 

being that has just materialized above his 

tiny hospital bed, trying desperately 

underneath a brave-face to come to terms 

with both real and fantastic elements. The 

tabloids of Watney’s article frame the 

homosexual as “dirt[y],” “depraved” and 

promiscuous, but Prior, the ex-lover of 

Louis, is no casual lover or street-walker. He 

is in no way (knowable to us) promiscuous, 

having been in a seemingly committed 

relationship with a former drag queen-

turned-nurse named Belize years ago. In 

fact, the most “depraved” character in the 

play is straight married woman Harper. 

Pressured into both religious piety and 

nuclear normativity but unable to have 

children, Harper’s pill-addiction leads to 

many absurd dream-scenes. Roy Cohn has 

his own ghost haunting his conscience 

(“real” or not, like everything else 

supernatural in this play, we do not know), 

and he clings in his depravity to his 

“talismanic model of power”, his hoard of 

AZT and his straight, conservative wall of 

hate and verbal slander towards Belize (a 

“nigger cunt spade faggot,” Kushner 86).  It 

is Cohn who is the most promiscuous, 

announcing himself as “a heterosexual 

man...who fucks around with guys” (42). 

The reality of the tortured and contradictory 

minds of Prior, Cohn, and even Harper, the 

way Cohn (the “face of conservative 

America”) breaks and Prior faces “more 
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life” despite his enormous and guaranteed 

suffering, all undermine the mistruths 

painted by the fantastic pen of popular 

journalism and a homophobic society.  

 Despite the vivacity of the real in 

this play, it is not in spite of the fantastic in 

Angels in America that Kushner manages to 

most accurately portray the reality of AIDS, 

but because of it. We do not see outlandish 

demons or the smiling white bearded 

caricature of God that has reached media 

triteness.  Here there are stunning female 

angels with questionable IQ's (and visible 

wires), delivering Hassidic texts of prophesy 

bound to Prior (who happens to be dying of 

America's Most Unwanted Disease), 

celestial beings tuning in to the radio in 

heavenly halls, ancestral ghosts who cannot 

even fathom Prior's sexuality and ironically 

find no fault in him. With the blood and the 

pain, the angels and the hauntings, the real is 

placed next to the fantastic in this play, and 

from this, we draw humorous and terrible 

truths. 

 Through each example of truth and 

fiction in Angels, a parallel statement on the 

“spectacle of AIDS” can be found in 

Watney's article. First and most prominent, 

the play and article both focus on “the 

fantasy of the homosexual body” (Watney 

82).  This fantasy, like the Bible and its 

own ”main character” Jesus Christ, is 

surrounded by dogma that seems to be based 

more on public whim and political agenda 

than deliberative reading or reason; just as 

the Book of Genesis could be used to 

condemn homosexuality, the fact that AIDS 

can be transmitted sexually was used to pin 

carriers as erotically depraved.  “AIDS 

carriers” in the 1980’s narrative became 

“degenerates” (Watney 80), imagined with a 

“depravity of will,” “repulsive as the task of 

policing recalcitrant desire requires it to be” 

(82). The already mentioned “depravity” and 

“dirt” that taints the fabled homosexual body 

allows an opposite, a person “disinfected of 

desire,” a holder of “family values” and 

vague “standards of decency” (75). Prior, by 

these standards, is the model of indecency 

and a danger to the modern family: gay, 

infected, unmarried, irreligious, possessing 

an inheritance off of which he lives 

(exempting him from the “bootstraps” and 

“American dream” ideologies of character-

building hard work). Not conforming to the 

ideology of the nuclear family, putting forth 

no progeny, tied to no discernable gendered 

behavior (having worked as a drag queen 

and donning lush makeup within the play), 

Prior lives for himself, and has sex for the 

joy of it. This, by the aforementioned 

standards, makes him sexually deranged; by 
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a skewed logic emboldened by 1980’s 

tabloids and newspapers, the homosexual 

AIDS carrier is the victim of his own 

desires.   

Watney refuses to link AIDS to 

desire, as does Kushner. We do not see how 

either Prior or Cohn originally contract HIV 

and the only physical manifestation of desire 

we see in Prior is his bewildering erection 

caused by the proximity of divine presences 

(the angels, the purest of beings not only 

because of their closeness to god, but 

perhaps because they have no genitals). 

Watney even concludes that HIV is not a 

“venereal infection” (because it is not 

necessarily transmitted through intercourse). 

There is no “depravity of will” in our Prior, 

who faces angels and illness with great 

resolve. None of the characters (save Cohn, 

the “conservative face of America”) are 

shown as sex maniacs nor deviants of 

anything but an ironic “cultural censorship” 

(72). It is the angel, a female (for what is 

more of a sexual object than the gay male 

body if not the female body?), who carries 

almost every drop of desire and sexuality in 

the play, bringing physical pleasure to 

young male Prior and aged mother Hannah, 

young gay male and old straight female, 

without discrimination. It is ironically 

heaven itself that chooses the most unlikely 

candidate to carry the word of God. The 

irrational desire is reserved for the heavenly 

and the fantastical, a rhetorically powerful 

move by Kushner to disassociate the reality 

of AIDS and homosexuality with lust and 

erotic abandon. 

 The center of Kushner's fable is the 

outsider, the exception to the rule of a 

“nationalistic fantasy of an undifferentiated 

'general public,' supposedly united above all 

divisions of class, religion, and gender” 

(Watney 73). In this Reagan-era, Norman 

Rockwellian America, everyone is meant to 

be free and equal under the separation of 

church and state and the warm arms of the 

nuclear family. Instead, Watney argues, this 

“contemporary familialism” (74) excludes 

those who are not encapsulated by the 

American family ideal. Kushner employs 

this exclusion fantastically. It would, in the 

true tradition of prophets, be necessary for 

Prior to be a social outcast.  Thus, the true 

outcast of a society thinking itself truly 

pious would be the gay man suffering from 

AIDS in 1980s America. Moses had his 

stutter, and Prior’s voice is equally if not 

more so inhibited by his lack of voice and 

agency as a homosexual suffering from a 

disabling and socially unacceptable disease. 

At the play's conclusion, the nuclear family 

is replaced by a motley group consisting of a 
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black ex-drag queen, a vociferously liberal 

gay man, AIDS-weakened Prior, and a neo-

liberal Mormon widow (Harper’s mother, 

Hannah). This, along with the death of Roy 

Cohn, and the beautiful transformation of 

Hannah into the liberal caregiver of the 

weak and downtrodden, flips the “standard 

of decency” on its head.   

 Unfortunately, as the prophet of 

truth, it is the sufferer of both AIDS and 

public spectacle that must bear the cross of 

hate and intolerance in Kushner's play and 

Watney's essay. Watney traces the history of 

AIDS, once called “GRID (gay-related 

immune-deficiency)” (73), and its 

sufferers—“those deemed responsible for 

their own misfortune” (72). The gay 

minority was necessarily outside the 

“species” of the moral man, and like the 

Jews (Prior’s boyfriend Louis's background 

verifies this metaphor) their suffering and 

death was a practical theatre, a “long-

prophesied and marvelous sight of 

degenerates burning themselves out” (80). 

The only full “burning out” we see in Angels 

is the death of Cohn, attended 

compassionately by Belize and Louis. In the 

fictitious version of the burden of AIDS on 

the shoulders of gays, it is these two who 

practice the Christian value of forgiveness 

while reciting prayer for the hateful Cohn. 

The parameters set on Christian piety are 

necessarily questioned by this prayer 

circle—Louis and Belize practicing 

forgiveness to pray for the one it must have 

been hardest to love. Two gender and sexual 

outlaws show more moral culpability than 

Watney's survey of normalized Christian 

and conservative “standards of decency” 

perpetuated in Reagan-era America. 

 There is a highly fantastic and 

unbelievable denial in this system of 

“standards” and “values”—a religious 

and/or moral construction of an imaginary 

state of being safe from the effects of AIDS. 

