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Editor’s Letter
Dearest Reader,

Since last year, Audeamus has certainly grown. Not only did we receive more 
submissions from more UC-schools, but we now have our own computer—
her name is “Clementine.” 

We worked hard to deliver these wonderful works of art, literature, and re-
search in an equally wonderful publication. These fourteen works are a diverse 
spectrum of the intellectual and creative distinguished minds throughout the 
UC-system.

This year’s volume of Audeamus is decorated with sticky-note-related art-
work. I could come up with something about how the sticky note is, in itself, 
a symbol of our eclectic journal in that they’re versatile, innovative, practical, 
inspiring, and adhesive—but I prefer to leave symbolic interpretation to the 
reader. The cover, a fragmented portrait and collage, is most representative of 
our humble honors journal.

I would like to thank everyone who made this issue possible: many thanks 
to all the brave souls who dared submit to Audeamus, there wouldn’t be an 
Audeamus otherwise; the hardworking editorial board, your blood and sweat 
has paid off; the UC Riverside University Honors Program staff who offer 
their continual support, encouragement, and appreciated funds; Emily, our 
fearless leader; Mister Bumbledeer, our mascot, our muse; the welcoming staff 
and coordinators at fellow UC honors programs and societies; and finally, 
you, the reader, for reasons only you know.

Have a good read! Expect to hear from us again next year (only louder).

Sincerely,

Luis Alberto Correa
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Where All Butterflies Must 
Come From
by Alex Madeuna

He could not love her the way he loved Rocinante. He would not 
love Fernanda the same way. Rocinante belittled him, made him feel like a 
child of four years. She made him laugh those laughs which leave your ribs 
in pain and made him smile those smiles which, according to the tales of the 
elder women of the town, would freeze your face in that position if held too 
long.

Fernanda, on the other hand, spoke to him in all the proper tongues for 
this and that, cooked for him those special meals when he was a guest of 
honor in her home, and, despite the old philosopher’s daily ramblings on the 
death of God, went to the Sacred Mass every Sunday in the morning to Father 
Espinoza’s church in the town’s plaza. And when she spoke to Alfonso, she 
spoke to him to make him feel as an adult, never using the language of the 
children. And she did so because she loved Alfonso. She traveled nearly every 
day from her home in the countryside to him in the town, but every time on 
the return she would sit and weep at the fountain, so much, in fact, that those 
who lived near the fountain renamed it the fountain of tears, replacing the 
name of the general who had long since been forgotten.

And every time Rocinante rolled in the wild meadows with Alfonso, every 
time they drank from the sweetest honey straight from the hive, every time 
they ran through the forests with arms outstretched pretending to the butter-
flies, he was left breathless in the night. Alfonso loved her because she belittled 
him, spoke to him in the language of the children, in the language of laughter. 

When the butterflies took Rocinante in the night, Alfonso was ravaged. 
He traveled far and wide, petitioning all, even the King of Castile: “I must go 
take back what is mine!” But none believed him, for who would believe that 
butterflies had come in the night to take a poor peasant girl named Rocinante 
who rolled in meadows and drank honey straight from the hive? 

But oh, poor Fernanda would give herself to Alfonso if she could, and so 
she agreed to help the heartbroken Alfonso mend his heart, even though he 
did not love her. She would assist him, even to the farthest ends of the earth, 
just to mend his heart because she loved him. And ah, what a love that is! To 
help her heart’s desire find his heart’s desire!

After months of searching, Alfonso and Fernanda came upon the where-
abouts of Pan, the satyr who was man in the body but goat in the legs. And so 
Alfonso pleaded to Pan while the summer butterflies fluttered around Pan’s 
head. “Oh benevolent Pan, you must assist me to take my beloved Rocinante 
back from the butterflies, I must take back what is mine.” And as the butterflies 
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fluttered away from Pan’s face, a grin appeared exposing his yellowed teeth, 
goldenrod from the days of excess bacchanaling. He agreed because he had 
not been on a good adventure in so long a time, and he so loved an irony. “Yes, 
my friend, I will help you search for what you claim to be yours. But I must 
warn you, for that which we might love is not always destined to return that 
debt. Beware, for what we find may be more then your heart can bear.” But 
Alfonso ignored his plea, for he loved Rocinante far too much, and it has been 
said by the older women of the town that love is such a roar that it deafens the 
ears and eyes of the beholder. 

And so for years and years they searched and searched. They searched the 
faraway lands of Canton and Asia, braved the exotic lands of Ur and the lands 
of the Mechica. They sailed the seas and swam the rivers. For years and years 
and for thousands of miles they searched, looking for that lair of the butterflies 
where all butterflies must come from. They begged to the kings of Persia and 
Ainadamar, asked the peasants of Atlantis, questioned the Sphinx, who threw 
herself down to a second death since Oedipus had past, for she could not 
answer the riddle: “Where is my Rocinante?” 

Then at last they found the lair of the butterflies where all butterflies must 
come. Thousands upon thousands of brilliantly colored butterflies covered the 
travelers and searchers. Alfonso was quickly overcome by the sight, as he knew 
that his poor Rocinante would be difficult to find. He dove violently into the 
groves of butterflies, searching for Rocinante, convinced that she had been 
converted to butterfly. “Rocinante! Rocinante! I am here; I have searched for 
years and years and for thousands of miles to find you! Show yourself and take 
what is yours, my love Rocinante!” He waited and waited, but no butterflies 
named Rocinante came. Heartbroken and defeated, he began his lonely ascent 
back to Fernanda and Pan. 

Yet as he came up he saw Fernada’s face highlighted by the rising sun and 
wept because he had never noticed how beautiful and angelic she was. “I have 
searched for years and years and for thousands of miles for my beloved, only 
to realize that you, Fernanda, are truly my beloved, for you have searched for 
years and years and for thousands of miles so that I may live to be happy.” 

But Fernanda only smiled, “I could not love you the way I love Pan. Once 
I would have searched for years and years and for thousands of miles so that 
you could be happy, but today I only searched so that I may be with Pan, who 
speaks to me in the language of the children, in the language of laughter and 
merriness.”

At that moment of heartbreak Alfonso fell dead, for a man can only take 
so much before his heart ruptures in the middle, and his ghost left him and 
became the haunting emptiness of the forest.

Fernanda turned from the poor fool and stared at Pan while a butterfly 
fluttered around his head. “I could not love you the way I loved Rocinante,” 
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and at that very moment the butterfly fluttered and landed on Pan’s out-
stretched finger. 

If you could have the eyes that Fernanda had before she leapt into the riv-
er to become a trout so ugly no one could love but poor fishermen in need of a 
meal, you would have seen the wild look in the butterfly’s eyes that reminded 
Fernanda so much of Rocinante.

Pan only smiled as he leisurely walked amongst the daisies in full bloom, 
and grinned as his wild butterfly flew from daisy to daisy, enjoying the splen-
did summer weather. 
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Mythical Facts, Factual Myths: 
The Use of Fiction for Historical 
Understanding
by Daniel Polk

The truth: the indisputable, unquestionable and objective facts 
defining the nature of past events, people and histories. This ideal 
of understanding is often the aim of historical studies. Yet within the world 
of the human condition, a human’s understanding of reality is often more 
mixed, with fiction and history, myth and fact colliding, intermingling and 
blending into histories with elements of fiction or fiction with elements of 
history. Ironically, to come to a better understanding of the “objective” truth, 
one must also look at the subjective truth. The human process of combining 
fiction and fact can be especially seen in topics of more emotional, personal 
and dramatic nature. When a typical person encounters the iconic image 
of Ernesto “Che” Guevara, what may likely come to mind? The established, 
historical facts (“middle-class Argentinean doctor of Spanish-Irish decent”) 
or the basis of myth (“Revolution!”)? In many ways, myth and fact may be 
so closely intertwined that one must accept both to achieve a more complete 
picture. As the example of Che illustrates, twentieth-century Latin American 
history is rich with characters and events that seem to defy historical norms 
almost to unbelievable extents: the corpse of a former president’s wife be-
ing revered like a saint, thousands of people “disappearing” within their own 
country, or the harsh struggles of the indigenous poor continuing to this day 
with almost equal brutality as seen in the times of the Conquest. As Gabriel 
García Márquez is attributed to once have said, the historical “reality” of Latin 
America has in many ways come to “surpass” the magical reality of his books.1 

For the historian then, who must sift through evidence to better come to 
terms with this historical “reality,” what sources can one consult for a history 
that is so full of the emotional, the personal, and the mythical? How can one 
better understand this rich past where fantastical fiction so often fuse with ob-
jective fact? To more completely comprehend such histories, one may consult 
a simple source which, although not often included with historiographies, can 
provide much insight into this emerging view of reality: fiction itself. Thus, the 
use of fiction as a primary source within bodies of historical evidence can be 
not only an acceptable, but also a helpful and essential element to more fully 
understand history, as can be seen within the dramatic context of twentieth-
century Latin America. To illustrate the role of fiction in history, one may 
consult three primary sources that each reveal different aspects of this dynam-
ic, fluctuating relationship between myth and fact: the novel Santa Evita by 

1)  Fuentes, Carlos. “Santa Evita: Diary of a Reader.” p. 46
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Tomás Eloy Martínez which is a story based upon well-researched historical 
evidence but which is incorporated into an unabashed fictitious tale; the play 
Death and the Maiden by Ariel Dorfman which is entirely fictitious but which 
discusses very real and very relevant historical concerns and issues; and the 
autobiographical work I, Rigoberta Menchú which is presented as a factual, 
historical account but which is now known to contain elements of fiction. 
Through examining the purpose, meaning and significance of these primary 
sources, one can come to discover the important role that fiction plays in the 
construction of history.

In the critically-acclaimed novel Santa Evita by Tomás Eloy Martínez, 
the themes of history and myth are addressed not only through the author’s 
discussions of the subject, but also through the content of the book itself as 
it chronicles the intriguing story behind the embalmed corpse of Eva Perón, 
and thus demonstrates how a work of fiction—when based upon fact—can 
help in the process of historical understanding. As the wife of the Argentinean 
President Juan Perón, Eva Perón remains one of the most prominent historical 
figures in the history of Latin America: loved by her mass followers, loathed 
by the country’s aristocracy and worshipped like a saint after tragically dy-
ing of cancer in 1952 at the age of thirty-three. Tomás Eloy Martínez, the 
acclaimed novelist recognized as “one of the most talented Argentine writ-
ers of the last few decades,” successfully confronts the history and the myth 
surrounding the life and death of Eva Perón with his novel Santa Evita.2 Eloy 
Martínez weaves an intriguing story following the fate of Evita’s corpse: its 
embalming and nearly immortal preservation, tireless efforts to recover and 
bury the body, and the lives of those who were caught by the body’s elu-
sive spell.3 Whereas contemporary histories are portrayed in a single, often 
third-person point-of-view with a strictly academic tone, this 369-page novel 
consists of a myriad of different perspectives, narratives and viewpoints. The 
characters (all of whom are real figures) are numerous: Eva and Juan Perón; 
Colonel Moori Koenig; Dr. Pedro Ara, the embalmer; doña Juana, Evita’s 
mother; Julio Alcaraz, Evita’s hairdresser; Aldo Cifuentes, an army officer; and 
many others, including the author himself. It is around these characters that 
Eloy Martínez interestingly blends his use of fictional narrative and historical 
research, as he confesses to the reader of his exhaustive work of “[spending] 
several weeks in newspaper archives,” “[digging] further into the heaps of 
paper,” and conducting extensive interviews. 4 Surprisingly, he admits that “in 
this novel peopled by real characters, the only ones I never met were Evita and 
the Colonel.”5  The product of this historical fact-finding is immense, if not 
impressive. Examples of Eloy Martínez’s exhaustive research includes a nearly 

2)  Zelaya de Nader, Honoria. “Los símbolos en La Mano de Amo de Tomás Eloy Martínez.” 
p. 67.
3)  Polk, Daniel. “Fact & Myth, History & Legend: Santa Evita Book Review.” p. 1.
4)  Eloy Martínez, Tomás. Santa Evita. p. 50, 45. 
5)  Ibid. p. 50, 45. 
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nine-page-long transcript of a monologue by Alcaraz, the hairdresser6; an 
“almost verbatim” story told by an army officer7; a series of seven “documents” 
of testimony from a military trial8; as well as numerous other interviews. 
Because this is fiction, Eloy Martínez is able to go beyond the confines of his 
researched documents to achieve literary detail unattainable in a contempo-
rary history. Characters’ inner thoughts, motivations, emotional reactions etc., 
are all fictional elements to be expected in a novel, but which are highlighted 
and supported by Eloy Martínez’s unique mix of historical facts.

However, the writing’s value to historians is not the numerous sources 
cited by Eloy Martínez (whose accuracy, in the context of a novel, is subject to 
debate). Instead, the work’s value lies in how these facts are blended with fic-
tion and what it reveals. Parallel to the mysterious, unfolding narrative of the 
book and its many characters is the equally-intriguing theme of distinguishing 
reality and fiction. To address this topic, Eloy Martínez often frankly addresses 
the reader. Instead of assuming the detached, academic tone sometimes found 
in historical studies, the author presents himself as simply another character 
struggling to understand Evita and the nature of myth and fact. “Every story,” 
he explains, “is by definition, unfaithful. Reality, as I’ve said, can’t be told or 
repeated. The only thing that can be done with reality is to invent it again.”9 
It is through these confessions by the author that the seemingly fragmented 
contents of his novel begin to come together. Eloy Martínez mixes the factual 
and fictitious, the historical and mythical, not because he is trying to “re-
tell” or “repeat” history in his writing, but is rather trying to “reinvent” it. In 
this way, the writing is neither pure fact nor pure myth, but rather occupies 
an ambiguity that perhaps better represents the common view of history. 
“Myth and history part ways,” explains the legendary Mexican author, Carlos 
Fuentes, “and between the two lies the defiant reign of fiction.”10 Because of 
fiction’s unique ability to explore and reveal “defiant” and different areas of 
reality and understanding, it serves as an insightful window into the human 
condition’s struggle to cope and comprehend historical reality. James Bren-
nan, a Professor of History at the University of California, Riverside and an 
expert on Argentina, admits that works like Eloy Martínez’s are often helpful 
for historians since “fiction is useful as a document itself ” because of its ability 
to “[reveal] the sensibilities about a period or subject.”11 What better way then, 
to understand how Evita is revered like a saint among so many, than to read a 
fictional work that explores, details and adds to this myth? Thus, Tomás Eloy 
Martínez succeeds in not only offering a medium in which to discuss the blur-
ring line of reality concerning Eva Perón, but also in providing a glimpse into 
how such mixtures of myth and fact are dealt. Ernest Hemingway, one of the 