There is what Watney has called a 

delineation of the “family,” “or even the 

species,” with the “sexual deviants” left 

outside of the warm embrace of denial and 

in the “blitz” or “sandstorm” (79) that is the 

epidemic. In truth, no one is safe from the 

real science of disease, and this refusal to 

see truth “places [the 'spectacle's'] own 

audience at direct risk of HIV infection by 

distracting all attention away 

from...preventing its transmission” (79). It is 

Prior in Angels who tells us that, in ignoring 

the truth, “the truth fucks you” (Kushner 

46). Denying his own truths, Prior confronts 

the unbelievable, the angel with a “go away” 

and a useless shield of blankets. Cohn less 

metaphorically pushes away his own truth of 
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AIDS, and ultimately dies “scrupulously 

refus[ing]” “any possibility of identification 

with people with AIDS” (Watney 78). 

Clearly, this very real eventuality is not 

easily warded off with his “talismanic model 

of power,” straightness and conservative 

values, or even a hoard of AZT. As Watney 

says, “HIV is no respecter of persons or 

even bodies” (83).  Of course, just the 

presence of the “talismans” that are AZT 

and condoms are another element of truth 

and visibility in Angels. Condoms are a 

symbol of “responsible” sexual intercourse, 

and yet cannot protect against a disease that 

is seen as irresponsible. AZT, an 

experimental drug remedy, only prolongs 

life of one with AIDS. 

 The real picture of our world in the 

“blitz” is paralleled by Kushner's clever 

depiction of heaven. Destroyed by an 

earthquake comparable to that of San 

Francisco in 1906, a “natural disaster” 

renders the heavenly plane as broken, dull, 

in which the answers to all the world's 

secrets are strewn about. In this picture of 

“secularized fundamentalism” (Watney 72) 

where all is “rendered intelligible,” the 

inhabitants of heaven seek out the 

“indeterminacy” of Belize's vision of 

heaven. Confusion of roles and gender, the 

new and old together, a world in which 

everything is purposefully rendered 

unintelligible is the truth in this narrative 

(and real life). Faith is shaken by truth just 

like heaven in Angels was shaken, and 

through this fantastic metaphor, Kushner 

breaks from a clean, black and white reality. 

Prior, too, denounces the “intelligible” when 

he declines the angels' plans, when he 

chooses “more life” and literally, in the 

words of Hannah (Mormon) and Louis’s 

mother (Jewish), “struggles” or “wrestle[s]” 

with his personal angel. He casts off the role 

of prophet, but uses the angels, the options 

in scripture as outlined by Hannah, to 

demand a blessing from the angel. In doing 

so, the human Prior is demanding that his 

creator work for him, going against what is 

the most omnipresent representation of 

governance and authority (Presidency, God; 

either way, we choose what or whom we 

believe in), asserting himself (the individual 

over the indivisible, the human over the 

holy) and bringing the power of that holy 

authority to its knees. The gay male 

specimen has cast off this symbol of social 

stigma and continues to live in the world, 

still suffering, but with agency. It is on his 

own terms that Prior will most likely die, not 

at the hands of a false narrative. 

 Prior will most likely die of AIDS in 

some imagined end of his fictional life. But 
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Kushner has written a hopeful story. The 

characters remain with agency, refusing to 

“die secret deaths” (Kushner 110).  Prior has 

turned from prophet to living martyr, 

bearing the painful weight of “more life” 

and spreading The Word of AIDS. Kushner, 

like Watney, wants to break the cycle of 

sickness and suffering that is perpetuated by 

blaming the victim of a disease “entirely 

expunged from the field of vision” (Watney 

78). And so, in reading this play, we must 

necessarily wrestle with the real and the 

fictitious, coming to terms with truth and 

fiction and things we cannot label as either 

until faced with them. God is the absent 

father of the broken home; angels run about 

like doves with their heads cut off; the 

“conservative face of America” is dying of 

the nation's most morally reviled plague; 

church and state are both united against the 

gays and the word of God is in the hands of 

a gay man dying of AIDS. To simply 

survive, as Prior does, is not easy, but it is 

what we can do in the face of hostile 

misunderstanding and a lack of any concrete 

theory for life. The play and the essay urge 

us to live by our own narratives, to create a 

theory and explore truth and fiction by 

compassionately, understandingly living. 
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Christina Acosta 

 

There Will Be 
 

Vivid hued flowers in pictures on walls, 

Clement vanilla wind wafting from flame. 

A delicately veined knot coming loose, 

And a fresh tied knot tightening upward. 

Silver waves tumbling about bright grey stones, 

Incandescent in the final heartbeats. 

Ambrosial refrain only dreams knew, 

Will brief acquaint itself with earthly ears. 

A sojourner of many stars joining, 

And ancestors welcoming them back home. 

Breaths hushing while quilted covers cool down, 

And glum music from mouths that do not know. 

On the plane before race and class destroyed, 

There will be bridges where here there was void. 
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Sleepwalker 
 

Wake up with cartoons before the last sleep. 

 

Own your varied idiosyncrasies. 

 

Colors on paper, faces in clouds keep. 

 

 

Err it is to dam, when childishness’s deep. 

 

And human’s built to spout gush as they please. 

 

Wake up with cartoons before the last sleep. 

 

 

When time was long, cackling eyes did not seep. 

 

And stubborn wails rebelled against the bees. 

 

Colors on paper, faces in clouds keep. 

 

 

When boxes became forts, your nose could beep. 

 

Who lied to you and said you can’t climb trees? 

 

Wake up with cartoons before the last sleep. 

 

 

Take it from the sleepwalker and joy leap. 

 

Worry not for crooked backs or weak knees. 

 

Wake up with cartoons before the last sleep. 

 

Colors on paper, faces in clouds keep. 
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If I knew 
 

If I knew you were mine, we would be adventure connoisseurs. 

 

If I knew you were mine, I’d climb your space-wings. 

 

Explore the planets that shape our sun signs. 

 

 

If I knew you were mine, there’d be a chapel; 

 

It would accept our vows, baptize our children and be our bed. 

 

Gleeful bones would remain coupled ‘til the turn of the soil. 

 

Our gold bands and cotton suits covering flesh no more. 

 

Mi alma warmed by cielo would never frost again… 

 

If I knew you were mine. 

 

 

I’d cook you…whatever it is your favorite dish is…I’d know what it was if you were mine. 

 

 

If our raised voices didn’t make your neighbor’s dogs turn theirs up, 

You could be mine. 

 

If narrowed eyes didn’t attempt to decipher coded messages, 

You could be mine. 

 

If laughter was a pool we could jump into with bare assed truth… 

 

You 

COULD 

Be  

Mine. 

 

You could. 

 

Would you? 

 

Be mine! 
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The Nymph’s Escape 

By Dianna Blake 

 

 

hen she first entered the path, the girl was unaware that she was being  followed. 

The forest welcomed her in with its earthy scents; hints of pine and budding 

daisies scattered in the undergrowth tickled her nose. She did not run toward the 

unknown world before her, but skipped along as she pleased, whistling her own tune into 

creation. She took her time to note the song of birds and the moss on the north face of the tree 

trunks in order to better navigate her next step.  

 

She came upon a fork in the earthen path where the forest split into several directions, some 

strewn with leaves, others bordered with ferns and Queen Anne’s lace. She imagined that each 

one led to some fantastic adventure and paused with the choice now in front of her. She wasn’t 

sure which would be the most glorious, but she chose to take the second on the left because it 

looked like the sun was shining down through the heavy cover of trees in the shape of the 

innocent smile often seen on the face of babies. It might not have mattered which path she took 

because each had a rough terrain to traverse. Eager, curious, she turned toward the light.  

 

The girl struggled as she climbed a giant hill, getting caught now and again on jagged rocks that 

would snag her clothes. They ripped as she pulled with all her might, moving forward instead of 

falling back into her previously marked steps. It was during one of the moments when she looked 

back down, terrified of the height, that she first saw the predator coming near – turning back was 

not an option.  

 

W 

The Nymph’s Escape is a flash fiction allegory about the constant struggle to escape from death while embracing the 

beauty and tragedy of life. It follows a young girl who grows into a woman as she progresses through nature, 

experiencing both setbacks and joy along her solitary journey. The purpose was to highlight the way in which death 

becomes viewed, not as the original perceived enemy we see in youth, but rather a friend with whom we find comfort. 
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For a while she ran easily along a breezy walkway, created not by man but the elements 

themselves.  As she rounded a corner, she faltered at the sudden stillness under a lofty canopy of 

pines, tripped and fell over a gnarled tree root, spraining her ankle. Yet she carried on, hobbling 

as far as she could before she turned from the path to rest on a weathered tree stump.  

 

If she wanted to avoid becoming prey to an unknown predator, she had to keep moving. Once 

she had bandaged her wound, she jogged as best she could to keep the shadow of the enemy at 

bay. And for a while she did. But she couldn’t keep going like this forever. 

 

It seemed as if decades passed before she arrived at a peaceful glen where she was able to stay 

out of sight until her swollen ankle stopped throbbing. But the thought of her enemy would 

remind her of the desperate need to keep moving. 

 

The sun that had kept her company for many days now deserted her as the rains started to pour 

down—a welcome feeling at first, but soon it dampened her clothes, and she began to shiver. She 

had no choice but to find shelter, some place where she could wrap herself in a warm blanket. 

And just as she got her footing, she ran so fast that she couldn’t stop when she approached a 

cliff.  

 

Down. 

 

Down.  

 

Down she fell.  

 

Her heart raced at the thought that her enemy was waiting for her below. But just before she hit 

the ground, a deep lagoon appeared and instead she dived in like a mermaid. With no more time 

to waste, she climbed out of the safe haven and continued her trek, walking with sore feet and 

weak limbs. She could only keep these shenanigans up for so long.  
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When the woman stopped to rest, it was with the weight of a fatigue she had not known before. 

She was tired of running from this unrelenting predator. Just then a strong gust of wind blew her 

off her tree-stump seat, and she took that as a sign to keep moving. So she did, but without the 

same vigor she had possessed back in the forest where she had debated the path to take at the 

crossroads.  

 

Soon, she came to a flat, dry plateau in a clearing where she had a clearer view of the progress 

she had made. She looked back again to better assess the situation. But this time when she turned 

around, her eyes, changed with the conditions she had endured, saw that the predator wasn’t that 

frightening. Instead, the idea of having a companion eased the ache in her bones, the sigh in her 

heart. She knew she couldn’t avoid him forever, so she slowed down enough so that he could 

catch up. And he did.  

 

Something about the end of her solitude tugged at her as the predator drew closer. If it was her 

fate to be taken, what more could she do? She had traversed the forest, recovered from her 

maladies, and dived into the deepest of waters. Maybe this was it. But when this “enemy” 

approached, she learned that he was not an enemy, but a true friend: a friend so dear that he 

could ease the pains in her aging body, if she just let him.  

 

She pondered the idea as they moved forward together now. It seemed like days, maybe months.  

 

As she walked along, the friend kept her company. At the last moment, she decided to feel the 

rush of the wind in her hair, and the grass beneath her toes one more time as she ran ahead on the 

sunlit path. Then finally she felt faint and her knees gave in. But before she could hit the cold, 

hard ground, her friend swooped her into his arms and carried her off to rest.  

Eternally.  
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Luminary 

By Juan Fermin 
. 

 

Parasite 

 

The devourer behaves 

 With an utmost devotion 

 To the torment of its prey 

 

 For every minute’s a fang 

 Every hour’s a claw 

 To sate hunger pangs 

‘Tween envenomed jaws 

 

 The poison flows through me 

 Where my limbs used to be 

 

 Where my heart used to beat 

 And my eyes used to cry 

 Where the blood from my feet 

 Will collect when I die 

 

 

Luminary is a poetry anthology comprised of works that follow a central theme. The content is intended to navigate 

states of mind that characterize a lifetime of depression. The speaker does not reject the concept of depression, but 

instead finds recovery in the acceptance of its presence. Luminary was created with the intention of contributing to an 

open dialogue on mental illness and emotional turmoil. Its musings are candid, suggesting one can continue living while 

depressed and still find hope. 
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The Strain 

 

 There once was a flower that bloomed in the night 

 Its radiant glow a splendorous sight 

 Yet still I was blind, ever a fool 

 Distanced by fate so cold and so cruel 

  

 In truth, I was drawn to the light that showered 

 On every petal and thorn of the flower 

 A delicate warmth, a comforting charm 

 A shield from evil and all of its harms 

  

 Both virtue and truth, all in one 

 A divine embrace—spawned from the sun 

 Once, I endeavored to bask in the light 

 Although lost and surrendered to pitiless night 

  

 Darkness tears pieces apart and away 

 From a body that mourns the absence of day 

 The blanket of night hides the light I still seek 

 Shadows have rendered me weary and weak 

 

 No worldly delight can restore my lost bliss 

 Dead now are dreams of the dawn’s crooning kiss 
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The Eye of the Storm is Blind 

 

The tempest of life 

 Carries unneeded strife 

 In a gathering of debris 

 That imprisons the free 

 The sea may be open 

 But the sky remains closed 

 The dark is unbroken 

 The abyss unopposed 

 The weight of one’s blood 

 Becomes measured in wounds 

 Unwashed by the flood 

 And all it consumes 
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Descent 

 

 A heart in pain is at its most precarious 

  When disguised by jest, the mouth gregarious 

  

No wound is greater and more difficult to heal 

  Than that whose pain is oft concealed 

  

 Laughter is a lie, in every lie: laughter 

  The pain is dulled, but echoes soon after 

 

 Like echoes in a cave that return to the hearer 

  Agony’s a sound that draws ever-nearer 

 

 Just as the bell tolls for the deceased 

  Resentment’s a howl – it cries for release 
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Bildungsroman 

 

 I navigate the darkest of seas with no chart 

 But the glow of the moon delights my own heart 

 Once buried in shadow, I dreaded the light 

 All I had learned was blindness and night 

  

 Now closer to shore, there’s no poison left 

 Strength can be found when the soul is bereft 

 The wreckage is heavy, but the heart remains high 

 A scar is a medal when redemption draws nigh 

  

 The abyss makes me tremble, but its whispers do not 

  My soul is renewed by the words it has taught: 

  

 “The beast is not you, nor are you your own demons 

 There is no Leviathan and there is no Behemoth 

 Only you can decide if the venom takes hold 

 Embrace all your pain… be brave, be bold!” 
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Ascent 

 

 Fear not! 