6)  Ibid. p. 74.
7)  Ibid. p. 130.
8)  Ibid. p. 244.
9)  Eloy Martínez, Tomás. Santa Evita. p. 83.
10)  Fuentes, Carlos. “Santa Evita: Diary of a Reader.” p. 51.
11)  Brennan, James. E-mail interview.
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most influential writers of the twentieth century, clearly identified not only 
the nature of the fictional works like Santa Evita but also their inherent value: 
“If the reader prefers, [a] book may be regarded as a work of fiction. But there 
is always the chance that such a book of fiction may throw some light on what 
has been written as fact.”12

While fictional yet exhaustively-researched works like Santa Evita are 
seen to hold historical value as primary sources, what about works of pure 
fiction? The play Death and the Maiden by the acclaimed Chilean author 
Ariel Dorfman is an entirely fictitious tale with only three invented characters, 
yet the issues it addresses are significantly important for understanding his-
tory. As a citizen of Chile, Ariel Dorfman was forced into exile following the 
1973 coup d’état of the democratically-elected President Salvador Allende. 
The military regime that followed left a tragic mark upon the country as the 
government kidnapped, imprisoned, tortured and murdered thousands of 
people from 1973 to 1989. When confronted with such sobering statistics, 
one wonders what was the effect—not only historical, but also personal, emo-
tion and psychological—of a country being subject to such torment. For the 
answers, historians may look at works of fiction like Dorfman’s play, which 
he successfully uses to confront and discuss these issues of violence, torture 
and reconciliation within a more intimate and personal context. One may 
comprehend the “socioeconomic and political reasons” for Chile’s political 
violence, explains Dorfman, “but what is the meaning of it in human terms?”13 
To explore this, Dorfman creates a purely fictional realm defined by his three 
characters: the protagonist Paulina Salas, a physically- and emotionally-
injured survivor of the regime’s past torture, her husband Gerardo Escobar, 
an attorney in charge of a committee to investigate the regime’s crimes, and 
a doctor, Roberto Miranda. The setting is an un-named South American 
country that has recently “given itself a democratic government” following “a 
long period of dictatorship,” a process during which a nation and its people 
must painfully confront their terror-filled past.14 Within this microcosm of the 
three characters, Dorfman addresses wide-ranging and complex issues in a 
delicate and skillfully effective way best achieved through his masterful skill as 
a playwright. Like a metaphor for the injured nation, the character of Paulina 
must come to terms with her tortured history by not only confronting her 
own memories, but also by acknowledging them to others. Opposite of Pau-
lina is Dr. Miranda, who represents those elements of society whose sincere 
appearance is poisoned by their dark, unknown past. Between these two is the 
husband Gerardo, who—like the national investigative commission which his 
character leads—serves as the witness to Paulina’s process of reconciliation 
and as the arbitrator between her tormented memory and the tortured past 

12)  As quoted in Eloy Martínez, Tomás. The Perón Novel from Moveable Feast by Ernest 
Hemingway.
13)  Dorfman, Ariel. Interview. Speak Fiction and Poetry! p. 258
14)  As quoted in Polk, Daniel. Menchú and the Maiden from Dorfman, Ariel. Death and the 
Maiden
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she must confront.  Within this context, Dorfman uses this fictional medium 
to purpose a seemingly-unlikely yet chillingly-plausible situation: by chance 
one night, Paulina’s husband brings home a seemingly-friendly and helpful 
stranger, a doctor whom (through his voice and figures of speech) she im-
mediately recognizes as one her former torturers. The play revolves around 
this ensuing dilemma in which the former victim serendipitously is forced to 
confront her former captor fifteen years after her torture took place.15 

Yet what value does this captivating story have for historians? Through 
this surreal yet believable drama, Dorfman is able to find a method to simply 
and effectively explore essentials themes of both a deeply personal and histori-
cally-relevant nature, as the play shows not only how an individual victim 
approaches their tortured past, but also (allegorically) how an entire nation 
confronts the reality of a troubled history. “I’m always focusing on people in 
very extreme situations who react in very extreme ways,” explains Dorfman, 
“and one of the ways in which they react is through fantasy.”16 What this work 
of fantasy reveals is how one can come to cope with and understand the tragi-
cally and brutally violent past of one’s history. Fiction offers a means for one 
to express, assert and discover ideas about sensitive topics that would normal-
ly be too difficult to confront in truthful, factual, non-fiction writing. Dorfman 
discloses his personal experience concerning his confrontation of the truth:

When you’ve been through traumatic experiences like the one I’m talking 
about in Chile, there’s a part of us that cannot entirely heal. . . . ‘An overdose 
of truth,’ as Gerardo says in Death and the Maiden, ‘can kill you.’ On the other 
hand, the struggle for that truth, to go as far as one can go in searching for this 
truth, should never be abandoned.17

Not only do works like Death and the Maiden contribute to establishing 
a more human concept of the “truth,” but also helps to understand the neces-
sary process of healing from these national (yet ultimately personal) tragedies. 
As Dorfman admits, he is “always asking questions about how the nation can 
be healed, retold, or modified . . . as if this nation [Chile] were incomplete un-
til writers had found the way of . . . really challenging it with their literature”18 
In his effort to help heal his country, Dorfman confronts its harsh reality with 
fiction. When historians study this period of Chile’s “painful transition to 
democracy,” few documents can be found that explicitly address these issues, 
which could not easily have been accepted in the political environment and 
to the collective national psyche.19 Because of this cautionary lack of discus-
sion or debate in Chile at this time, Dorfman utilized his play in an effort to 
“break the silence” on his “self-censured compatriots.”20 Thus, by means of this 
work of pure fiction, Dorfman is able to most effectively confront his nation’s 

15)  Polk, Daniel. Menchú and the Maiden. p. 4
16)  Dorfman, Ariel. Interview. Speak Fiction and Poetry!, p. 259
17)  Ibid, p. 255
18)  Ibid, p. 253
19)  Dorfman, Ariel. Interview. Speak Fiction and Poetry! p. 253
20)  Dorfman, Ariel. Death and the Maiden. p. 58
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history as well as help to bring others into the slow process of reconciliation, 
of liberating Chileans from the chains of their dark past. For historians this 
provides an insightful glimpse into how this horrifying history is confronted 
and experienced by those most affected by it.  The value of this fiction is thus 
in what perspectives it reveals (relative to the historical context in which it was 
written) as well as its effort to heal and solve these very human issues. Perhaps 
the success of this come from the artistic and inspired nature of Dorfman’s 
work, as it is driven by his “fierce belief ” that “literature has an important 
role, indeed an essential one, to play in the liberation of the people of Latin 
America.”21 

 These themes of literature’s historical value can be seen in not only 
works of fiction like Santa Evita and Death and the Maiden, but also in works 
of nonfiction like the widely-read I, Rigoberta Menchú. Written by the Guate-
malan indigenous-rights activist and Nobel laureate Rigoberta Menchú Tum, 
this autobiographical work demonstrates a differing relationship between 
history and myth as it is presented as fact but is known to contain elements 
of pure fiction. Despite these factual inconsistencies—or perhaps because of 
them—the book remains both a useful and valuable source within the histo-
riographical record. Although written like an autobiography, Menchú clearly 
makes the point that the story is “not only my life, it’s also the testimony of my 
people. . .  My personal experience is the reality of a whole people.” As such, 
Menchú is representing both a personal and a collective existence, as her life 
serves as an allegory for “all poor Guatemalans.”22 Within this perspective, the 
twenty-three-year-old author presents a deeply-personal and tragic tale about 
the gross acts of injustice committed against her, her family and her commu-
nity. While the memoir includes detailed descriptions of her culture’s religious 
beliefs, ceremonies and traditions, Menchú primarily uses her writing to tell 
about the atrocities suffered by her people and their reaction (and resistance) 
to such repression. Menchú’s contribution to the historical record is signifi-
cant, as she presents an indigenous female perspective and a detailed account 
of her people’s struggle: labor exploitation by the ruling class, the government 
and judicial system denying protection from oppressive landowners, and 
threats to her and her community’s safety by the military which culminates 
in the brutal torture and murder of her father, mother and brother.23 Despite 
the book’s widely-accepted significance, prominence and importance, it has 
been thrown into doubt by the work of anthropologist David Stoll whose 
fact-checking research in Guatemala revealed that the book contains a num-
ber of untruths and fabrications.24 By referring to historical records as well as 
self-conducted interviews, Stoll argues that Menchú’s story is full of fictional 
elements: that her brother was never tortured and murdered as shown in the 
book; that Menchú received more formal education that she recounts; that 

21)  Dorfman, Ariel. Some Write to the Future. p. xii
22)  Menchú, Rigoberta. I, Rigoberta Menchú. p. 1
23)  Polk, Daniel. I, Rigoberta Menchú Book Review, p. 3
24)  See Stoll, David. Rigoberta Menchú and the Story of All Poor Guatemalans.
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her father Vicente may not have been a member of the CUC (Comité de Uni-
dad Campesina); and at least six others points of contention.25 With this work, 
Stoll establishes with historians and other scholars that Menchú’s book is not 
a work of objective accuracy, as both factual elements and fabricated events 
are woven into this testimonio. 

 What is the effect then, for the reader and the historian, of know-
ing that Menchú’s story contains such falsehoods? Within the context of her 
story and the nature of testimonios, these elements of fiction simply add to her 
tale, as the overall effect of Menchu’s work—to convey the grim suffering of 
her people—is ultimately achieved. As Menchú makes clear, the book is not 
strictly about her, as she offers her experience as a representation of life for “all 
poor Guatemalans.” Even though certain aspects are fabricated, for Menchú 
and her people it is a very real experience as she confesses that “every time I 
tell this story, I can’t hold back my tears, for me it’s a reality I can’t forget, even 
though it’s not easy to tell of it.”26 Because the work is a testimony and not 
autobiography, it is not subject to the same scrutiny. As explained by scholar 
George Gugelberger, the unique field of testimonio “is a complex genre at the 
threshold of other genres which continues to defy definition. One would 
also expect [one] not to confuse this relatively new genre with autobiogra-
phy, life story, and documentary.”27 In addition to writing this work in the 
unique testimonio genre, it is also noted that Menchú presents the memoir in 
an indigenous cultural context, “that an indigenous person considers both 
the individual context and the collective context, and that these two become 
intertwined.”28 Thus not only are the story’s elements of fiction a reflection 
of the “complex genre,” but also the cultural perspective of the author, as 
Menchú serves as the spokesperson for her native community. By discover-
ing exaggerations or fabrications that she made, it simply allows one to better 
analyze the text. Why did she fabricate events, such as her brother’s tortuous 
death? If elements such as this are not factually true, what do they represent 
about the collective reality of her people? Primarily, Menchú’s testimony pro-
vides historians with a glimpse into the harsh reality of thousands of Guate-
malans; regardless (or perhaps because of) the use of fiction, the book’s main 
themes are strongly and effectively portrayed. Although details of her story 
are brought into doubt, the main purpose of the book—and thus its value—
remains intact. As countless scholars defend Menchú’s work and entire 
books29 are written on how to teach it in the classroom, Menchú’s testimonio 
remains an essential part of the historiographical record. Indeed, as made clear 

25)  Craft, Linda J. “Rigoberta Menchú, the Academy, and the U.S. Mainstream Press: 
The Controversy Surrounding Guatemala’s 1991 Nobel Peace Laureate.” p. 44-45
26)  Menchú, Rigoberta. I, Rigoberta Menchu. p. 177
27)  Craft, Linda J. “Rigoberta Menchú, the Academy, and the U.S. Mainstream Press: 
The Controversy Surrounding Guatemala’s 1991 Nobel Peace Laureat.” p. 49
28)  Ibid, p. 49
29)  See Carey-Webb, Allen and Stephen Benz, Eds. Teaching and Testimony: Rigo-
berta Menchú and the North American Classroom. New York: State University of New 
York Press, 1996.
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by Craft, although specific elements of Menchú’s tale are fictitious, the over-
arching reality of government violence against her community is indisputable. 
As established by a U.N.-mandated Commission for Historical Clarification 
about the violence in Guatemala from 1962 to 1996, “93% [of violence] rests 
with agents of the State, including . . . the Army, security forces, Civil Patrols, 
military commissioners and death squads; 3% rests with the guerrillas; the 
remaining 4% rests with other unidentified armed groups, civilian elements 
and other public officials.”30 What better way for historians to understand the 
reality of this gruesome violence than from narratives like Menchú’s? Thus it 
is made clear that the use of fiction by Menchú does not detract or contradict 
the purpose of her testimonio, that in order for Menchú to realize “revolution” 
and “profound change within society”, she first establishes the history of op-
pression in this “testimony of [her] people.”31

As seen within the dramatic and tumultuous events of twentieth-century 
Latin America, the history of the region often contains elements of such per-
sonal and traumatic nature that the line between fiction and fact, history and 
myth often blur. As objective truth and subjective fiction collide, historians 
may sift through both to discover a more complete and a more human under-
standing of the past. Whether through works of historically-researched novels 
like Santa Evita, pure fiction like Death and the Maiden or autobiographical 
testimonies like I, Rigoberta Menchú, it becomes clear that fiction is an es-
sential primary source to study and consider in the construction of history. 
Not only does it serve the historian, but also the writers and their audience 
as it allows for a process of coping, resolving and reconciling with the past. 
The paramount role of such writings is obvious as they help historians under-
stand such complex issues as the constructing of national mythical figures, the 
torture of a country’s own citizens and the brutal oppression of native people. 
So powerful is fiction in its ability to explore the nature of the human condi-
tion that these works can often go beyond their historical context, beyond 
their useful role in historiographies, to reflect on issues of the universal human 
condition. As Dorfman admits with his work, “this piece of fiction . . . was not 
merely Chilean in scope but addressed problems that could be found all over 
the world, all over the twentieth century, all over the face of humanity through 
the ages” thus allowing one to “realize that what we feel when we watch and 
whisper and ache with these faraway people . . . could well be that strange 
trembling state of humanity we call recognition, a bridge across our divided 
globe.”32

30)  Craft, Linda J. “Rigoberta Menchú, the Academy, and the U.S. Mainstream Press: 
The Controversy Surrounding Guatemala’s 1991 Nobel Peace Laureate.” p. 53
31)  Menchú, Rigoberta. I, Rigoberta Menchu. p. 221, 1
32)  Dorfman, Ariel. Death and the Maiden. p. 60, 61
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The Dancer
by Daphne Le

There were three types of clowns in the ballet:
There was the elegant, acrobatic-dancer clown, like the masked Harlequin. 

There was the clumsy, bumpkin clown, like Bottom of A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. And there was also the sad clown, a tragic figure. Petrushka, perhaps, 
was one of the saddest clowns. Petrushka was a dreamy puppet that was 
spurned by the object of his love, and then was brutally murdered by a jealous 
rival. 

And when the great Russian dancer Nijinsky danced the puppet-clown, it 
was heartbreaking.

There was one clown in a Charlie Chaplin film, and he was called the little 
Tramp. 

The Tramp was both a gentleman and a vagabond. Although his clothes 
were worn and he might have had to sleep out on park benches, the Tramp 
half-fancied himself a gentleman. He didn’t always act it, but sometimes he 
managed the manners. Also, he could be a dreamer, who fell in love, and 
whose love was never returned. 