  

The ghost of the shadow of pain 

 Is the only darkness to be found in light 

 Shores accept the celestial rain 

 To cleanse the soul of a lifelong blight 

 Scars now heal without refrain 

 For banished is the parasite 

 

 Restored are the limbs, once rudely severed 

 Dreams, once lost, are again endeavored 

 The heart, once buried, now arisen 

 The world is a throne and not a prison 

  

 Anchors hold back the ones who regret 

 And waters engulf the ones who forget 

But the pain of the past is not the present 

 The moon is still whole, even when crescent 
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Moonbeams 

 

 The moon lights my path to shore 

  And as a reflection of the sun 

  It is more than enough 

 Beams descend from the farthest darkness 

  Waters gently illumined 

  To remind me of my heart 

 

 I learn these beams are not the moon’s 

  But a lighthouse’s 

  Designed to brighten my path 

 The lighthouse was indeed built for me 

  To prove, more than anything 

That the waters don’t just cast 

A reflection of my heart 

  But a reflection of hers 

  As two lights are made one 
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Range of Light 

 

 The glow of the sea beneath moonlit skies 

  Is but a shadow of the starlight in your eyes 

 

 From your gaze comes a reflection, it pierces me 

  It holds me tightly like a memory 

 

 When drowned in darkness, all I need is you 

  In your own darkness, you will find me too 

 

 You are the torch that I carry in my heart 

  It keeps me warm whenever we’re apart 
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It Dawned On Me That Dawn Is Dawning 

  

 Just as the sea basks in radiant night 

 So too does it glow in new daylight 

  

Beauty can be found in both extremes 

 Renewal brought forth in heavenly beams 

 

 For all my life, I felt lost at sea 

 Anchored to childhood misery 

 

 The growth of my heart was a war long-fought 

 A road well-traversed, but not for naught 

 

 Laughter’s no lie, but an extension of me 

 The fruits of a mind both open and free 

 

 The past always lingers, but I’ve learned from my pain 

 A paradise once lost is now a paradise regained 
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Inviting a Friend to Suffer 

 

When I was a lad, I ate many a fish 

With no shortage of fish that I’d put on a dish 

My friend William came by, and oh how I wished 

That he’d try some of the crispy fish that I fished 

Be it fried, be it grilled 

Eating fish is a thrill! 

A stomach fish-filled 

Isn’t for the weak-willed 

With these truths in mind, 

Thinking it would be kind, 

I shared some of the fish 

That I served on a dish 

But oh how I wish 

That I knew all this fish 

Made William allergic 

… 

He went to the E.R. and excommunicated me from his life. 
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 Luminary: A Reflection 

Initially at a loss for what the theme 

of this anthology would be, I decided to 

simply write some poems and see what 

ideas, sentiments, and experiences I’d 

suddenly want to convey. Luminary 

subsequently became a personal character 

study of myself, each poem expressing a 

state of mind that I’ve inhabited at different 

points in my life. The first half of the 

anthology is considerably dark compared to 

the rest, being a candid examination of my 

battle with depression while growing up. 

Emotional abuse was detrimental to the 

enjoyment of my childhood, rendering me 

vulnerable to despair and self-destructive 

ideation since elementary school. In truth, I 

haven’t truly recovered from my struggle 

until recently, having spoken to a counselor 

to address my problems and overcome them. 

Along the way, I’ve built a support system 

among dear and significant family and 

friends to keep my feet on the ground. 

Already in the process of recovery, I’ve 

learned in writing these poems that poetry is 

a profoundly effective catharsis. It was 

liberating and enjoyable to articulate 

suppressed negativity into verse. Like Ezra 

Pound’s Pisan Cantos, Luminary becomes 

hopeful in the midst of despair. My saying 

“the moon is still whole, even when 

crescent” functions similarly to Pound’s 

“amo ergo sum” as the arguable center of 

the work: the realization and turning point of 

a psychological journey to wellness. 

“Parasite” characterizes the 

psychological influence of abuse, whose 

presence in my early life ultimately 

culminated in years of depression. The 

“devourer” is evidently the abuser in 

question, whereas the “poison” is a 

manifestation of the effects their actions 

have on the speaker. If you asked me, I’d 

attribute “Parasite” to one person in my life, 

but I’m hesitant to disclose such information 

here. Besides, “The Strain” also merits 

discussion, representing an outlook on life 

that laments a goodness that cannot be 

reobtained. Events that have changed and 

hurt the speaker are, in their own mind, 

irreconcilable—“No worldly delight can 

restore [the speaker’s] lost bliss,” (17). “The 

Eye of the Storm is Blind” is less resigned 

than the last poem, more an expression of 

frustration that acknowledges self-

destruction in that “The weight of one’s 

blood / Becomes measured in wounds,” (9-

10). “Descent” considers the repression of 

emotions, the concealment of negative 

feelings to fit in. Back in high school, I 

socialized a lot but hardly let people know 
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more about me than what was at face value. 

I was too afraid of pain to allow myself to be 

vulnerable—deflecting my demons with 

humor—and that became another source of 

pain. 

Fortunately, the anthology is not 

solely about darkness. “Bildungsroman” 

covers the start of my recovery from 

depression—my change of perspective that 

allows me to look at my past and learn from 

it. The next poem, “Ascent,” reiterates the 

conviction “Bildungsroman” professes, 

reflecting an importance in valuing the 

present to overcome the past. “The pain of 

the past,” after all, “is not the present,” (14). 

“Moonbeams” centers on the instrumentality 

of my girlfriend’s compassion in regards to 

my personal growth, as she was also my best 

friend long before we started dating. “Range 

of Light” is thus a sort of personal tribute to 

her, obeying moon and sea motifs 

established in prior poems and denoting the 

positivity she brings to my outlook on life. 

Naturally, “It Dawned On Me That Dawn Is 

Dawning” becomes a profoundly 

lighthearted entry, acknowledging that 

everything good about me, such as my sense 

of humor, can coexist with depression: 

which may never vanish completely, 

although I can learn to live with it and grow 

in the process. “Inviting a Friend to Suffer” 

happens to be my sense of humor on full 

display, as I mess around with form through 

a fictional anecdote about one of my friends. 

 I like to think that Luminary can be 

read in its established order or in reverse. 

My struggles with depression and grief 

represent a side of me that’s equally valid to 

my compassion and my sense of humor. 

Both, together, encompass a fuller 

understanding of who I am. I do hope the 

poetry resonates with others—especially 

those who understand and those who  

want to.
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Homeward Bound 

By Jessica Flores 

  

ou would think that old habits, when becoming old and no longer new, would 

eventually lose their potency and slowly fade into the patchwork of your 

personality. It would be like losing touch with an old friend for long enough 

that they become a stranger to you and the habit would just belong to another version of yourself. 

But this is not the case as the ceaseless jiggling of my foot reminds me. It’s the visible 

evidence of my panic, tapping out an indecipherable jumble of panic in Morse code that is left 

unnoticed by my mother next to me. She’s focused on the freeway: making your way to LAX is 

always a challenge in some way with everyone rushing to make their own planes.  

I don’t need to look at my watch to know that regardless of traffic, I’ll be early for my 

plane, but I do it anyway. It’s a concrete thing to worry about, the worry that can be answered 

with a simple “I was early” or “I wasn’t early”—a needed distraction from all of the other 

indistinct worries running through my brain.  

I run through my mental list of everything that I’ve packed, trying to use each proof of 

my preparedness to soak up the wordless anxiety I’m in the grip of. Most of the time, the panic 

talks louder than the logic, drowning it out entirely, but I reach for logic every time anyway—

and so habits breed more habits. The knowledge that I have everything I need in my suitcase and 

in my carry-on and have, in fact, forgotten nothing is old knowledge, but it breaks this trip down 

into distinct categories that I can mentally check off. Knowing I am as fully prepared as possible 

with the concrete, countable things should be enough to quiet my fears. Because, really, there are 

only so many questions a Google search is equipped to answer but paired with an ironic inability 

to pick the right search words, it’s hard not to wonder about the gaps in what you find and think 

that there must be more that you should know about.  

Y 

The idea of home, though a culturally important one, is defined and redefined by each individual. In my narrative, I 

explore ideas of home in relation to my time spent in North Carolina hiking on the Appalachian Trail and writing 

creative non-fiction. The experience of being away from home and home culture has been the means for many authors in 

the past to be able to explore and define what both mean to them, and my narrative endeavors to add to that conversation. 
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The fear of the things I don’t know yet has come back time after time, and, looking out 

the window to see the planes gliding back down to Earth pushes me to ground myself in some 

way before we arrive. It is hard to face my old habits, shaped by a past version of myself, but the 

choice to go on this trip and travel to a place I can only imagine was made by the person I’m 

trying to be. And that person doesn’t want to be scared off by newness: she knows that’s where 

the growth comes. The uncertainty doesn’t have to be bad, isn’t inherently bad—all I can do is 

make myself ready to face it.  