There could be something quite sad about this shabby little figure, with 
his wistful, kohl-lined eyes. 

These were the parts they played. The people might have seemed quite 
different.

Nijinsky could be whatever he wanted to be—when he was on the stage. 
He could be beautiful, or ugly, full of classical romance, or exotic sexual allure, 
or all the angles and flat movements of the figures on a Greek vase. He could 
be all of these things—full of life and passion and persuasion. He spoke to the 
audience through his body, and they believed in everything that he said. 

It was odd then, perhaps, how different he was when out of role and off 
the stage. Most peculiar of all was his complete social incompetence, some 
said bordering on idiocy. There were also rumors circulating the company 
about the state of his mental health. Nothing could have been more at odds 
with the self that he projected on the stage. 

Charles’ specialty was in the silent film. So he communicated with his 
body, understanding all the subtle nuances of a person’s face and gestures. He 
wanted to bring a very human quality to his films. Perhaps when he had begun 
his career, cheap laughs were all he could focus on, but nowadays he thought 
about bringing in elements of sadness and pathos too. A new depth. 

Charles also spoke quite elegantly. He was from the theatrical, vaude-
ville stock—it showed in his speech. He smiled and was charming, though 
he could also seem somewhat shy. This was a complete departure from the 
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funny-looking Tramp on the screen. Often people would come to meet him 
and not even recognize him, initially. 

Once, members of the Ballets Russes, the Russian Ballet, came to visit the 
Chaplin Studio. Charles smiled and shook everyone’s hands warmly. 

What would often strike others about him was his smile. Bright and sin-
cere, and he was quite courteous. Soon his visitors were talking quite comfort-
ably. Among the group was the famous Valsav Nijinsky. When Charles saw 
Nijinsky for the first time, he would think that the dancer had a very serious, 
beautiful-looking face, yet it seemed quite sad. It brought to his mind the 
impression of a monk dressed in civilian clothing. 

The dancers sat behind the camera and the stage crew, and Charles went 
through his routines for the comedy they were filming. He acted out his bits 
of comic business—chases and hijinks through a spa where the mineral water 
had been spiked with alcohol, much to the detriment of the facilities. He di-
rected the others, always working and trying to come up with better ideas and 
refinements as they went along.

The other onlookers laughed at the scenes, but Nijinsky did not so much 
as smile. Charles had the most uncomfortable feeling that the dancer only 
continued to looker sadder and sadder as the day progressed.

The actors stopped for a short break in the afternoon. 
Drinks were offered, lemonade sweating in tall glasses on the tin trays. The 

sun was bright on the yellowed grass. Charles shaded his eyes as he looked 
past the camera, where members of the Russian Ballet were sitting in the 
folding chairs that had been brought out. Nijinsky would continue to appear 
utterly mournful. 

The second day showed little change. 
On the third day, Charles asked that film not be put into the camera, say-

ing that Nijinsky’s presence would ruin his attempts to be funny. 
Yet, at the end of each day, Nijinsky would compliment him.
“Your comedy is balletique,” he said, in his hollow, doleful voice. “You are 

a dancer.”
This was fine praise coming from one of the world’s greatest male dancers. 

In reality, Charles had never before been to a ballet. By the end of that week, 
he had been invited to a performance by the Russian Ballet company. The the-
ater, when Charles arrived, was packed. The Ballets Russes and Nijinsky nearly 
always performed to a full house. 

First put on was Scheherazade, with Nijinsky as the Golden Slave. It was 
a rather exotic piece, inspired a bit by the Arabian A Thousand and One Tales. 
Charles did not think much of it, admittedly—feeling that the music was re-
petitive, and there was too much acting and too little dancing. Until Nijinksy 
came out onto the stage, and suddenly the entire world seemed to focus upon 
this one, beautiful, golden dancer. 

Charles was reduced to wordlessness in his seat, unable to take his eyes off 
the stage. If asked afterwards, the articulate Charles Chaplin would have been 
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hard put to express how deeply he had felt the beauty and life and poetry of 
Nijinsky’s dancing. It was impossible, as he would say, “to wring one’s hands 
and express in words one’s appreciation of great art.” Charles was invited to 
Ninjinsky’s dressing room during the intermission, but the actor felt unable to 
speak much at all, and would give only the briefest answers to Nijinsky’s ques-
tions, which were about Charles’ own films. 

Oddly, the dancer’s queries were hopelessly banal. There was something 
perfunctory, about the way Nijinsky spoke. Inconsequential, drifting, and 
often asking about, or stating, the obvious. He applied his make-up as he 
spoke, smooth circles of the pan stick as he blended in the color. The warning 
bell rung at the end of the intermission. Charles mumbled that perhaps he 
ought to be returning to his seat—but, oh no, said Nijinsky. This was far more 
interesting. Continued to ask about trivials. The dancer was slow to return to 
the stage, only doing so when the company director, Diaghilev, came down to 
fetch him, and Charles was embarrassed, excused himself. 

Nijinsky had seemed almost disinterested, or distracted. There had been 
something vaguely...off about the entire meeting. About the dancer himself. 

Yet on the stage.
The second performance was L’Apres-midi d’un Faune, Afternoon of a 

Faun. This was a shorter ballet, with dancing that was slow and purposeful, 
based on the artwork on Greek pottery, and set to the haunting Debussy 
melody of the same title. Chaplin had never before seen a performer so tragic, 
effortlessly beautiful and sad. Even late in life, Charles would say that he had 
never seen anything that matched Nijinsky’s performance of A Faun.

Charles found out: 
Nijinsky went insane, six months after.
They would say that they had seen the signs coming—increased distrac-

tion. A queer paranoia of the other dancers and of the world around him. A 
complete inability to function normally at all among other people. 

Still. 
He had been a beautiful dancer. The loss was a great pity.

And the world moved on, and Charles continued to grow as an actor. 
Charles would say later in life, “I went into the business for the money, 

and the art grew out of it. If people are disillusioned by that remark, I can’t 
help it. It’s the truth.”

And as the Tramp performed on the film set, at times there was something 
almost graceful in the movement. 

Balletic.
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The Leap from Thought to 
Existence
by Rishabh Date

“I think, therefore I am.” This quote, long held to be true, stems from the 
reflections of French philosopher Rene Descartes. In Meditations on First Phi-
losophy, Descartes, after eschewing all the truths he has become accustomed 
to, on account that there is nothing that is absolutely certain in the world, ul-
timately comes to this conclusion (Descartes 20). Looking at this quote more 
closely, however, reveals that it is in fact not as indubitable as we hold it to be.

Because the phrase, “I think, therefore I am,” is not a logical argument, it 
is important to transform it into a logical one, such as, “I am thinking, there-
fore I exist” (Rutherford). What Descartes is implying here is that because I 
have thoughts and feelings of which I am aware, it is impossible to deny my 
existence. This argument assumes that thoughts do exist and that thoughts 
combined with senses and feelings give rise to a being, which Descartes 
refers to as “I” (Newman). The “I” is actually not a physical being, but rather 
a nonphysical entity, such as a soul, self, or mind, which progresses through 
time (Rutherford), or, as Descartes calls it, a “thinking thing” (Descartes 24). 
Therefore, because this thinking thing has thoughts, it exists. According to 
Descartes, “At all events it is certain that I seem to see light, hear a noise, and 
feel heat; this cannot be false, and this is what in me is properly called perceiv-
ing (sentire), which is nothing else than thinking” (Descartes 24), meaning 
that our sensory perceptions do not mean that we physically exist, but are 
instead merely functions of our thoughts, evidence that these thoughts exist, 
and therefore, evidence that we exist. Descartes’ viewpoint is very clear: a 
thinking thing has thoughts, a certainty that cannot be doubted. Because this 
thinking thing is aware that it is thinking, a substance (either physical or non-
physical) must be generating the thought. However, this step between thought 
and existence is a bold one, and does contain flaws which must be addressed.

Dr. Donald Rutherford, philosophy professor at UCSD, also believes 
that this leap from thought to existence is questionable. To Descartes’ credit, 
Rutherford points out that Descartes is not too quick to jump to conclusions 
about thought giving rise to a physical being, but on the other hand, recog-
nizes the fact that Descartes fails to consider that some of his supposedly 
incontrovertible assumptions could be undermined. Furthermore, Rutherford 
addresses the concept of existence by noting that thoughts need not belong 
to anyone or anything, but could possibly be the result of an omnipotent 
deceiver. Rutherford’s view is that Descartes’ arguments and assumptions 
may be overstepping their validity (Rutherford). Rutherford’s perspective is 
a convincing one because it takes into account that thought and existence are 
two very different concepts and not easily connected. He neither assumes nor 
rejects too much, but rather considers each contention with a grain of salt. 
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This guarded understanding and interpretation of Descartes’ ideas allows one 
to analyze these ideas with more care and specificity.

Starting with the conclusion of Descartes’ arguments, the idea that 
because there are thoughts, there must be something doing the thinking is un-
substantiated. Descartes believes that “this proposition (pronunciatum) I am, 
I exist, is necessarily true each time it is expressed by me, or conceived in my 
mind” (Descartes 23). Essentially, Descartes is claiming that the act of con-
ceiving a thought is in itself evidence that thought is generated, and therefore, 
must be generated by something. Thus, according to Descartes, his existence 
is true and certain. However, why must a thinking thing be responsible for 
every thought? Is it not possible that “we” are merely thoughts (not physical 
beings), aware of one another and able to interact with each other? Further-
more, it is entirely possible that these thoughts exist as one thought and that 
individual thoughts are simply components of a larger, more encompassing 
thought. Perhaps this encompassing thought or these individual thoughts do 
exist, but this does not necessarily mean that they must be brought about by a 
dominant thinking thing that controls these thoughts. 

Descartes’ response to this view would be that thoughts are formed from 
realities and “therefore, that those general objects, at all events, namely, eyes, a 
head, hands, and an entire body, are not simply imaginary, but really existent” 
(Descartes 21). Descartes points out that thoughts are limited by creativity, 
that even the most skillful artists must draw their allegedly original ideas from 
already existing things. Therefore, according to Descartes, some sort of reality 
exists, from which our thoughts form their basis. Thus, because the objects 
that are at the root of these thoughts exist, it is fallacious to believe that only 
our thoughts exist and we, as the controllers of these thoughts, are nonex-
istent. Descartes is incorrect in this assumption as well. Descartes himself 
argues that thoughts lead to a nonphysical existence. According to Descartes, 
because our sensory perception is simply an aspect of our thoughts, we prob-
ably do not exist as a physical being (Rutherford). If we accept this view, then 
it follows that this reality which Descartes believes exists could easily be a 
figment of our thoughts. Since this reality is based on our sensory perceptions, 
which Descartes already established is a component of our thoughts, then it is 
evident that our thoughts exist and that any form of reality, including the idea 
of a thinking thing, is just a perception of our thoughts.

Taking a step back and assuming such a reality exists: when Descartes 
proclaims, “I think, therefore I am,” this implies that thinking things exist and 
that thought begets existence. However, supposing thought leads to existence, 
what about material objects that do not think or feel, such as trees, water, or 
fire? Do these things exist? According to Descartes’ argument, they do not 
because they have no capability to think and lack any sensory perception. 
Essentially, Descartes’ view suggests that these things are not real, but are 
instead just a portion of our thoughts. However, if we assume that Descartes 
is correct in believing that our thoughts are a reflection of some sort of reality, 
then surely these material objects exist in some form, since Descartes does 
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not believe that our thoughts are wholly original (Descartes 21). Therefore, 
Descartes’ arguments are flawed in that they invalidate the possibility of the 
existence of unthinking things, despite some of his other arguments contend-
ing otherwise. 

It is true that Descartes would support the idea that our thoughts—
thoughts that include both ourselves and material objects—are ours and that 
we exist while the material objects we perceive are just representations of our 
thoughts. In other words, we may exist as thinking things whose thoughts 
include these material objects. Nevertheless, if we adopt this point of view, 
then could it not be possible that we may be just a part of others’ thoughts? 
Descartes does point out that thinking things do exist (Descartes 24), but just 
as a flower or a tree or a rock can simply be a representation of our thoughts, 
so too can we be a representation of the thoughts of others. Furthermore, the 
thoughts that we believe to be our own could just as easily be the thoughts 
of something else, leaving us to be unthinking entities and therefore, nonex-
istent. It is obvious that thought does not necessarily mean existence, as this 
would suggest that we may not exist, a point that clearly contradicts Descartes’ 
arguments.

Taking yet another step back and taking into consideration that we exist 
because we think, Descartes’ ideas go so far as to claim that these thoughts are 
our own. As to the truth of these thoughts, however, Descartes has his doubts. 
He brings up the concept of an “omnipotent deceiver,” someone or something 
that intentionally and wrongly influences our thoughts (Descartes 21). For ex-
ample, we hold it to be self-evident that two plus two is four and that the grass 
is green and the sky is blue. However, Descartes believes that it is possible 
that we are actually being deceived, that these perceptions are false, and that 
“perhaps this only, that there is absolutely nothing certain” (Descartes 22). 
Descartes feels that because it is impossible to know for sure whether or not 
we are being deceived in our thoughts, we must regard every fact as uncertain 
until we can prove its validity, or until we can prove that nothing is absolute. 
The only thing we can know for certain is that we do have these thoughts and 
therefore, we are thinking (Rutherford). However, just as Descartes suggests, 
it is possible that there is some sort of omnipotent deceiver that is deceiv-
ing us into believing we are thinking when in actuality we are not. Although 
it would be difficult to prove the presence of an omnipotent deceiver, it is a 
possibility that we cannot rule out. If such a deceiver does indeed exist, how 
do we know that our thoughts are our own and that we are even capable of 
generating any thoughts? Venturing along the same lines, our thoughts may 
simply be a function of the thoughts of this omnipotent deceiver. Therefore, if 
this is the case, as Descartes suggests, we are in essence unthinking things, and 
thus, we do not exist.

Nonetheless, Descartes holds his belief that “perhaps Deity has not been 
willing that I should be thus deceived, for he is said to be supremely good” 
(Descartes 21), arguing that this supreme “deceiver” is good and that he 
would never engage in deceit. To do so would mean that this being is not 
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behaving how we expect it to behave, which is an unlikely possibility. Even if 
we are being deceived, our deceit-laden thoughts and mere awareness of these 
thoughts are proof themselves that there is at least some sort of substance 
that is thinking these thoughts, deceitful or not. Despite the logicality of this 
argument, it still does not address the fact that an omnipotent deceiver could 
be influencing us to the point that we perceive that we have thoughts, when 
in fact we have no thoughts at all. In addition, our expectations of a supreme 
being may be filled with deceit as well, so it is a fallacy to assume that such 
a being will never lie to us. Without certainty about any of the truths of the 
world, there can be no certainty that our thoughts are our own, and so even if 
we perceive a reality, this perception must be doubted. Therefore, because our 
thought is called into question, our existence must also be called into ques-
tion.