As we drive through the terminals, I focus on taking deep breaths, pushing myself toward 

calm, instead of focusing on what might be missing from my suitcase. I can’t do anything about 

that now—all I can do is get to where I need to, which comes much sooner than I anticipated.  

Once we reach my terminal, thankfully at the end of a row of terminals and not stuck in 

the middle, my mom stops the car, something made barely acceptable with a quick click of the 

emergency lights. I don’t tell my mom not to get out, even though I’m worried we can’t actually 

park here because I know a goodbye in the car won’t be enough.  

She hurries to grab my suitcase from the back while I struggle with my backpack.  

“Mom, you don’t have to grab my suitcase, esta pesada, Ma” 

“No, it’s not that heavy”, comes the response.  

I’ve got all my things together in a second, but I pause next to the car because I’m not 

really ready to go in yet. Not yet.  

“Tienes todo, mija?”  

“Yeah, this is everything. Estas segura que la maleta is small enough to not check it?” I 

already asked her about this, but I can’t help but ask again.  

“Si, mija—you can make sure inside, but it’s not too big. It’s going to be fine. Todo va 

estar bien.”  

“Okay,” I say, the deep breath that follows revealing how uncertain I am still of 

everything being okay.  

 Despite all of the reassurance and repeated questions I’ve asked her, the warmth in her 

eyes tells me she’s not tired of reassuring me just one more time. “Vas a estar bien. You’re going 

to go in through airport security, y encontrar tu gate and wait for your plane. You’re going to be 

fine.” 

“...Okay. Okay.” 
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One of us needs to be sure, even if it’s not the one who’s actually getting on the plane. 

Though I’m sure of how this trip, with all of its accompanying fears and worries, will be good 

for me, that steady and certain part of me seems to have gone on vacation and left me with my 

lesser half—the anxious one. Hearing my mother sound so certain of my eventual fineness, while 

comforting, reminds me of how much I needed to remind her of this two years ago for a shorter 

trip: my move away from home.  

Like with old habits, it is nearly impossible to trace back when you reach a conclusion 

about the world around you that drives the way you choose to move in it. It was the simplest 

equation I would ever solve: home is the place that is not a home. It defined everything I never 

wanted to live with, and so defined what was not home. It would be the place where I could 

measure the space I took up not in the units of tension mapped on my body: anchored on my 

shoulders, spread across my face, and pressing down my voice into near nothingness. Until I 

found that place though, anywhere that was away was where I wanted to be. And the biggest, 

farthest and best place that I could think of was college. It would not be a temporary respite to be 

pulled roughly out of whenever I looked up from the pages of whatever book I dove headfirst 

into—I would be Over There, which was better than here.  

When I could finally see the glimmer of that Over There, so many years after I decided 

that was where I needed to be, the sight of it made me realize how little I had actually imagined 

what it would be like. It had been enough to see it in the indistinct realm of possibilities, just the 

rough outline of it. The reality of it was too much—first for my mother, then for me. Weeping 

and rending of clothing would have been appropriately biblical, but clothes cost money and tears 

don’t, so there were many tears shed on my mother’s side. The relief of leaving crowded out any 

small sadness I could have had about leaving. I was sure of my choice. But in the motions of 

making lists and packing, I felt the familiar weight of anxiety descend on me as my move-in day 

came in from the far-off horizon. The day itself blinded me in its newness—I had never 

imagined what it would mean to be here, and I couldn’t believe that this was where I was now. 

But more than being able to escape home finally, this was starting fresh, and really being able to 

choose what my reality would be.  

The long-desired privilege of it, of having choices and the freedom to make them, 

became a source of guilt before long. The anxiety that had loomed in wait arrived when I did, 

though I did not notice it in the chaos of unpacking, and, once I was settled in, it nestled itself 
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within the tangle of discomfort knotted in my chest. When that tangle failed to unknot itself in 

the days after moving in and leave my anxiety with no burrowing place, my anxiety made itself 

entirely at home, slowly encroaching on more and more of my life with each passing day. The 

excitement of pursuing the things that interested me and meet new people in the process paled in 

comparison to the fear I felt at going to a club meeting alone, without knowing anyone there. 

That fear was desperately hungry for my attention, and the only thing that would satisfy it was 

staying at home, waiting for enough time to pass to ensure not making a club meeting. Once 

those minutes had trickled by, though, there was no need for fear to stick around—it succeeded 

in assuring my “safety”, but it was a desolate victory. Giving into the fear left me with nothing: 

less than nothing, really, because trusting it meant not making progress beyond what was already 

demanded of me, the things that I already knew I could do. Being able to go through the bare 

minimum of each day—going to class, coming home, going to the library—was a threadbare 

comfort: it was not enough to just keep my head above water. I had believed that this would be 

so much more than carving out a small hole of contentment for myself, using routine to stay the 

fear of anything new.  

 Despite how much my fears of the uncertainty of this trip mirror the ones I lived with two 

years ago, the change is that there’s a new fear. Now, I am more afraid of being trapped like that 

again. I want to look back at this time and smile at the person I was because of how much she 

was able to do once fear faded away. But now, sitting at my terminal and waiting for my trip to 

actually begin, I wonder how possible that goal is while I start to feel the familiar tension of 

nerves knotting up in my chest.  

 Though it could have been a testament to how much the fatigue of traveling had seeped 

into my bones, I know that my first night of sleep on my utterly unyielding bed in the Sunnybank 

Inn is more than that. Because on the similarly unforgiving bed of my on-campus apartment, 

even after the long day of moving compounded with jangled nerves, I could not relax enough to 

sleep.  

Steeped in humidity and all things new in Hot Springs, I find myself not on high alert but 

relaxing completely into the rhythm of each day. After half a day at the Sunnybank Inn, the 

distinct awareness of being a stranger fades entirely in my fascination with the old, homey place. 

Our first hike on the Appalachian, as much as it challenges my stamina, feels effortless in how 

easily I enjoy the company of my fellow hikers I only barely knew from our first week of classes 
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on campus and the drive to Hot Springs. Where my first piece of writing, written while still in 

California, was painstakingly completed following my usual lurching pattern—brooding, 

writing, erasing, and doubting—words flow freely from my pen while I sit on the front porch of 

the Sunnybank Inn. The only background sounds that accompany me are the leaves rustling in 

the intermittent breezes, the rocking of my chair and my scribbling pen. There are no doubts to 

stop my writing with their loudness.  

Each day passes without any doubts, anxieties or worries overriding the frequencies of 

my mind, leaving me to enjoy every moment as it is. The strange lightness of this, of existing 

without second-guessing myself and moving through a new place firmly grounded in myself, 

strikes me in unexpected moments I never expected. My half hours spent on the upstairs porch 

with a copy of my favorite novel in hand, found in one of the many bookshelves within the 

house, remind me of the hours spent doing the same back in California. I had made this familiar 

journey through Gone with the Wind many times before, but this time, the homey comfort of this 

resonated within me. I had been afraid of leaving what I knew and was therefore comfortable 

with when I came here, but I unexpectedly found it anyway. It was extra comfort, a security I 

didn’t need because I didn’t want to escape anywhere. I never expected to be here, but it was the 

place where I found myself, my real self—the person who felt the full weight of herself within 

the world, who knew the space she took up and was secure in it.  

I learned years ago that the place you live doesn’t have to be your home. You can find 

another place where you feel more comfortable in your own skin, where you want to be, and 

make that place your home. And other people can make a place feel like home, just in being the 

faces that you are familiar with—they can bring the feeling of being home, of being at ease, 

anywhere. Having a sense of home, of being comfortable as you are, dependent on other people 

is an easy mistake to make because life shuffles people around you without caring whether you 

prefer certain people to others, and you can only keep moving forward. And sometimes, being in 

unfamiliar surroundings and with unfamiliar people can be the best way to realize that home 

doesn’t need to be a specific place or have specific people. The feeling of being at home, of 

being in the right place, can come in the warmth of the North Carolina rain seeping into your 

shirt as you walk back to the place you never expected to be, listening to the talking and laughter 

of the people around you melt into the night.  
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The Califa Pension 
 

By Javier Ulloa 

 

oseph drove thoughtfully up the hilly, winding gravel road leading to the Califa 

Retirement Home. As he was about to go over a hill, he pulled over to the 

shoulder to wake his son up. Joseph leaned in and whispered into his sleeping 

son’s ear, “Hey sport, we’re just ‘bout there.  Come on, wakie-wakie.” Joseph Jr. 

writhed in his seat-belt and slowly awoke.  Joseph drove back onto the road and revved up the 

hill, but stopped at the hillcrest. “There it is, sport.” 

 Junior was awestruck. Far away the ocean made a white frothy line on the land as far as 

he could see, left and right. The green vagabond hills seemed to be frolicking, rolling away from 

him and towards the water. The sky was endless, curving above him, hiding behind the hills, 

playing peak-a-boo. “Can we get outta the car?” he asked his father. “Of course we can, come 

on.” 

 They stood in front of the car in the middle of the road. Junior instinctively held his 

father’s hand and walked forward, pulling his father on. They looked around. It was beautiful. It 

was good.  “Hey dad, where’s the hotel?” Jr. asked. 

 “It’s behind that mountain way over there on the left.” 

 “Oh, okay.”  Junior wondered, “Wow, there sure is a lot of it.”  

 “Of what, buddy, the water?” 

 “Nuh-uh, the sky. The sky is quiet and the water talks.” 

 Joseph looked up; there wasn’t a blemish on it anywhere. It seemed dense though; a clear 

azure mass that hunkered over the land. He thought to himself, as sapphire as gin, as clear as 

vodka, and as heavy as loss. “Come on Kiddo, let’s go. Grandpa is waiting for us.” 

 “Yay!” 

J 

The Califa Pension is an allegorical story about the annexation of the southwestern Mexican states to the United States of 

America due to the Treaty of Guadalupe after the Mexican-American war, but the story focuses on the state of California. 

Through the viewpoints of those who would have been affected by the change in national ownership, I discuss the way 

the United States of America treated their new American territories and its Mexican citizenry. 
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 Neither of them bothered to buckle up as they headed up and down and around the 

mischievous hills that weaved in and out of their way. Junior laughed hysterically as the car 

swerved, fishtailed, and spit mud and gravel. As they neared the retirement home, the road 

straightened and began a steep incline. As the car climbed, it slowed and strained against the pull 

of the hills behind them; it suddenly lost traction and violently jerked left, slipping backwards 

and towards the edge. Junior grabbed whatever was closest and shut his eyes.  He fearfully sung 

his comfort song: 

“You're a grand old flag 

You're a high flying flag 

And forever in peace may you wave. 

You're the emblem of-” 

 The car crested and eased down the gravelly road that led to the front of the home. Junior 

continued to sing until the car stopped. “You okay, sport?” 

 “Uh-Huh”   

 “You sure?” 

 Both father and son suddenly looked up when they heard yelling. The old man on the 

front porch steps was screaming at them, “Goddammit boy, what the hell do you think you’re 

doing?! You goddamn confounded yahoo! You’re gonna get yourselves killed driving like that!  

What the hell is wrong with you?” 

“Grandpa,” they both said. 

Junior rushed out the car and into the arms of his grandfather. Joseph saw that his father’s 

anger turned as soon as he embraced the boy. Joseph’s father held his grandson so tightly and 

whispered, “I love you, sport.” 

“I love you too, grandpa.” 

“Hey, how about some love for your other son?” Joseph called out from the car. 

Joseph Sr. looked and scowled at his son. “I’ve such a bone to pick with you, Joseph, 

driving up that hill that way!” 

Junior quickly grabbed his grandfather’s head and whispered into his ear, “Grandpa, 

don’t yell at dad. He’s not better still.” Grandpa immediately stopped yelling, and waited for 

Joseph to join them. They hugged for a long time. “I’m sorry, boy. You scared me.” 

“It’s ok, dad.” 
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“If you wouldn’t drive like such an asshole, I wouldn’t’ve practically shit my pants.” 

“My dad’s not an asshole, grandpa.” 

“You’re so right, sport.  He’s a dip-shit.” 

“Break it up, break it up you damn sissy saps!” 

Joseph and grandpa muttered, “Art.”  

“Joseph Sr., Joseph Jr., and Joseph the first!  My my, me oh my!  Come ‘ere, Kiddo, give 

us a hug!” The boy wriggled out of his grandfather’s arms, ran over to his “Tio Art” and held 

him at the waist. “Oh my, you have grown!” 

‘We almost died!” 

“I saw that!” 

“We all saw that…” added grandpa. 

“Hey, want some cake?” Art asked the boy. 

Joseph piped in, “He really shouldn’t.” 

“Shut up, Joe,” Art snapped. “You want cake, mijo?” 

Junior nodded excitedly. “Come on then! Who the hell says you can’t have cake, right?” 

“Dad did!” 

“Well fuck him. Come on, kiddo. Let’s get cake and ice cream.” Art and the boy walked 

slowly in through the front door of the rest home.   

“How’s mom?” Joseph asked his father. 

“She could be better.  She’s sleeping. She tried to stay up and wait, but she’s useless if 

she doesn’t nap. There’s always something wrong with her.” Joseph nodded. “Hey boy, how are 

you doing?  You hangin’ in there?” 

“Ya. I miss her. But ya, I’m ok.” 

“Ya, it’s rotten luck, but good you’re okay. Let’s go in; everyone is waiting.” 

*** 

 The hellos and oh-my-gods were endless. Sport and his dad were family to many 

strangers and they loved it. The boy had cake and candy and ice cream and soda pop and a few 

quarters were quietly slipped into his hand. He was told to “Shh” about it.   

 “Dad.  Dad!” Junior said. 

 “Huh? What?” 

“You’re daydreaming again…” 
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 Joseph laughed. “You’re right, I am.” 

 “Can I go explore? I saw some dinosaurs outside.”  Dawn walked up and grabbing Joseph 

by the arm, she said to the boy, “Of course you can, but stay away from those dinosaurs. They 

bite!” 

“Dinosaurs?” 

“Earth movers, lots of them.” Dawn turned back to Junior, “Now off with you!” Junior 

scampered off.   

“You building something?” 

“Come on, game’s starting.” She pulled him towards the table as he watched his son 

jump and run away. 

 At the round card table sat grandpa, Joseph, Art, Juan, Jose, Smith, Shelley, and Dawn; 

his father’s friends. Dawn’s grandfather, Jonathan, who had been the last of any family she had, 

had recently died. His real name was Sunset, but he used Jonathan to avoid insults. Dawn was 

the owner of the Califa. She brought out the box of Mexican dominoes, flipped them loudly onto 

the table, and began mixing them up. They each took their ten pieces. 

 Art began it. He said to Joseph Sr., “Have you told him yet?” 

 “Goddammit, Art. Shut up,” grandpa answered. 

 “Told me what?” 

 “Nothing,” grandpa said. 

 “Art’s right, Joe.  He should know.  There’s no stopping it now,” Dawn agreed.   

 “No stopping what?  What’s going on?’ 

 “The Califa has been sold. We all have to get out,” said Smith. 

 “What?” 

 “It’s true, Joey,” Shelley nodded. 

 “It’s a lie to say it was sold. They stole it,” Juan interjected. Smith shook his head, “No, 

no Juan.  It was a legal transaction; point blank legal.” 

 “No me vengas con pendejadas.  Just because it was legal doesn’t mean that what they 

did was right, Smith.” 

 ‘I never said it was right. In this country, however, what is right or wrong is not the point.  

The point of this country is the law.” 