Assuming that there is no omnipotent deceiver, that our thoughts are our 
own, and that we do think, and subsequently, exist, why should we believe 
Descartes and his views at all? At the beginning of Meditation I, he states, 
“several years have now elapsed since I first became aware that I had accepted, 
even from my youth, many false opinions for true” (Descartes 20), recogniz-
ing that he cannot be completely certain of any of the information he has 
received throughout his life. Therefore, he promptly discards any former opin-
ions he may have and begins anew, hoping that “there may at length remain 
nothing but what is certain and indubitable” (Descartes 23). 

It is true that we can know nothing for certain; so how can we accept any-
thing that anyone tells us? It is here that Descartes’ argument becomes contra-
dictory, as he essentially warns us not to trust anyone, while at the same time 
conveys his thoughts and ideas to us. If we are told not to believe everything 
we hear, then what is our reason for believing Descartes? Since it is impos-
sible to know whether or not Descartes is telling the truth, we cannot accept 
his conviction that we exist because we are thinking. To do so would mean 
believing a potentially false argument, which is what Descartes is warning us 
against. Even when he argues simply that we are thinking, it would be incor-
rect to believe him, since the uncertainty that Descartes tries to manifest in his 
writing inhibits us from believing even this much. If he expects his readers to 
trust him and his ideas, then he is contradicting himself. By shedding doubt 
on all the truths of the world, and then immediately contending that we exist 
because we think, he is essentially placing more doubt in these claims. Al-
though one may argue that Descartes is advocating the refutation of uncertain 
assumptions and currently accepted points of view, and then merely present-
ing an alternative perspective of life, it would only be fair to include Descartes’ 
views among those that should be doubted. We cannot accept Descartes’ 
standpoints until we know for sure that they are valid and indisputable. There-
fore, even if Descartes is correct when he says that we exist because we think, 
there is no reason for us to believe him; thus, his views must be questioned.

The significance of analyzing Descartes’ leap from thought to existence 
is great. This idea has been regarded as true for hundreds of years, which is 
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why it is so important to take a closer look and determine exactly what truth 
lies within it. Dissecting this saying and logically considering each aspect of 
it reveals that it is too bold of a leap from thought to existence, as uncertainty 
renders it nearly impossible to determine whether or not our thoughts are 
real, or even if we have thoughts. Although the possibility that we may not 
exist can be difficult for most people to grasp, examining Descartes’ views 
allows us to take what we hear with a cautious perspective and believe only 
those things that are absolutely certain. We all tend to assume that we ex-
ist, and it only seems logical that this is because we think. However, it is also 
important to make sure that we are putting faith in truth—that we are not 
taking everything for granted without considering it carefully, and by observ-
ing and analyzing Descartes, it is evident that we are not. This is why we must 
take a step back and reexamine the truths we have nurtured for centuries, so 
that we may finally know what we should believe. Our understanding of the 
world is built upon fundamental principles, principles that we must verify are 
consistent with logic. If we follow a line of thinking, it is imperative that we 
check the validity of our assumptions at the beginning of the line, because if 
these are inconsistent with logic and reason, there is no way for us to verify 
the conclusions made at the end of the line. Therefore, if we are to continue 
gaining information about the world, we must first revert to the basics, which 
means that in this situation, we must first doubt our existence.
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Ruin
by Kyle Vardel

The girl in the pink dress brushed away the hair that had slowly 
fallen over her face while she read. She lifted her hand and pushed the 
hair away from her eyes with no excess of movement—she was the motion. 
Everything about her was in perfect order. Even the dress was so carefully 
worn as to be a part of her, and it was clear that whether from afar or up close 
she did not fit into her surroundings. Rather, her surroundings molded to her 
existence, the mug becoming one with her hand as she drank a sip of coffee, 
the cigarette becoming one with her lips. She closed the book upon finishing 
her drink and left the café, placing the empty cup on the counter and smiling a 
good-bye at the owner.

She walked quickly through the city streets, keeping the ocean clearly 
visible on her right since she found it to be less comfortable to turn her head 
to the left. It was cool in the morning, the coffee had warmed her enough to 
keep her from shivering, and the cigarette was necessary; it had been since 
she found this town on the beach. It was freeing. She came from a suburb 
that lay a few miles inland originally. It was a prison. Within it one finds, as 
she did, the overwhelming, choking oppression of sameness—you wake up 
every morning at six, walk out of the garage just because you can, on your 
right and left a mirror of yourself exists inside of your gray neighbors—but 
with the thought of these things came the feeling of someone pressing their 
foot to her neck, so she stopped. The light was red with no cars coming so she 
walked across the street anyway. She found it highly unlikely that a car could 
just appear from nowhere to run her over, and even if it did it would be more 
likely for it to hit her while she was walking on the sidewalk, for the street was 
too rational for such an irrational occurrence. She stepped in a puddle and 
cursed softly to herself as she dragged her small black shoe out of the water. 
It had rained the night before, the sidewalk was wet in general and there were 
puddles in the gutters, but she had been focusing on her cigarette while cross-
ing the street and had forgotten to jump onto the curb.  Yet even as she pulled 
her foot out of the water, she did not stumble or clash.

She grabbed the correct key from her bag without looking, slid it into the 
lock, and pushed the door open. She hesitated at first, then stepped with calm 
confidence into the nothingness that lay before her and shut the door behind 
her, letting the surrounding blackness grow more impressive. She walked 
forward gently with the cigarette between her middle and index finger as the 
new world started building. Color rushed past her with no weight, a path grew 
under her feet through the grass on both sides of her accompanied by trees 
and a low sun in the sky: sunset. Then birdsong came to her ears and the path 
took shape as dirt under her feet in the sweet-smelling air of spring. She put 
the cigarette back to her lips and breathed, but before the smoke could reach 
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her the thing unraveled into a puff of air. “Well, that is just too beautiful,” she 
said quietly to her empty fingers.

A small ball of panic was starting to shake violently within her, but she 
crushed it with a breath when she stopped at the edge of the cliff before her, 
overlooking the sunset above the ocean. The waves rolled over each other in 
dark blue swells. There was a distinct pattern in the movement below; first one 
wave passed followed by a pause, and then two waves passed followed by a 
pause, and then one wave passed at which point the cycle repeated itself. She 
was drawn as close to the edge as possible, keeping a firm focus on the water. 
Then she grabbed her silver cigarette case and matchbook, but when she lit 
the cigarette to her lips it unraveled as before into a puff of air. Not concerned 
with this, she reached for another, but upon touching it the rest of them un-
raveled in the same fashion.

“You shouldn’t do that.” 
She turned quickly to her left. A man was standing in the grass wearing a 

dark blue suit with a solid dark blue tie and a hat held in his hands. She was 
startled by his presence but not at all caught off-guard. “Smoke, I mean.  It’s 
unhealthy.” She still did not respond. “My name’s Key,” he said finally.

“Pleasure.”
“Yes. Yes…This place doesn’t accept imperfection.  Hence, the reason 

why you couldn’t smoke.  I should have told you when you came in, but you 
walked much faster than I expected.”

“It’s not imperfect,” she said and pushed past him to a bush with a perfect-
ly shaped, perfectly red flower on it. “It’s just something that some people do.”

“You’re going to die.”
“You’re ensuring for me the same fate that you yourself are ensured.”
He laughed nervously. A visible twitch passed through him when he did, 

and his suit changed to purple. She picked the flower and started walking 
down a path that had appeared along the cliff edge. A breeze pushed against 
her, almost as if to keep her from falling over the edge. The smell of salt drifted 
from the top of the water, and by a learned reaction she opened her cigarette 
case to find one cigarette still in it. She was cautious with it at first, but then 
lit it and waited for it to blow away. It stayed. She shrugged and then looked 
at the sunset. The man had followed her; she could sense his presence behind 
her the whole time she was walking. She did not really care that he was there. 
His presence could not be anything too spectacular. Quite shocking at first, 
yes, but nothing too spectacular. She flicked her cigarette into the air above 
the water when she was done and it dissolved into wind, then she checked her 
cigarette case, unsurprised to see another one there.

“Here,” the man said as she closed the metal. She turned and he was 
holding a bird on his finger, giving it to her. “It’s a bird.” She took it in her 
hands and looked at it lovingly. It was very warm, in a different sense than the 
comfortable temperature that was all around. After a moment, she just looked 
at the man in his orange suit. “You’re supposed to talk to it,” he said. “Tell it 
your fears.” “You said your name was Key, right?” “Yes.” “To what?” “Anything, 
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I suppose.” His suit now became green. “Hmm.” She leaned slightly forward 
and whispered into where she thought the bird’s ear would be. Then she softly 
threw her hands into the air, watching as the bird grew into the wind, taking 
the shape of the current.

And that is when the world collapsed.
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Public Health Enemy: 
Alcoholism
by Rishabh Date

Alcoholism is a major public health problem in the US, a problem 
that afflicts millions of Americans every year, and it is respon-
sible for about 100,000 deaths annually. More than this, alcohol plays 
a significant role in a wide range of other problems in the US. For example, 
it is a factor in almost half of all traffic accidents and traffic deaths (“Alcohol-
ism”). While alcoholism is very prevalent among adults, it is evident that 
alcohol dependence is the result of underage drinking. Adolescents—persons 
under the age of 21—participate in underage drinking at an astonishing rate. 
This practice has been linked to a variety of social, cultural, environmental, 
and psychological factors, many of which are being investigated further in the 
realm of public health (US Department of Health). Despite the magnitude 
and difficulty of combating this issue, several entities, including the Surgeon 
General, the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA), 
and a plethora of public health officials, are taking on this problem in the 
hopes of someday eliminating underage drinking, and ultimately, alcoholism.

THE PROBLEM: ALCOHOLISM
What is Alcoholism?

To put it simply, alcoholism is “a preoccupation with alcohol and impaired 
control over alcohol intake” (“Alcoholism”). While some may not agree, 
alcoholism is a disease, and more than this, it can be a fatal disease. It can be a 
serious problem for adolescents, often resulting in major personal and social 
consequences for them, their families, and their communities (US Depart-
ment of Health 2007). A stage that usually leads to alcoholism, and one that is 
often exhibited in adolescents, is termed “alcohol abuse”, which is character-
ized by engaging in excessive drinking that causes health and social problems. 
While the victim has not yet become fully dependent on alcohol, he or she is 
at a tremendous risk for alcoholism (“Alcoholism”). Alcoholism is indeed a 
significant issue in the US, as it is responsible not only for fatalities, but also 
for several social, economic, and public health problems (“Alcoholism”).

While most people with alcoholism will deny their problem, alcoholism 
can be identified by a number of symptoms and general characteristics. Some 
symptoms are easily noticeable, such as loss of interest in formerly enjoyed 
hobbies and activities, increased irritability, memory lapses and “blacking 
out,” and withdrawal symptoms (nausea, shaking, sweating, etc.) when alco-
hol is not available. Other symptoms are internal and not easily recognized by 
friends and family. These include an increased tolerance for alcohol, a need 
or compulsion to drink, and a lack of control or inability to limit drinking 
(“Alcoholism”). These symptoms show up in adolescents and adults alike, and 
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aside from the obvious social problems they engender, they also give rise to a 
multitude of serious health conditions (US Department of Health 2007).

Scope of the Problem
Alcoholism and alcohol abuse in adolescents is indeed a worthwhile 

problem to consider. Because of the growth of this issue over the years, it has 
become a major concern not only for communities, but also for the govern-
ment. In the Surgeon General’s Call to Action to Prevent and Reduce Underage 
Drinking 2007, the Surgeon General outlines the scope of alcoholism and its 
effects on adolescents. 

According to “The Surgeon General’s Call to Action to Prevent and Re-
duce Underage Drinking,” alcohol is the most widely-used substance of abuse 
in America, and adolescents use alcohol more than they do tobacco or illicit 
drugs. Alcohol dependence is most common in 18 to 20-year-olds, indicating 
that drinking habits are formed many years before the legal drinking age of 21. 
Although there are numerous laws in all 50 states against underage drinking, it 
is nevertheless very prevalent among adolescents. In fact, by age 15, approxi-
mately 50% of all boys and girls have had at least one drink, and by college, 
80% of students are drinkers. It has been shown that alcohol use increases 
sharply with age during adolescence, and then plateaus at age 21, illustrating 
the social and cultural factors that contribute to alcohol abuse. However, this 
is by no means a harmless problem; every year about 5,000 people under the 
age of 21 die from alcohol-related injuries, evidence that this problem is one 
that cannot be overlooked (US Department of Health 2007).

Consequences
Alcoholism is related to more than 60 different medical conditions, ac-

counting for 4% of the global burden of disease. Breast cancer is one of the 
major diseases that can result from excessive alcohol consumption. A pooled 
analysis of six cohort studies found that drinking 30-60 grams (~1-2 oz.) 
of alcohol per day can increase the risk of breast cancer by as much as 41%. 
Heart problems are associated with alcohol consumption as well. Several stud-
ies have shown that drinking more than 70 grams (~2.5 oz.) of alcohol per 
day increases the risk for coronary heart disease, sudden cardiac death, and 
other cardiovascular problems (Room, et al. 2005). Among other problems, 
alcohol can be attributed to liver disorders, gastrointestinal problems, diabetes 
complications, fatigue, bone loss, and fetal alcohol syndrome, a condition that 
affects pregnant women and results in birth defects (“Alcoholism”).

Social consequences also result from alcoholism, including relationship 
problems, poor academic performance, and an increased risk of inflicting vio-
lence and intentional injuries (“Alcoholism”). Everyone who drinks alcohol is 
at risk for these problems, and because underage drinking is a good predictor 
of alcohol-related problems later in life, public health officials are focusing on 
targeting adolescents and effectively minimizing these problems (US Depart-
ment of Health 2007).
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Who is at Risk?
As stated previously, there are a large range of risk factors for alcoholism. 

One of the most important is obviously age, as it is evident that people who 
drink at an earlier age will be at a higher risk for developing alcohol depen-
dence later on in life (“Alcoholism”). In addition, males are more likely than 
females to develop alcoholism, as depicted in the Monitor the Future survey 
of 12th graders, an ongoing study of the behaviors, values, and attitudes of 
students in America. Ethnicity, as well, plays a role in underage drinking. 
While Caucasians are most likely to drink, African-Americans and Asians are 
the least likely, indicating possible environmental factors (US Department of 
Health 2007). Certain health conditions may also lend affected adolescents to 
start drinking. For example, those with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disor-
der are prone to become alcohol dependent (“Alcoholism”). However, while 
these risk factors are obviously uncontrollable for the most part, there are just 
as many controllable factors that contribute to alcohol abuse and alcoholism.

Causes and Risk Factors
Adolescence is a highly sensitive stage, a stage of high mental and physi-

cal development, as well as a stage in which multiple factors can influence an 
adolescent to engage in certain behaviors. In addition to the dramatic changes 
that adolescents are going through, they are given to seeking independence 
and possess a stronger sense of themselves as people. The factors that play a 
role in this stage are social and cultural factors, environmental factors, psy-
chological factors, and genetics. Relating to underage drinking specifically, 
depending on the nature of these factors and how the adolescent responds 
to them, alcohol abuse and alcoholism may or may not become an issue (US 
Department of Health 2007). Since it is very difficult to implement preven-
tion methods to combat genetics, this paper will focus more on the first three 
factors, as they are much more preventable.

Social and Cultural Factors
It is obvious that family plays a role in developing habits, both good and 

bad. Underage drinking is no different. Studies have shown that family factors 
can be both indirect and direct. Indirectly, family values and an adolescent’s 
upbringing can influence who he or she associates with, and what type of peer 
group is chosen. More directly, family support contributes to minimizing the 
risks taken. Since adolescence is characterized by increasingly risky behavior 
as a means for gaining autonomy, it is important for the family to give the right 
amount of support. A study by the University of Rochester showed that high 
school students who had just the right balance of family support and indepen-
dence were less likely to have involvement with alcohol than were their more 
autonomous, but less supported, peers. Furthermore, older siblings have been 
shown to have a larger influence on adolescents than do parents. For instance, 
an adolescent is more likely to drink if his or her sibling drinks (Tuttle, et al. 
2002).
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Aside from family members acting as role models, peers provide a signifi-
cant influence on adolescents, especially at about age 15. Studies have shown 
that adolescents who associate with peers who drink, want to drink, accept 
drinking, or offer alcohol are more likely to begin drinking. One study at the 
Oregon Research Institute showed that peer encouragement is the stron-
gest predictor of substance abuse in maturing adolescents. Because of these 
factors, many prevention methods are aimed towards changing adolescents’ 
home lives, where family factors hold the highest influence, and school lives, 
where peers provide the biggest influences (Tuttle, et al. 2002).

Environmental Factors
Media and propaganda, which are ubiquitous nowadays, undoubtedly 

reach the eyes and ears of adolescents. From television, to music, to print, 
media has been found to bias the logical processes of adolescents, influencing 
many of them to drink (Tuttle, et al. 2002). One study by the University of 
Connecticut found the media to be a particularly strong influence on under-
age drinking. Individuals aged 15 to 26 in media markets were studied, and 
the number of alcohol advertisements viewed was monitored. It was found 
that adolescents who watched more advertisements drank more, and each 
additional viewed advertisement increased the number of drinks consumed 
by 1% (Snyder, et al. 2006). Alcohol advertising in print was monitored in a 
study at Northwestern University, where it was shown that magazine advertis-
ing of beer and liquor was associated with adolescent readership (Garfield, et 
al. 2003). Such studies indicate that the media exercises a heavy influence on 
adolescents.

Psychological Factors
A few psychological problems—namely depression, stress, and anxiety—

can be attributable to alcohol abuse and alcoholism. People often turn to 
alcohol to cope with and relieve internal distress. Adolescents especially, who 
are going through a multitude of mental and physical changes, as well as social 
transitions from middle school to high school to college, are at a high risk for 
becoming afflicted with these psychological disorders (US Department of 
Health 2007). In the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, it 
was found that there was a significant association between depressive symp-
toms and alcohol abuse. After interviewing 13,892 young adults, it was found 
that the frequency of depressive symptoms was significantly higher in heavy 
drinkers than in moderate drinkers, and that the percentage of heavy drinkers 
using depression medication was more than twice the percentage of abstainers 
using medication (Paschall, et al. 2005), thus illustrating the need to further 
assess this relationship between psychological disorders and alcohol abuse, a 
relationship that few studies have investigated.



37

MMVIII

Genetics
Surprisingly, more than half of the risk for alcoholism is due to genetic 

factors. Decades of research have shown that adolescents from families of 
alcoholics are at a much more increased risk for alcohol dependence (US 
Department of Health 2007, Hopfer, et al. 2005). In one 2004 study, subjects 
who had relatives with alcohol dependence and those who had no relatives 
with such dependence were given intravenous ketamine (a dissociative 
anesthetic). Those from families of alcoholics were more prone to perceptual 
and mood alterations, indicating that genetics does play some role in ethanol 
(alcohol) dependence (Petrakis, et al. 2004).

PREVENTION OF UNDERAGE DRINKING
Two Approaches to Prevention

It is evident that underage drinking has become a serious public health 
problem, and that it is a key factor in alcohol abuse and alcoholism. In 
combating this problem, public health officials can take two different ap-
proaches: individual-level interventions and environmental-level interven-
tions (NIAAA). So, public health officials are concerned with either changing 
the individual or changing the individual’s environment in order to prevent 
underage drinking.

Individual-level interventions are those that seek to change the knowl-
edge, expectations, attitudes, skills, and behaviors of adolescents so that they 
can resist influences that condone underage drinking (NIAAA, Breda, et al. 
2004). The goal of this approach is to ensure that the adolescent ultimately 
matures into a self-reliant, competent, and healthy adult. In order to succeed, 
interventions that follow this approach must find and maintain a balance 
between both reducing the risk factors and influences that will push the ado-
lescent towards underage drinking and strengthening protective factors that 
will pull the adolescent away from underage drinking (U.S. Dept. of Health). 

Many such interventions operate in the homes and schools of adolescents 
because these are the places where adolescents are most influenced and the 
places where they develop their attitudes and behaviors (NIAAA). 

Environmental-level interventions, on the other hand, take a somewhat 
different approach. Such interventions focus on changing the adolescent’s 
environment by reducing the availability of alcohol to adolescents, as well as 
limiting the opportunities to drink and intensifying the penalties for underage 
drinking. Furthermore, they also target the community and seek to reduce the 
community’s tolerance of alcohol (NIAAA). Many of these interventions aim 
to get adolescents more involved with their communities because evidence 
has shown that participation in community activities reduces the amount 
of risks that adolescents take, such as drinking alcohol (US Department of 
Health). By implementing prevention methods following these two strategic 
approaches, public health officials believe that they can effectively combat 
underage drinking.
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Three Levels of Intervention
Now that the approaches to prevention have been defined, where can they 

be implemented? According to the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and 
Alcoholism, adolescents and their environments can be modified on three dif-
ferent levels: the family level, the school level, and the macro-environmental 
or governmental level. By gearing prevention strategies towards these three 
levels, it is hoped that all at-risk adolescents can be reached.

Prevention on the Family Level
It goes without saying that parents and older family members exercise 

some of the strongest influences on adolescents. Studies have repeatedly 
shown that if parents monitor their children’s behaviors and make it clear that 
drinking is unacceptable, this does in fact decrease the risk of underage drink-
ing. Most family-level interventions operate in the adolescents’ home lives, 
and therefore, often include public health officials simply advising parents and 
encouraging them to maintain a strong, cohesive environment in the home 
(Tuttle, et al. 2002, NIAAA).

Some family-level prevention methods that aim to change the adolescent’s 
attitudes and behaviors include encouraging the parents to be more aware of 
the risks of underage drinking, and to communicate these risks to their chil-
dren, as well as setting and enforcing rules regarding alcohol, and making sure 
that the adolescent recognizes that underage drinking will not be tolerated. 
In order to change the adolescents’ home environments so as not to influence 
them to drink, public health officials encourage parents to foster an alcohol-
free home by reducing the availability of alcohol or keeping it where it is not 
visible. In addition, parents can participate in parent-directed programs that 
teach them about family and home management (NIAAA).

Several studies have shown that these intervention methods indeed prove 
to be effective. One study by the Liverpool John Moores University, which 
conducted a cross-sectional survey of over 10,000 teenagers, found that when 
parents monitor their children’s lives and encourage them to engage in healthy 
activities such as youth groups and sports teams, the risk for alcohol problems 
is reduced. Additionally, it showed that when parents actually provide very 
moderate amounts of alcohol to their children, this will allow them to limit 
their alcohol consumption and avoid problems such as alcoholism if they ever 
do start drinking (Bellis, et al. 2007). Another study by Columbia University 
studied binge-drinking rates in middle school adolescents. This study showed 
that adolescents who had poorer communication quality with their parents 
and less supervision from their parents were more likely to binge-drink in 
high school, indicating that there is a strong correlation between parenting 
and alcohol abuse prevention (Guilamo-Ramos, et al. 2005). Overall, these 
studies prove that if the family is targeted in these interventions, it will have a 
positive effect on the adolescent.
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Prevention on the School Level
An adolescent’s school is an important place to target for intervention. 

This is because adolescents spend much of their day in school, which is where 
they are provided with knowledge about the world from their teachers, as 
well as exposed to attitudes and behaviors by their peers. Most prevention 
methods in schools operate on an individual-based approach; that is, trying to 
change the adolescents’ perceptions and knowledge of alcohol. Schools often 
implement alcohol abuse prevention programs that aim to teach adolescents 
about the risks associated with alcohol and how to respond in certain situa-
tions. While school programs that implement scare tactics have been found 
to be ineffective, general alcohol abuse prevention programs are effective. 
Characteristics of such effective programs include teaching about resisting 
peer pressure and social influence, utilizing peers to lead activities, training 
teachers, and discussing the social acceptance of alcohol use (NIAAA).

Such school-based intervention programs teach students about the self-
control and motivation needed to resist drinking. One study by the University 
of Southern California surveyed 2,081 older adolescents in the Los Angeles 
area, attempting to evaluate their social self-control and alcohol/drug use. 
The study showed that social self-control was a good predictor of alcohol use 
in that there was an inverse relationship between self-control and alcohol use.
This indicates that if school-level alcohol prevention programs can help ado-
lescents gain the social self-control they need, they will be effective in prevent-
ing underage drinking (Pokhrel, et al. 2007). Another study by Yale University 
put 149 students through an 18-session positive youth development program, 
which sought to teach them effective decision-making skills regarding alco-
hol use. This study showed that students in the program were 63% less likely 
to use alcohol than students who did not participate, illustrating that such 
programs have a substantial impact on alcohol use attitudes in adolescents 
(Tebes, et al. 2007).

On the school level, the environmental aspect of the school can also be 
targeted (in contrast to the individual-based aspects that the intervention 
programs target). Schools can combat underage drinking by setting policies, 
guidelines, and penalties regarding alcohol use. Unfortunately, very few stud-
ies have evaluated the effectiveness of these interventions, indicating that it 
may be an area requiring further investigation (NIAAA). However, for the 
most part, prevention at the school level has proven to be effective in help-
ing students form habits and attitudes that will allow them to resist underage 
alcohol use.

Prevention on the Macro-environmental Level
The third level at which intervention methods can operate is the macro-

environmental or governmental level. This refers to the environment and 
community outside the home and the school. Interventions in such areas are 
indeed extremely important because, in the end, it is in the outside commu-
nity where adolescents will obtain alcohol and engage in underage drinking. 
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However, while the previous two levels of intervention involved prevention 
methods that aimed to change both the individual and the environment, 
prevention on the macro-environmental level is mostly environmental-based, 
meaning that interventions concentrate more on modifying the environ-
ment such that it does not allow adolescents to gain easy access to alcohol 
(NIAAA).

One of the biggest ways that the government intervenes on this level is by 
setting and enforcing Minimum Legal Drinking Age (MLDA) laws, as well as 
increasing penalties for adolescents who use alcohol. While these methods are 
not expected to completely eliminate underage drinking, they do add a social 
“cost” to drinking, which is expected to deter some potential drinkers and to 
simply make it more difficult for current drinkers to obtain alcohol (NIAAA). 
One study by the University of Florida conducted an experiment called the 
Complying with Minimum Drinking Age project, in which alcohol retail store 
owners were trained to enforce checks on the age of customers in order to 
determine whether or not they can legally buy alcohol. After four years, it was 
shown that checking the age of customers reduced the likelihood of selling 
alcohol to adolescents by 17%, which proves that setting and enforcing laws 
and penalties is a very effective strategy (Wagenaar, et al. 2005).

While MLDA laws seek to increase the social “cost” of underage drinking, 
another widely used macro-environmental intervention involves increasing 
the monetary cost of alcohol (NIAAA). The reasons for doing this are obvi-
ous; it is expected that if alcohol is more expensive, then adolescents will be 
less inclined to buy it. In an editorial note by the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention on a New Hampshire alcohol study, New Hampshire was 
reported to be the only state in the Northeast to not have an alcoholic bever-
age sales tax. Because of this, the overall alcohol prices are lower, alcohol sales 
are higher, and New Hampshire has the highest per-capita alcohol sales in 
the US As a result, 30% of adolescents’ attempts to buy alcohol are successful 
(Redmond, et al. 2004), an astounding figure that shows just how much of an 
impact the monetary price of alcohol can have on its sales to adolescents.

A third, and also often widely used macro-environmental level interven-
tion, is the implementation of communitywide programs and public aware-
ness campaigns. The objectives of these campaigns are similar to those of 
school-based programs, aiming to change health-related behavior. Commu-
nity coalitions are integral in making such campaigns successful. Coalitions 
are made up of groups such as parent groups, health agencies, law enforce-
ment, and businesses, and they come together to develop and implement 
alcohol abuse prevention programs (Valente, et al. 2007). Some of these 
programs, which involve mass media campaigns as well as community efforts, 
have reduced the amount of alcohol-impaired drivers by as much as 158% in 
the communities in which they operate (Elder, et al. 2004). An example of 
a community-wide awareness campaign is the Massachusetts Saving Lives 
Program. This program, which incorporated the efforts of the whole commu-
nity, was aimed at reducing alcohol-impaired driving. It succeeded in reducing 
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the amount of alcohol-related traffic deaths and drunk driving in adolescents. 
Furthermore, it was effective in increasing adolescent awareness of penalties 
for drunk driving (NIAAA). One of the most important things to note about 
these types of interventions is that when entire communities come together 
on issues such as underage drinking and establish that it is socially unaccept-
able, it can have a tremendously positive effect on adolescents.

CONCLUSION
Alcoholism is undoubtedly a significant issue in America, as it is respon-

sible for a multitude of personal, social, and economic problems. A strong pre-
dictor of alcoholism and alcohol abuse is underage drinking, so public health 
initiatives are focusing heavily on preventing adolescents from drinking. Inter-
ventions seek mainly to change either adolescents’ attitudes and behaviors, or 
to change the adolescents’ environment so as not to facilitate underage drink-
ing. To accomplish this, prevention efforts operate on three levels: home, 
school, and macro-environmental or governmental. For the most part, studies 
have shown these prevention methods to be effective and successful, but there 
are some challenges associated with undertaking such efforts. For instance, 
public health officials must make sure that alcohol laws and regulations are 
not too lenient (so as to be ineffective), nor too strict (so that they are not 
enforced adequately). In addition, interventions must be well-publicized, en-
forced in a consistent manner, and must not negatively affect non-adolescents. 
Because alcoholism and underage drinking remain immense problems, there 
is still a long way to go to reduce the problem to a minimal level, but public 
health officials are hoping that by implementing these preventive measures, 
they can ensure that today’s adolescents are not hindered by the consequences 
of alcohol (US Department of Health 2007).
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Pushing
by Carolyn Stephenson

the stairs were rubber
made to bounce up under those bright light up sneakers and Velcro 
and Christina the pretty girl 
with curly brick brown hair at the top with her plum purple backpack
that wasn’t ripped on the edges and 
her pink white sneakers 
blue ribbons for laces 
she smiled without braces “are you going on the farm trip” 
“no” I said 
“that’s good” she danced down a step “no one really likes you anyways” 
her perfect purple backpack that 
wasn’t ripped on the edges dragged her down
it was her perfect purple backpack 
that dropped her there 
her knee bleeding crayola crayon red on the bottom step 
over her foldover lacy white white socks
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The Influence of Interest Groups 
in Abortion Politics
by Sarah Trumble

Since its legalization in 1973, abortion has been one of the most 
contentious issues in American politics. The country is divided 
between pro-life and pro-choice interest groups, each fighting for the hearts 
of the public, the votes of politicians, and the rulings of the Supreme Court. 
Thus, the controversy over abortion is omnipresent and regularly discussed in 
the media. Neither side seems willing to compromise politically, and the ensu-
ing schism has made abortion the most polarizing domestic issue in American 
life and politics.