 “Shut the fuck up, Smith.  Mejor callate!” said Juan. 



 

138 

 “Wait wait wait wait, stop! I don’t understand. The Califa is being sold? Dawn, you’re 

selling the place? Why?” 

 “I had no intention of selling it, Joseph.” She sighed. “Anybody have the double fifteen?”  

Shelley answered, “I have the fifteen/fourteen.” 

 “Anybody have higher than fifteen/fourteen? No?  Ok, Shelley, start us up.” Dawn turned 

to Joseph and said, “Bout a year ago, these suits came to visit Smith.” 

 “They weren’t suits. It was my son and two of his friends.” 

   Jose nudged Juan and muttered, “hijos de sus reteputa madre; thieves.” 

 “They’re not thieves, asshole!” 

 “You’re right, Smith,” Jose said. “I’m sorry; they aren’t thieves – they are thieves and 

liars the whole three of them. A bunch of fucking lying thieves.” 

 “Ya, dejalo. Let him be,” Art said. “He’s in the same situation as we are.” 

 “I’m not saying what they did was right, but it was legal.” 

 “These three guys come and visit Smith,” Dawn continued. Juan laid down his piece.  

“And once here, they see the ocean, the hills, the building, and all that jazz. This one here takes 

them on a grand tour – he shows them the hotel, the grounds, the cabanas on the shore, etcetera 

and everything else.” 

 “I’ve already said I’m sorry, Joey. I’m not even talking to my own kid anymore.” Jose 

laid his domino down and corrected Smith, “Your son is not talking to you, Smith. Stop 

bullshitting.” 

 “Anyway, the three of’m get squatters to move into Rancho Texas.” 

 “Anton’s Ranch?” 

 “That’s the one.” 

 “The whole thing?  That ranch is massive.” 

 ‘The whole enchilada; the place was mostly empty, but squatters kept coming and pretty 

soon, they claimed the land as abandoned and theirs. Anton was never good at paperwork. They 

went to court and he lost it all to these guys.” 

 “You’re kidding.” 

 “Nope, I’m not; same with Rancho Colorado, Arizona, Ute, Nuevo Mexico, and Nevada.  

Smith’s kid and his associates went as far as claiming that Wyoming Ranch was part of the 

lawsuit. The Rancho Califa is also part of their plunder.” 
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 “They’re loaded,” explained Juan. “They have the means, the money, the lawyers, and 

they don’t care about any of us. The previous owners had been here for generations – my great 

great great great grandparents lived here – what the hell do they know about papers and 

ownership and legalese and other bullshit…” 

 ‘They used force to steal the Ranch – that’s what it comes down to.  Dawn, stop trying to 

be delicate,” said Jose. 

 Dawn continued, “The Califa and its lands have been in my family a very long time. My 

family was here before Juan’s family arrived, and Juan’s family has lived here for three 

generations. Jose’s family has lived here…” 

 “My family,” interrupted Jose, “lived here before Califa was Califa. My family was here 

before The Califa was established. We were here when those imbeciles thought Califa was a 

fucking island! Can you believe that shit? My familia helped build this place. We helped build 

the twenty-one shelters that line the shore. These fucking bastards took our homes and leased 

them back to us. This is my home!” 

 “You have no home, Jose” said Dawn.” 

 “I don’t understand,” said Joseph. “They can’t just come and take land.” 

 “Joey, they already have,” answered Dawn. “They already have. It’s done. Other than 

squatting here in my own home, I’ve nothing to defend myself against the hired security, the 

lawyers, the vast resources they have.  They’ve basically bought the land that belonged to me, 

saying I’ve no claim to it.” 

  Shelley asked, “Whose turn is it?” 

 “My turn,” said Smith and slammed down a domino. “Look, they did say that we can all 

keep living here; we don’t have to leave. They’ve agreed not to kick us out or take any of our 

property away from us.” 

  Shelley asked Smith, “And you believe them?” 

 “I see no reason why not. They gave their word. They’re moral people. Their word is like 

law – it’s a contract; they can’t go around just breaking contracts for fuck’s sake.” 

 “You’re a fucking idiot,” said Jose. 

 Shelley turned to Joseph and asked, “Joey, did you see the road signs on the way here?  

The ones off of the highway, did you notice any changes?  I think it’s my turn.” She lay down 

her domino. 
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 “Yeah, I was going to ask about that. The road names are different.” 

 Shelley explained, “The new owners didn’t feel that naming the roads after our family 

members was what they have in mind so they changed the names.” 

 “What?” 

 Jose explained, “El Puente Olivia, named after my great great grandmother, became 

Olive Bridge. El Valle de Los Angeles, founded by Juan’s great great great great grandfather 

became Angel’s Valley. I don’t know this Angel Valley.” Dawn laid down her domino piece and 

said, “There’s nothing I can do about it. I lost this place. And I’m sorry.” 

 Shelley touched Dawn’s shoulder to get a word in. “I have a job now, Joseph. Did you 

know that? Did your father tell you?” Joseph’s father had been silent this whole time. 

 “No, he didn’t mention any of this…and honey, you’re 83, what kind of job?” 

 “Well,” Shelley said, “Since I had no proof of the right to live here, I was going to be 

kicked out, but I’ve nowhere to go. Smith begged them for me and his son agreed to let me stay 

here as long as I clean the place up. The Califa Retirement Home is going to be torn down and 

made into a posh hotel, you see. And I’m one of the maids.”   

 “This is ridiculous! It’s criminal!”   

 Shelley told Dawn, “Tell him about the adobes.” Grandpa didn’t have a right domino to 

place on the Mexican train so he took a domino from the bone yard, looked at it, grimaced, and 

tapped it twice. Dawn said, “A few weeks ago, Smith’s Son, Calvary, came and said that he’d 

like to use the adobes for his friends and investors to use as seaside vacation homes. I explained 

that each of the twenty-one residences already house the folk that tend to the needs of the land 

and the structures, and have lived there for a long time, but Calvary said the families had to go.  

He came three days later with the police and threw them all out. Those that resisted were taken to 

jail and those that submitted, but didn’t have a place to go, had to agree to become farm laborers 

in exchange for staying in their own home. That’s when Calvary explained that he and his 

investors plan on making this convalescence home a place for wealthy merchants and my 

residents must get out or become their employees and run the place. When I explained that most 

of the residents are in their eighties and nineties, and cannot work…” 

 “Some can’t even walk,” Shelley interrupted. 

 “Calvary said that they would have to leave.” 
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 “Joseph, I really did try to tell them it was wrong,” said Smith. “I went to their office in 

the city and spoke to the three of them and explained the horror of what they were doing, but 

they didn’t listen. They felt it was a golden opportunity and it seemed to be destiny that led them 

to the Califa. I am sorry.” 

 Jose added, “He even put his wig on. Que guapo!” 

 “It’s a toupee, asshole. I wanted to look presentable.”  

 Shelley said, “They’re going to tear down the Califa and build a city – a city for the 

wealthy that’ll use the poor as cheap labor.” 

 “This is insane!” 

 “It’s already done, boy,” his father said. 

 “Where will everyone go?” 

 Art responded angrily, “Juan and Jose’s families have been residents of the Califa 

pension at least one hundred years. Where are they to go?  Joey, your mother’s here in hospice– 

she’s going to die soon, she can’t be moved. You and your dad are going to be roomies. Even 

Smith is fucked. He’ll be handling the laundry when the new place is up and running. The 

laundry! His own son made him a janitor, but at least he has a place to stay. Where are all the 

families and their kids, whose home is here, going to go?” 

 They sat silently at the round table. 

 ‘Who wants a drink?” Art yelled. All hands went up. Little smoky-blue shot glasses were 

passed and filled with whiskey. “A toast!” he said, “Fuck you, Laws!  Fuck you, filthy Lucre! 

Fuck you Destiny! And fuck you, Calvary.” 

 And they all said, “Fuck you!” 