The only true way to change abortion policy is through the Supreme 
Court, but abortion interest groups have little actual say in the nomination 
of the justices. That power lies in the hands of the President. For this reason, 
electing a like-minded President is key to both pro-life and pro-choice strat-
egy.1 The President is the only public official elected at a nation-wide level and 
receives the daily media coverage needed to influence policy and public opin-
ion.2 This makes the President either the interest group’s greatest ally or the 
biggest foe. President George W. Bush has done a great deal to threaten the 
legality of abortion, and “values voters” of the religious right take much of the 
credit for getting him elected not on the merits of his leadership qualities or 
foreign policy experience, but because of his views on issues such as abortion.3

In addition to consistently nominating conservative jurists likely to over-
turn Roe v. Wade to the Supreme Court, President Bush also used his power 
as president to restore the Global Gag Rule immediately following his inaugu-
ration. This law, also referred to as the Mexico City Policy, states that no US 
family planning aid will be provided to any international or foreign non-gov-
ernmental organizations that perform abortions, offer abortion counseling or 
referrals, or lobby for less restrictive abortion policy in their home countries.4 
Furthermore, as president, George W. Bush has used his position to attempt 
to influence Congressional votes, particularly those regarding potential abor-
tion limitations or restrictions. In 2005, he asked lawmakers to support the 
Child Interstate Abortion Notification Act, and more recently he victoriously 
signed the controversial Partial-Birth Abortion Ban into law after a highly po-

1)  Tribe, 17.
2)  Craig, 170.
3)  L. Goodstein, “For a Trusty Voting Bloc, a Faith Shaken,” The New York Times, 7 October 
2007.
4)  Population Action International, “What You Need to Know about the Mexico City Policy 
Restrictions on U.S. Family Planning Assistance,” 2006. Website: http://www.population-
action.org/Publications/Reports/ Global_Gag_Rule_Restrictions/GlobalGagRule.pdf. 
Accessed 17 November 2007.
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liticized Congressional vote.5 Actions like these demonstrate the power of the 
president in abortion policy, which is why interest groups are so eager to elect 
someone on their side of the issue.

Today, the 2008 election is the focus of both pro-life and pro-choice 
groups as they try to mobilize voters and force politicians to define their 
stance on abortion. These demands have proven politically challenging for 
candidates of both political parties. Rudy Giuliani, considered by some to be 
the front-runner for the Republican nomination, supports abortion rights, 
infuriating the pro-life movement. Pro-life leaders have promised to back a 
third party candidate if Giuliani wins the nomination, dividing the Republi-
can Party from part of its established base, and perhaps ensuring Democratic 
victories for years to come.6 

The Democratic candidates face perhaps an even greater quandary. While 
Republican voters are almost exclusively pro-life, many potential Democratic 
primary voters have not made up their mind on abortion. In fact, Catholic 
immigrants have long been a part of the Democratic Party’s core constituency, 
but the Party’s support for abortion rights is driving some former Democrats 
away. This puts Democratic candidates in a difficult position. Pro-choice 
groups are demanding that candidates defend the right to choose, when doing 
so can conflict with the religious, family-oriented image they want to portray. 
The Democratic Party historically asked its members in Congress to “vote 
with their conscience,” but today demands a unified front that allows it to 
be the party of women’s rights and keep the support of the pro-choice orga-
nizations.7 To be a successful presidential candidate it is crucial to have the 
endorsement of either the pro-life or the pro-choice interest groups, and for 
this reason candidates can be seen participating in marches, handing out fliers 
at demonstrations, and giving speeches at chapter meetings to court these 
organizations and their members’ votes.8

The pro-life and pro-choice interest groups have made abortion one of 
the most polarizing and omnipresent issues in American politics today. After 
the Roe v. Wade ruling in 1973, these organizations grew in membership and 
power and have wielded their influence over all branches of government 
to impact abortion policy. In doing so, the interest groups have divided the 
country on so deep a level that the stability of democracy is at risk. It is in the 
best interest of the nation to find a common ground between the pro-life and 
pro-choice movements so that the political situation can be de-pressurized. 
In the 1991 presidential election, the first Gulf War outweighed any discus-
sion of abortion, a contentious domestic issue even then.9 However, 16 years 
later as the country finds itself in the middle of another Gulf War, this one far 

5)  M. Allen, “Bush Backs Abortion Measure,” The Washington Post, 29 April 2005.
6)  L. Goodstein, “For a Trusty Voting Bloc, a Faith Shaken,” The New York Times, 7 October 
2007.
7)  Craig, 314.
8)  S. Abruzzese, “Thousands of Abortion Opponents,” The New York Times, 23 January 2007.
9)  Craig, 321.
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more deadly and costly, abortion has still managed to be a divisive issue in 
Congress, the Supreme Court, and the upcoming election. The fact that abor-
tion policy holds such power even in a time of devastating war is a testament 
to the schism in society. This schism needs to be repaired through political 
compromise so that the country does not tear itself apart. The 1990s were full 
of violent stories of pro-life activists taking the law into their own hands to 
prevent abortion: murdering abortion doctors, rampaging through waiting 
rooms with rifles, and bombing clinics.10 It will not be easy to persuade the in-
terest groups to compromise their political and ideological stances, but reform 
and bureaucratic restructuring can forge a common ground that will be better 
for all Americans, regardless of their feelings on abortion. Social policy can 
be implemented to de-pressurize the situation, but will require the combined 
influence and might of the abortion interest groups.

Compromise is possible. Although many abortion interest groups, espe-
cially those on the extremes, are unwilling to allow for any concessions, the 
majority of Americans are not as firmly rooted in their positions. Polls show a 
growing percentage of the American public is neither in support of unlimited 
unregulated abortions, nor willing to outright outlaw the procedure.11 One 
pollster described the current situation by saying “The percentage of people 
who say they’re for the woman’s right to abortion at all times under any situa-
tion is very small, as is the percentage who say women should not have abor-
tions for any reason.”12 Up to 20% of Americans consider themselves neither 
pro-choice nor pro-life.13 The abortion interest groups need to recognize that 
the goal of either outright legalizing or outlawing abortion in all cases is unre-
alistic, and that the only way to unite the country over the issue is to examine 
political proposals to de-pressurize the situation and come to a compromise. 
Pro-choice groups have to overcome their “slippery-slope” fear that accepting 
a balance will slowly erode a woman’s right to choose, and pro-life groups will 
have to accept that all abortions cannot be considered murder.14 It is time for 
the interest groups to come to a compromise and combine their resources and 
influence to enact policies that will lesson the strain of the abortion debate in 
society. 

It is crucial that the abortion interest groups foster an environment that is 
conducive to compromise. As with any controversial political issue, it is often 
the extreme opinions that are voiced the loudest, and in the case of abortion, 
extremists are the greatest impediment to finding common ground. What 
these extremists do not recognize is that they are more often a hindrance to 
their cause because moderates and the undecided are scared away from such 

10)  The Chicago Tribune, “Timeline of Abortion Laws and Events,” Website: http://www. 
dailypress.com/sns-abortion-timeline,0,5718785.story. Accessed 16 October 2007.
11)  D. Rosenberg, “The New Politics of Abortion,” Newsweek Web Exclusive, 8 October 2007. 
Website: http://www.newsweek.com/id/42770/page/1. Accessed 16 October, 2007.
12)  Toner, “Step by Step; Abortion’s Opponents Claim the Middle Ground,” The New York 
Times.
13)  Rosenberg, Newsweek Web Exclusive.
14)  Ibid.
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absolutist perspectives. With this in mind, the abortion interest groups need 
to engage in self-policing to reign in any rogue organizations that are too 
extreme and unwilling to compromise for the public’s best interest. To achieve 
this goal, the pro-life and pro-choice organizations should convene separate 
conferences that will bring together all of the abortion organizations on their 
particular side of the debate. These conferences will additionally benefit the 
movements by creating a central coalition that ensures better overall organi-
zation and a unified platform on the national level. Extremist groups can be 
excluded, and risk the condemnation of the conference. When all other abor-
tion interest groups announce to the public that an extremist outcropping is 
hurting the cause, support will lag and extremism will be rendered ineffective. 
By creating an environment in which the interest groups are policing their 
own extremists, political compromise can occur and lead to common ground 
social policy in the best interest of all Americans.

Criminalization, family planning, monetary incentives, and adoption 
are the most common policy proposals designed to de-pressurize abortion 
in the American political landscape. Interest groups from both sides of the 
debate find flaws in all of them, but with reform and compromise, some could 
potentially diffuse the dangerous political atmosphere surrounding abortion. 
Criminalization is the most contentious suggestion, and emotions run high at 
the prospect of arresting women who have just undergone such a devastating 
procedure. All pro-choice groups are universally opposed to criminalization 
and see efforts to arrest women as attacks on poor or minority women who 
have little choice but to terminate their pregnancies. When laws are written 
that criminalize only the doctors, pro-choice groups counter that the legisla-
tion will force doctors to break their Hippocratic oath and turn away women 
in need, while still allowing the pro-life organizations to seem sympathetic to 
women.15 During the 1988 presidential debates, when George H.W. Bush sug-
gested criminalization, his opponent, Michael Dukakis, retorted that, “the vice 
president is saying that he’s prepared to brand a woman a criminal for making 
this decision.” The Bush campaign had to hold an emergency press confer-
ence the next morning to salvage his standing with female voters and clarify 
that only doctors would be given jail time.16 Efforts to criminalize abortion are 
also unpopular among some pro-life groups and certainly among the general 
population, because too many people know someone who has terminated a 
pregnancy and do not imagine that woman as a criminal nor think she should 
be punished with jail time. Of all the policy suggestions aimed at calming the 
abortion debate, criminalization is the easiest to dismiss because of the strong 
opposition and weak support among even the most stringent pro-life orga-

15)  Christian Alliance for Progress, “Effective Prevention vs. Criminalizing Abortion,” Web-
site: http://www.christianalliance.org/site/c.bnKIIQNtEoG/b.641451/k.3AEF/ Effective_
Prevention_vs_Criminalizing_Abortion.htm. Accessed 16 October, 2007 and Rosenberg, 
Newsweek Web Exclusive.
16)  Tribe, 170.
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nizations. Nearly everyone agrees that a woman undergoing a procedure as 
traumatic as abortion is more comparable to a victim than a felon.

Reduction of unwanted pregnancy is an effort universally supported by 
both pro-life and pro-choice interest groups. However, there is great contro-
versy over the best way to enact such policy, and compromise will be neces-
sary to achieve any progress. Pro-choice organizations believe that a woman 
should have access to abortion services, but recognize that abortion is an 
experience no woman wants. As long as the legality of the procedure is not 
threatened, pro-choice groups agree with the pro-life groups that in an ideal 
society abortion would be rare. According to its president, 90% of the work 
done by Planned Parenthood is aimed at preventing unwanted pregnancy so 
that abortions are unnecessary.17 The best way to reduce the number of abor-
tions performed in the United States is to increase family planning services, so 
that there are fewer unwanted pregnancies. It is estimated that 49% of Ameri-
can pregnancies are unplanned, and unintended pregnancy occurs regardless 
of age, race, or social class. However, unwanted pregnancies are more com-
mon among women who are not married, lack financial stability, and are ei-
ther just out of puberty or about to enter menopause. Statistics show that the 
“average woman” will have 1.42 unplanned pregnancies by her 45th birthday.18

Unwanted pregnancy, particularly among teenagers, can have devastating 
effects on the mother, her child, and society in general. Young mothers are 
less likely to finish their education, and therefore have fewer job opportunities 
and are more likely to depend on welfare. Their children in turn face poverty, 
receive lower-quality educational services, and are more likely to perpetu-
ate the cycle of young risky sex and become pregnant themselves.19 Society is 
then left to deal with the behavioral problems, breakdown of the family unit, 
and monetary costs incurred through welfare and the health care system. It is 
these harmful effects that unite abortion interest groups behind an effort to 
lower rates of unplanned pregnancy though family planning policy.

The real challenge lies then in agreeing on how exactly to legislate family 
planning, particularly in regards to contraceptive access and education. While 
evidence demonstrates that ability to obtain contraceptives and an under-
standing of their proper use and limitations can significantly reduce abortion 
rates, these proposals are often objected to by Republicans and the pro-life 
movement.20 The easiest way to avoid unwanted pregnancy while sexually 
active is to use some form of contraception. However, even if a woman has 
access to the supplies she needs, incorrect usage or a lack of knowledge can 
render contraceptives ineffective.21 Many pro-life organizations are unhappy 

17)  Finn, The New York Times.
18)  K. E. Simmonds and F. E. Likis, “Providing Options Counseling for Women with Unin-
tended Pregnancies,” Journal of Obstetric, Gynecologic, & Neonatal Nursing 34, no. 3 (2005): 
374.
19)  D. Kalmuss, “Adoption and Black Teenagers: The Viability of a Pregnancy Resolution 
Strategy,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 54, (1992): 486.
20)  Christian Alliance for Progress, “Effective Prevention vs. Criminalizing Abortion.” 
21)  Simmonds, 374. 
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with increasing access to contraceptives or providing information about 
proper use because they consider their use an early form of abortion. This is 
particularly true of certain contraceptive forms such as the “morning after 
pill” or intrauterine devices, which stop fertilized embryos from attaching to 
the walls of the uterus.22 Here pro-life and pro-choice organizations must be 
willing to compromise and accept government support for at least some forms 
of contraception but not all, perhaps even limiting support to only condoms, 
diaphragms, and spermacides that are effective before fertilization occurs.

Additional proposals to reduce the price of contraceptives through gov-
ernment subsidies and insurance programs can reduce unwanted pregnancy 
and make for effective policy.23 In fact, studies show that for every $1 of public 
funding spent to increase access to contraceptives, $4.40 is saved in reduced 
Medicaid costs for pre and post-natal care resulting from unwanted preg-
nancies.24 These statistics will be useful in persuading pro-life organizations 
to support increased contraceptive legislation, because conservative values 
voters tend to also be conservative financially and will recognize the monetary 
benefit to society from such a policy.