 “Dad?”  Joseph turned suddenly to see that his son was standing next to him and 

watching them all. Everyone went quiet. “Come and see the dinosaurs. They’re closer now.”  

The whole group got up and walked out to the side porch where they saw the massive machines 

tearing into the earth. Junior covered his ears against their angry roars. Black powdery smoke 

bellowed into the air and then sank back to the ground. They watched. 

  “Why are you crying, Tía Shelley?” 

 “I’m not crying, honey.” A rogue tear escaped and plopped on a porch board. 

 “Dad, I tried waking Grandma up, but she wouldn’t wake up. She was cold so I covered 

her up.” 
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 Grandpa bolted, almost fell over, and limped as fast as he could towards his room, Dawn 

and Art followed next to him, keeping him from teetering over as best they could. Joseph ran 

ahead of them all and found his dead mother asleep in the bed. His father came in right after him 

and collapsed on top of his wife, already weeping and heaving. 

 “Tía,” said Joseph Jr. to Shelley. “Wanna know what I do when I’m sad?” Shelley 

laughed, wiped her face dry, and nodded. “I sing a song!” he revealed. 

 “You sing?” 

 “Uh-Huh!” 

 “What do you sing?” 

 “Grandpa sang it for my dad, and my dad sang it to me, and I’ll sing it for you!    

‘You're a grand old flag 

You're a high flying flag 

And forever in peace may you wave. 

You're the emblem of 

The land I love 

Home of the free and the brave 

Ev'ry heart beats true 'neath the red, white and blue 

Where there's never a boast or brag…’ 

 Shelley abruptly pushed him away, got up and walked away. Her legs were shaking.   

 From down the hall he could hear a lot of screaming and crying, especially his grandpa.  

He tip-toed outside and sat on the porch. The dinosaurs were still there cutting big black lines 

into the ground. They were still roaring and huffing. He looked up at the blue sky and then back 

at the dinosaurs; there sure were a lot of them. 

  



 

143 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Javier Ulloa is an English graduate student at California State University, 

Fullerton (CSUF). He received his Bachelor of Arts in English in May 2014. 
Since then, he has been working on his Master’s with a focus on Creative 
Writing, and he intends to graduate in fall 2016. He has worked as a 

contributing editor for Voices and Dash magazines and is currently at work on 
a collection of short stories for his first book. After graduate school, Ulloa plans 
to continue writing and hopes to publish further work and perhaps teach in the 

future.  



 

144 

 

Board of Editors 



 

145 

Jonathan W. Snyder received his AA from Saddleback College in 

spring 2007 and graduated in spring 2014 with a BA in history and 

a minor in English from California State University, Fullerton 

(CSUF). Snyder is currently an English graduate student at CSUF 

with a focus on composition and rhetoric. He belongs to Phi Alpha 

Theta, Theta Pi chapter, the California Public History Association 

(CPHA), the Creative Writing Club (CWC), and the History 

Students Association (HSA). Snyder served as a two-time editor 

for the 2012 publication of the Welebaethan and as a managing 

editor for the 2013 edition. Jonathan has been published in Local 

Colors, PKD in Orange County, and the 2015 Voices journal. In 

fall 2014, Snyder assisted in the creation of a writing lab at 

CSUF’s Irvine campus where he continues to work as a writing 

tutor, and he is concurrently employed at CSUF’s main campus 

Writing Center. 

 

Sean Washburn graduated cum laude with his BA in history from 

California State University, Fullerton in spring 2011. After 

receiving his MA in summer 2016, he aspires to continue his 

education and earn his PhD in history to become a professor. His 

historical interests include Fascism, Political Extremism, 

Genocide/Ethnic Cleansing, the World Wars, the Cold War, 

European Imperialism, American Imperialism, and historical 

theory. An avid student and community activist, Sean’s activism 

serves as inspiration and influences his research and written work. 

Along with his fellow students and Dr. Steven Jobbitt, he helped 

create and contributed to the Social and Global Justice Project 

website. Washburn also helped found the Cultural and Public 

History Association and currently serves as vice president. He 

served as an editor in the 2012 and 2014 editions of the 

Welebaethan and a Managing Editor for the 2015 edition. In 

addition, Washburn served as an editor for the inaugural 2015 

edition of Voices.  

Editors in Chief 



 

146 

Frank Alanis is a graduate student in the English 

Department at California State University, 

Fullerton. His academic interests include 

modernism, comic studies, and critical theory. 

Alanis intends to apply to doctorate programs in the 

near future. Non-academically, Frank enjoys eating 

vegetable spring rolls.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tim Barrette graduated from California State 

University, Fullerton (CSUF) in the Spring of 2016 

with his MA in History. Barrette stayed active while 

at CSUF becoming a multi-year editor and author 

for the student journal Welebaethan. In addition, he 

attended numerous conferences discussing topics 

ranging from the slave trade, the Rwandan 

Genocide, and the colonization of central Africa. 

More narrowly, Barrette focused on imperialism 

within Rwanda during German and Belgian 

occupation. Currently, Barrette is pursuing a career 

in teaching world history at a community college 

level.    

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

147 

Johnathan Lozano graduated from the University 

of California, Riverside in 2013 with two Bachelor 

of Arts degrees in History and Political Science. 

After a semester at Florida State University, Lozano 

returned to California to follow his passion for 

historical work pertaining to archives and urban 

development at California State University, 

Fullerton. Currently pursuing a Master of Arts 

degree in History, Lozano was an editor for the 

2015 Welebaethan Journal of History. He is 

currently writing his thesis, “The Metro Red Line 

and the Politics of Change,” which will focus on 

Los Angeles public transportation, politics, and 

social class during the 1970-80s. He is hoping to 

complete his MA in 2016, and then pursue a career 

in archival work with a focus on mid-twentieth 

century urbanization and development pertaining to 

Los Angeles County. 

 

 

 

 

 

Conrad Negron graduated from California State 

University, San Bernardino in spring 2014 with a 

BA in History. His primary research focuses on 

public and oral history as well as the Vietnam War. 

Negron plans to graduate with his MA in spring 

2016 from California State University, Fullerton. 

He currently serves as President of the Cultural and 

Public History Association (CPHA), and he has 

worked as an editor for the 2015 edition of the 

Welebaethan journal. Negron is also a member of 

Phi Alpha Theta, Theta Pi chapter and the History 

Student Association (HSA). Currently, he is 

designing a museum exhibit, which deals with the 

United States soldier perspective of the Vietnam 

War through photography.



 

148 

Dane Royster currently serves as the editor-in-chief 

of the 2016 edition of the Welebaethan. Royster 

published his first article in the 2015 version of the 

journal when he worked as a managing editor. 

Currently, he pursues an MA in history at California 

State University, Fullerton. Royster’s focus of study 

delves into the historiographic representations of 

homosexuals during and after the Holocaust. A 

member of Phi Alpha Theta, Theta-Pi Chapter, Phi 

Beta Delta International Honor Society, the History 

Student Association, and Events Coordinator for the 

Cultural and Public History Association, he intends 

to further his involvement in these societies and 

clubs in the future. Ultimately, Royster aims to 

profess at the college and university level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Javier Ulloa is an English graduate student at 

California State University, Fullerton. He received 

his Bachelor of Arts in English in May 2014. Since 

then, he has been working on his Master’s with a 

focus on Creative Writing, and he intends to graduate 

in fall 2016. He has worked as a contributing editor 

for Voices and Dash magazines and is currently at 

work on a collection of short stories for his first book. 

After graduate school, Ulloa plans to continue 

writing and hopes to publish further work and 

perhaps teach in the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

149 

Reviewer: 

 
Rania Siddiq is an undergraduate Liberal Studies student who plans to graduate in spring 2016. 

She is the secretary for the Cultural and Public History Association and grudgingly works as an 

assistant administrator. She is also an avid lover of books and pizza.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



150 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                            

 

 

 