Family planning cannot be pursued on a national level without a sex 
education program to teach people in the schools and in the community the 
information necessary to make informed decisions, understand their options, 
and recognize potential consequences of their actions. Although sex educa-
tion has been in the public school curriculum for years, what exactly it teaches 
is highly debated. Pro-life groups have banded with the Republican Party 
and President Bush to endorse an abstinence only plan.25 Under these rules, 
students are lectured on the benefits of abstaining from all sexual intercourse 
and told that the societal expectation is that sex be reserved for monogamous 
marriage. The only way students are taught to prevent sexually transmitted 
infections and unwanted pregnancy is through abstinence.26 

Pro-choice groups are lobbying for comprehensive sex education, which 
would include information on birth control, including its proper use and 
effectiveness in preventing pregnancy and certain sexually transmitted infec-
tions. Pro-life groups are concerned if teenagers are exposed to this infor-
mation they will be more likely to have sex at an early age.27 However, while 
there is little evidence to show that comprehensive education increases sexual 
activity, studies have proven that abstinence-only programs do not discourage 
young people from having sex, nor are they successful at reducing unwanted 
pregnancy.28 The best compromise would be for both pro-life and pro-choice 
groups to agree to abstinence-plus education, a curriculum that stresses the 

22)  Rosenberg, Newsweek Web Exclusive.
23)  McFarlane, 19.
24)  Ibid., 132.
25)  Rosenberg, Newsweek Web Exclusive.
26)  McFarlane, 54.
27)  Rosenberg, Newsweek Web Exclusive.
28)  McFarlane, 54.
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importance of abstinence as the only foolproof method to avoid disease and 
pregnancy, while simultaneously providing teenagers with the contraceptive 
knowledge they need to protect themselves if they do decide to have sex.

Family planning policies could prove to be very effective in the effort to 
reduce abortion rates and de-pressurize the political situation, but only if the 
abortion interest groups can find common ground amongst the proposals. 
Willingness to compromise both on availability and price of certain types of 
contraceptives as well as on what is taught in classrooms can create a safer 
sexual environment for the entire society. Pro-choice groups will not like the 
lack of contraceptive variety, or the emphasis on abstinence, but funding pro-
posals that will provide people with the supplies and information they need to 
ensure all pregnancies are planned is worth the concession. Although pro-life 
groups may oppose contraceptives or comprehensive sexual education on 
moral or ideological grounds, they must believe that if abortion is murder, 
then abortion prevention through these policy proposals is a better solution.29

Another proposal to reduce abortion rates and thus unite abortion 
interest groups is to create monetary incentives for women and families so 
that financial difficulties do not influence the decision of whether to have an 
abortion. One study compared the quality of life for fetuses carried to term 
and the expected quality of life of those aborted. Data showed that had the 
women who terminated their pregnancies not done so, their children would 
have been more likely to die as an infant, live with a single-parent, depend on 
welfare, or suffer in poverty.30 Everyone can agree that raising children costs a 
significant amount of money, but that there should be options to defray costs 
of unintended pregnancy other than abortion. Both pro-life and pro-choice 
groups would agree on a solution that gives women the option to not abort, 
and a monetary incentive program could do that. There must be a more effec-
tive health care program for poor pregnant women to provide them with the 
medical care they need to avoid expensive and dangerous complications at 
birth. Women who attend all prenatal appointments should receive some sort 
of incentive that will improve the life of her unborn child, such as a crib or 
car seat. Young mothers especially should have access to a parenting coach to 
teach them what to expect and ensure they do not become to overwhelmed. 
To lower the costs of such a program, a community mentoring system should 
be established so that older women in the neighborhood volunteer their time 
in return for the mentoring they received. Family support systems are crucial 
to supporting a pregnant woman, so a relative who takes in a struggling preg-
nant woman should receive a tax break.31

When an American woman becomes pregnant, she is faced not only with 
the costs of pregnancy and giving birth, but also with the prospect of losing 
her job or her place on the corporate ladder, and with the lack of available 

29)  Tribe, 13.
30)  J. Gruber, P. Levine, and D. Staiger, “Abortion Legalization and Child Living Circum-
stances: Who is the “Marginal Child?” The Quarterly Journal of Economics, (1999): 290.
31)  Kalmuss, 491.
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childcare when she must return to work. The United States should turn to 
Europe as a model for restructuring the incentive program. There should 
be greater enforcement of job stability for mothers in the work place. This 
requires longer and paid maternity leave, flexible re-entry options and sched-
ules, and easily accessible child-care.32 In Western Europe, the health care 
system is more inclusive, most countries legislate six months of maternity 
leave, and the educational system provides childcare for children above the 
age if three.33 The success of the European model is demonstrated by their 
lower abortion rates. 

The final component of an effective monetary incentive plan would 
encourage the formation of healthy families. It is both impossible and contro-
versial to mandate that men and women marry or stay together in the event of 
pregnancy. Marriage incentives are hotly debated because they may make it 
financially necessary for a woman to stay in a dangerous, unhealthy, or abusive 
marriage. Instead of trying to legislate relationships, policy proposals should 
focus on incentives to keep fathers in their children’s lives, regardless of mari-
tal state. Studies have shown that a father’s presence is the most important 
factor in reducing male juvenile delinquency.34 Also, without the presence of 
a father, family income is much lower, which leads to higher rates of poverty, 
malnourishment, and juvenile crime.35 Society has to absorb the costs of these 
consequences, straining the country’s financial resources. By enacting fam-
ily policy to encourage fathers to engage, not only will society benefit, but 
abortion rates will also decrease. Women who may have felt unable to care 
for a child on their own will not have to terminate pregnancy if they know the 
father will be there to support them as a parent and an income contributor. 
Monetary incentives should be offered in the form of tax credits to men who 
take parenting classes or serve as surrogate fathers and role models through 
programs such as Big Brothers. There should be a public relations campaign 
featuring prominent popular culture icons to encourage men to participate as 
fathers and not desert their children. Finally, men should be offered at least 
three months of paid paternity leave, so that they can form a bond with their 
newborn, making abandonment less likely or financially necessary. 

Obviously, a monetary incentive program would increase government 
costs, something Conservatives will oppose. However, if the abortion inter-
est groups combine their impressive influence to demand such a program 
because it will reduce abortions, politicians in both parties will bend to the 
pressure. In time, such a program should in fact prove to lower public-sector 
costs by offering better pre-natal care and setting up support systems at home 
and in the work place that will keep new mothers out of emergency rooms 
and off welfare.

32)  Tribe, 211.
33)  Ibid., 212.
34)  W. S. Comanor, and L. Phillips, “The Impact of Income and Family Structure on Delin-
quency,” Journal of Applied Economics 5, no, 2 (2002): 228.
35)  Comanor, 221, 230.
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The final proposal to reduce the number of abortions and thus de-
pressurize the political situation is to reform the adoption process. Adoption 
as an alternative to abortion is a policy supported by both pro-life and pro-
choice groups, but the American adoption system is in chaos. Red tape and 
harsh regulations make pregnant women hesitant to deal with the hassle and 
paperwork and can scare away prospective adoptive parents. Children who 
are given up for adoption tend to have a higher quality of life than they would 
have if they stayed with an unready mother, and have a life in comparison to 
those that are aborted. Young mothers who give their children up for adop-
tion also lead better lives than those who are keep a baby when unprepared 
for the struggles of parenthood.36 There are few statistics about the number of 
children given up for adoption each year, but it is obvious that the number if 
far lower than it should be because of flaws in the system.37 States currently set 
separate adoption laws that may be extremely complicated and contradictory: 
some adoptions are handled through lawyers, or public agencies, private agen-
cies, or the birth parents, some are open while others are closed and records 
kept confidential.38 

The system needs to be federalized so that interstate adoptions can be 
more easily facilitated. One public agency for all adoptions would ensure that 
everyone gets the same treatment, regardless of socioeconomic status, race, or 
location. With one centralized agency, there will be less paperwork and a reg-
ulated screening process. Additionally, outreach counselors should be hired 
and undergo extensive training before being sent around the country, particu-
larly to overlooked neighborhoods with high rates of unwanted pregnancy.39 
There should be an informative website to clearly outline the process for both 
pregnant women and potential adoptive parents, one that will allow them to 
track their paperwork and understand their options. Reforming such a chaotic 
system will be challenging, but if the abortion interest groups first join togeth-
er to lobby Washington and then pool their resources to ensure a quick and 
effective process, abortion rates across the United States will decrease.

The unified goal of enacting social reform through family planning pro-
grams, monetary incentives, and an improved adoption system will reduce 
abortion rates and unite opposing interest groups in an effort to de-pressurize 
the issue of abortion in American society. No policy will make pro-life and 
pro-choice groups agree on the legality or morality of abortion, and this issue 
will always be debated in US politics. However, abortion does not have to 
divide the country to the point that the stability of our democracy is at risk. 

Interest groups play a vital role in the political system of the United States, 
and since 1973 pro-life and pro-choice organizations have been gaining 
members and power to wield as influence over Congress, the Supreme Court, 
and in presidential elections. Abortion is one of the most contentious issues in 

36)  Kalmuss, 486.
37)  Simmonds, 374.
38)  Ibid., 376.
39)  Kalmuss, 488.
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Washington today because of the role abortion interest groups play. However, 
instead of just bickering, the public interest will be better served if both sides 
sought compromise on social proposals such as family planning and unite to 
urge support for monetary incentives and a reformed adoption system. Only 
then will they make a constructive difference that will improve all American 
lives, regardless of personal abortion beliefs.
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“Gold Farming” and the 
Development of Markets for 
Virtual Goods
by Andrew Knauer

Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPG) 
have become hugely popular, with over twelve million players 
daily taking the role of fictional characters and interacting 
with one another in massive virtual worlds (mmogchart.com). 
There are no winners or losers in the game. Rather, the goal is to complete 
quests and advance your character to additional levels. All players begin with 
the same skill level, and develop their character through different tasks and 
quests. Those with more time are better able to develop their character and 
advance through the game. As a result, those whose time is more expensive do 
not want to be bothered with rudimentary tasks involved with the game and 
would rather use real-world currency to advance their characters. As a result, 
exchanges occur outside of the game, where real money is used to purchase 
items or currency from the virtual world. Players who have the time to collect 
items and currency are able to sell these virtual goods for real-world profit to 
players whose time is more expensive. 

The development of this practice has become prominent in the MMOR-
PG World of Warcraft. World of Warcraft is hugely popular with about seven 
million players as of July 2006. The main currency in World of Warcraft is gold, 
which has been greatly distributed and sold on the internet. In fact, companies 
known as “gold farms” have sprung up in China. Employees are paid from 
40-200 US dollars a month to play World of Warcraft and collect the gold cur-
rency ( Jin 2006). This gold is then sold to richer players in the US and Europe 
for real-world currency. Through gold farming, the virtual online economy 
has directly spilled into the real-world economy. Conflicts have arisen from 
the gold farming phenomenon. Many players believe it ruins the in-game 
economy by driving inflation and changing the scarcity of items and goods. 
Gold farming also ruins the egalitarian standards of the game by replicating a 
capitalistic structure. The fantasy aspects of the game are destroyed with the 
ability to purchase gold or items with real-world currency. The company that 
produces and runs World of Warcraft, Blizzard Entertainment, has made it 
clear in their End User License Agreement (agreed to by players before they 
can play the game) that everything in the game is owned by Blizzard, and 
that players are prohibited from selling items or currency outside the game. 
Blizzard has banned thousands of accounts for infringement on these policies 
(playnoevil.com). Yet, it seems impossible using current measures that they 
will completely eradicate the practice. 
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In analyzing World of Warcraft, I hope to understand the development 
of consumer desire for virtual items. How has the demand for virtual goods 
spawned the gold farming phenomenon, and how do players inside the game 
feel about this? How do the employees working at gold farms feel about their 
jobs, and how does this address the dual aspects of work and play? How have 
the games transformed from egalitarian entities to capitalistic structures? 
Does a brand community develop around World of Warcraft? Who owns 
virtual property, the game’s creators or the players? Through analysis of the 
game, its players, and its workers, I hope to answer these questions and better 
understand the virtual items associated with World of Warcraft. 

Playing Desire and the Development of Markets
Online computer games are designed for entertainment and leisure 

purposes. They follow the same principles as any other game or puzzle, with 
pleasure (utility) being derived from the experience of the game. In World 
of Warcraft, I make the assumption that utility is directly related to the time 
spent playing the game. That is, with more playing time accumulated, the 
player finds more pleasure from the game. With more in-game time comes 
more experience, more gold currency, more items, and a more developed 
character. These characteristics make you a stronger character in World of 
Warcraft, allowing you to carry out different quests and defeat other players, 
ultimately allowing more pleasure. 

World of Warcraft has an egalitarian premise, with all players starting with 
balanced skill sets. However, many players view the beginning stages of the 
game as monotonous or rudimentary and derive little pleasure from them. 
They would rather skip these stages and advance to stages where their char-
acter is developed and has many items, therefore maximizing their utility to 
time ratio. A demand is created for the currency and items needed to advance 
through the game, as richer players would rather commit real-world currency 
than additional time. As a result, other players whose time is less valuable 
begin to sell their currency and in-game items. As pointed out by virtual 
economy researcher Edward Castronova (2003), there is both a supply and 
demand for these virtual goods, which has created a spillover into real-world 
economies. Sites such as eBay.com and IGE.com offer virtual items, curren-
cies, and characters which can be purchased with US dollars. 

 
Branding and Community 

At first glance, using real-world currency to purchase virtual items seems 
ludicrous. The virtual items themselves are simply chains of computer code 
stored on servers, and have no tangible identity. However, as noted by Malaby 
(2004), we already pay for intangible goods such as ring tones and software all 
the time. To push this example further, Yamaguchi (2004) mentions brands as 
an intangible good demanding real-world currency. Brands in themselves have 
no physical entity, yet have a huge demand because of brand recognition. 
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World of Warcraft commodities become a “brand” due to their recognition 
and demand by the player (consumer). I think this World of Warcraft brand 
is even more “real” than brands associated with tangible goods. The brand of 
World of Warcraft depends on 7 million individuals playing the game, inter-
acting on a daily basis with goods that have a real-world demand. This faith 
in virtual items represents a certain trust among gamers in relation to their 
virtual world. The players must depend on one another for items to retain 
value and trust that the delivered items will provide the pleasure expected 
from the game. The World of Warcraft brand has no artificial embodiments or 
symbols because it has no use for them. The players understand the items they 
are buying, and expect no “personality” or “image” associated with them. It is 
my belief that the World of Warcraft brand ultimately depends on community 
and trust among players, creating a “brand community” among gamers. For 
these reasons, the World of Warcraft brand seems more real, being grounded in 
human reason and interaction, than the brands of tangible goods. 

The players must also depend on the producers of the game to protect 
the scarcity and usability of items. As noted by Castronova (2005), resources 
are made available to anyone who has advanced sufficiently through the 
game, which means there are hundreds of players competing for them. Yet the 
scarcity of items is based solely on the choice of the game’s producers, allow-
ing them to alter it through simple programming. The range of items and their 
usability by different players in the game could also be changed in seconds. 
Therefore, a certain trust is established between the players of the game and 
the creators. The players expect the game’s content to remain relatively the 
same on a day-to-day basis, guaranteeing the scarcity and usability of items. 
In turn, this regulates the outside market for the virtual items so there are not 
large price fluctuations. 

Gold Farming
World of Warcraft has spawned a term specific to its own game: gold 

farming. Gold farming is the collection of the in-game gold currency through 
repetitious tasks and missions. This gold is then resold for real-world currency 
to other players. The term “gold farm” normally relates to companies in China 
that hire employees to play World of Warcraft and collect gold. 

Ge Jin has done extensive research on Chinese gold farms, interviewing 
players to understand their work and relationship with the game. It is difficult 
to pinpoint when gold farming began, but the most experienced gold farmer 
Jin interviewed started in 2001. When MMORPGs became more popular 
in the US as of 2003, the number of gold farms increased to support the new 
player base. Large-scale gold farms have over eighty employees and often have 
the characteristics of dormitories, with employees eating and living at the 
company. There are normally twice as many employees as computers, so that 
the game is running constantly. Salaries run from US $40-200 per month. Jin 
even found some employees who were willing to work for free as long as they 
were given a place to live and able to play the game. Overall, the gold farms 
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represent China’s current position in the global economy as a source for cheap 
labor. 

How do the employees feel about their work as “professional gamers”? 
The working conditions make gold farms seem like sweatshops, with long 
work hours and mental strain from staring at computer screens. However, Jin 
advises not to obscure the actualities of the gold farm by using the term “gam-
ing sweatshop”. In fact, many employees love their jobs. They are able to turn 
their hobby into work, making a sustainable income. Also, many were either 
unemployed or had a worse job before working at a gold farm. Jin also notes 
that being a professional gamer gives the employee a sense of empowerment. 
He states:  

In contrast to their impoverished real lives, their virtual lives give them 
access to power, status and wealth which they can hardly imagine in real life. 
This is a reason why they are so addicted to their job. This is a paradox that the 
term “sweatshop” cannot convey: in the gold farms exploitation is entangled 
with empowerment and productivity is entangled with pleasure (netfiles.uci.
edu).

So whereas in a sweatshop environment workers have little power, derive 
no pleasure from their work, and are detached from the product of their labor, 
gold farmers are the opposite. They feel empowered by their role in the virtual 
world, are able to convert their hobby to work, and directly see the results of 
their labor. 

The Emergence of Online Retailers and their Implications
The online auction site eBay.com quickly became a popular site to sell 

virtual items. As Castronova explains, “Once payment is sent, you go into 
the game world and meet with the avatar (character) of the seller, who hands 
over the gold pieces.” The ability to buy, sell, and receive items between 
players is relatively easy, and with eBay’s feedback system there is a general 
trust between buyers and sellers. Castronova acknowledges the gold farm-
ing phenomena, explaining that the players who farm gold act as an unskilled 
labor force with the sole task of collecting gold. The collection of gold by gold 
farmers causes its value against the dollar to rapidly drop, therefore decreasing 
the value of player’s assets in the game. As with any commodity, when supply 
increases without a change in demand, the price will fall. 

Internet Gaming Entertainment Ltd. (IGE) is another entrant into the 
virtual item retail market. The IGE website works in much the same manner 
as Amazon.com. Players pick the items they want, put them in their shopping 
cart, and checkout. After payment is confirmed, the player enters the game 
and waits for a message from an IGE representative, who then brings the 
goods to the player. IGE takes the basic principles of customer satisfaction 
and applies them to virtual items sales, often referred to as real money trade 
(RMT). IGE’s strategy has been enormously successful, and they recently 
bought their competitor Yantis for $10 million (Castronova 2005). 
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The outside market presents a problem for the game’s designers. Castron-
ova acknowledges, “A synthetic economy is more fun if it rewards hard work 
with a rags-to-riches story line. It’s also more fun if it undoes the injustices of 
birth on Earth: everyone starts with the same rags.” eBay and online retail-
ers ultimately erode the egalitarian standards of the game and inject market 
principles in their place. Anyone with enough money can buy gold online and 
advance their accounts. Game developers want retailers like IGE and the mar-
kets that feed them to disappear. The developers are trying to build a fantasy 
experience for the gamer, and the existence of real-world markets for game 
currencies acts destructively to this atmosphere. 

Player Reactions to Gold Farming/Online Retailers 
Castronova splits World of Warcraft gamers into three different catego-

ries: purists who don’t want transactions for money to occur, casual players 
who want to buy gold and items, and those who don’t care. Each category 
of players has different demands for the game, and want a style of play suit-
able to their own gaming philosophy. The purists want the game to maintain 
its fantasy elements, which are the original intentions of the game’s creators. 
Sites such as NoGold.org are decidedly against gold farming and online 
trade of virtual items. They say these aspects ruin the sportsmanship of the 
game by eliminating its egalitarian principles. Gold farming also contributes 
to inflation because of the increased gold collected, and promotes gaming 
sweatshops. Finally, NoGold cites the fact that online trading of virtual items 
are banned by the game’s Terms of Service, a contract each player must sign 
before logging into the game. 

Those who want to buy virtual items are maximizing their enjoyment of 
the game by advancing further, albeit at the sacrifice of others’ enjoyment. 
Timothy Burke argues that the conflict between the profiteers and the purists 
who want to keep commerce out of the game cannot be ignored. The purists 
are the ones who make games popular through word of mouth and spend the 
most time playing. If games become too capitalistic, these players might quit. 
Also, the ones who buy virtual currency and items may advance more quickly 
through the game and get bored, ending their subscriptions sooner. 

Legality of Virtual Items
The legalities surrounding virtual property are unclear, with the great-

est ambiguity being whether virtual property should belong to the player 
or the game’s creators. As of 2003, eBay.com has begun to delist all auctions 
for “virtual artifacts” from its site due to “legal complexities” surrounding 
virtual property (Slashdot.com). “For the overall health of the marketplace” 
the company has decided to ban all virtual property auctions, although eBay 
insists that they are just following through on a pre-existing policy. The policy 
states, “The seller must be the owner of the underlying intellectual property, 
or authorized to distribute it by the intellectual property owner.” Many games, 
including World of Warcraft, make it clear in their End User License Agree-
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ment (EULA) and Terms of Service that all virtual items belong to Blizzard 
Entertainment, the game’s creators. That is, all user generated content is 
ultimately the property of Blizzard. Following these mandates, eBay under-
stands that players have no property rights to virtual items and have therefore 
banned their sale. They have made an exception for the game Second Life, in 
which players have rights to their created content. 

The EULA for World of Warcraft is very specific in specifying Blizzard as 
the virtual property owner:

All title, ownership rights and intellectual property rights in 
and to the Game and all copies thereof (including without 
limitation any titles, computer code, themes, objects, char-
acters, character names, stories, dialog, catch phrases, loca-
tions, concepts, artwork, character inventories, structural or 
landscape designs, animations, sounds, musical compositions 
and recordings, audio-visual effects, storylines, character like-
nesses, methods of operation, moral rights, and any related 
documentation) are owned or licensed by Blizzard. (worldof-
warcraft.com)

There is no ambiguity as to ownership in World of Warcraft. Upon entering 
the game, players must sacrifice their right to any ownership and sacrifice all 
intellectual property rights. Virtual items must be left as part of the game, not 
taken as individualistic property. The Terms of Service for World of Warcraft 
go even further by prohibiting the sale of virtual goods: 

Blizzard does not recognize the transfer of Accounts. You 
may not purchase, sell, gift or trade any Account, or offer to 
purchase, sell, gift or trade any Account, and any such at-
tempt shall be null and void. Blizzard owns, has licensed, or 
otherwise has rights to all of the content that appears in the 
Program. You agree that you have no right or title in or to any 
such content, including the virtual goods or currency appear-
ing or originating in the Game, or any other attributes associ-
ated with the Account or stored on the Service. Blizzard does 
not recognize any virtual property transfers executed outside 
of the Game or the purported sale, gift or trade in the “real 
world” of anything related to the Game. Accordingly, you may 
not sell items for “real” money or otherwise exchange items 
for value outside of the Game. (worldofwarcraft.com)

Players are also prohibited from selling, trading, or buying content gener-
ated through World of Warcraft. Players must allow the virtual world to exist as 
a separate entity, where outside demand does not interfere. Blizzard demands 
the preservation of the virtual world in order to guarantee the promised fan-
tasy experience. Since Blizzard sells that atmosphere as part of their product, 
they are justified in defending their world. If any transactions occur outside 
the game, Blizzard will ignore them and consider them void. 



65

MMVIII

Although the EULA and Terms of Service would seem to have the final 
say, there is still the importance of player ownership and intellectual prop-
erty. In 2003 in China, a player sued the creators of the MMORPG Red Moon 
because a hacker had stolen his virtual property thanks to security loopholes 
in the game’s servers. The player asked the company to return his items. When 
the company refused, citing rules that prevent owners from transferring items, 
the player sued. Using current market prices, the court valued the virtual 
property at over $1200 dollars. The court ruled on the side of the player, not-
ing the security loopholes were the fault of the company and that they should 
be responsible for the loss. The creators of the game then transferred all lost 
items to the player, Li Hongchen. Hongchen is quoted as saying, “I exchanged 
the equipment with my labour, time, wisdom and money, and of course they 
are my belongings.” The value of the goods was tangible on external markets, 
and the court felt the player should be compensated. In this case, a precedent 
for virtual property rights, the EULA was ignored. Therefore, Blizzard’s stance 
to ignore virtual property transactions may not serve it well if courts decide to 
defend the virtual property rights of players. (weboptimiser.com)

Because the legality of virtual property is undetermined, I wish to exam-
ine a few hypothetical situations pertaining both to the flourishing of virtual 
economies and the dismissal of them. If virtual economies are to continue, 
they must submit to the same regulations as the external world. Virtual 
property rights must be established and maintained, and taxes and regulations 
must apply to the sale and purchase of those items (Castronova 2005). Also, 
developers must be held accountable for server crashes that destroy database 
items, and for hackers that steal virtual items. If the free market price dictates 
the value of virtual items, then companies could possibly be responsible for 
ensuring hundreds of millions of dollars of virtual property. Online MMOR-
PGs would be commercialized, and completely different from the original 
atmosphere. 

I think the more likely scenario would be the disappearance of virtual 
economies. Castronova explains several possibilities for eliminating the vir-
tual item market. First, in every online sale two characters meet in the game, 
with one giving the other valuable items in return for nothing. Accounts that 
repeatedly engage in this charity would become suspect. Also notice that 
those who participate in purchasing online items will get significantly richer. 
A policy of high progressive taxation would reduce the impact on such ex-
changes, so that those with the most items and currency would get taxed the 
most. Creators of the game could create fake online sales of items, banning the 
accounts of those who purchase the items and destroying the legitimacy of 
other online shops. Finally, the creators could deploy investigators and have a 
formal trial process. These ideas, although plausible, would take several years 
to implement. 

Blizzard currently bans accounts of those suspected of gold farming or 
buying and selling items. They have employed a relatively stringent policing 
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of the game, banning over 76,000 accounts in September 2006. They released 
this statement in that month: 

In our continued efforts to combat cheating in World of Warcraft, more 
than 76,000 accounts were closed and 11 million gold was removed from the 
game economies in Europe, Korea, and the US in the month of September. 
The closed accounts were associated with activities that violate World of War-
craft’s Terms of Use, such as using third-party programs that allow cheating, 
and farming gold and items. These types of activities can severely impact the 
economy of a realm and the overall game enjoyment for all players.

We will continue to aggressively monitor all World of Warcraft realms in 
order to protect the service and its players from the harmful effects of cheat-
ing. Please note that selling World of Warcraft content, such as gold, items, 
and characters, can result in a permanent ban of the involved accounts from 
World of Warcraft.

Many account closures come as the direct result of tips reported to our 
GMs in game or emailed to our Hacks Team by legitimate World of Warcraft 
players. If you suspect that a World of Warcraft player is using an illegal third-
party program to farm gold or items, or is otherwise violating our Terms of 
Use, please report the suspected infraction via one of the means listed above. 
All reports will be investigated, and those that prove false will not result in 
corrective action. (playnoevil.com)

Blizzard has quelled part of the virtual economy of World of Warcraft by 
allowing players to self-police themselves. They have successfully appealed to 
players upset with the impact of gold farming and online sales on the game’s 
environment. The achievements and enjoyment of those who play legitimate-
ly are diminished by players who engage in such “cheating” actions. 

 
Conclusion

Virtual economies, as examined in the MMORPG World of Warcraft, have 
significant importance as a developing social, economic, and legal phenom-
enon. Online players create a demand for virtual goods, fostering the growth 
of gold farms and online retail markets. At the same time, game designers have 
tried to control the outside market for these goods, designating ownership 
rights in their EULA and banning accounts that engage in “cheating activi-
ties”. However, there is still a debate as to whether the player has intellectual 
property rights over his items in the game.

    In my analysis, I have given an introduction to virtual goods as they 
pertain to

World of Warcraft. However, much more research remains, as is evident 
by countless new article submissions pertaining to virtual economies and the 
existing Virtual Economy

Research Network. Virtual economies are currently being studied as 
economic, political, and social models that may have applications to the real 
world. I think the key to future developments lies in how intellectual property 
rights will be determined. It seems nearly impossible that Blizzard will elimi-
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nate outside market activity in World of Warcraft unless it implements further 
restrictive measures, and it will be interesting to see how these measures play 
out. Also, further research should be placed on the MMORPG Second Life. 
As contrasted to World of Warcraft, Second Life players own everything they 
create in the game and are allowed to freely sell virtual commodities on exter-
nal markets.
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Genetically Modified Crops—
Necessity or Threat?
by Claire Sampankanpanich

Abstract
Plant genetic engineering is a developing area of science cur-
rently being used to enhance the productivity, quality, and envi-
ronmental safety of agricultural products worldwide. With new 
information about plant pathways and genome sequences, scientists are using 
molecular markers to increase plant diversity and improve food production 
and quality under adverse biotic and abiotic conditions. Scientists continue to 
identify genes and proteins in plants that control key traits for crop improve-
ment and use these to insert valuable traits from new sources into agricultur-
ally important plants, such as soybean, corn, and oilseeds. With the increase 
in human population, declining resources, economic constraints, and demand 
for more nutritional foods, scientists in both the public and private sectors are 
researching genetic and molecular methods to improve plant nutrient efficien-
cy and crop output. While plant biotechnology has the potential to further 
environmental conservation, reduce starvation and malnutrition in develop-
ing countries, and increase public health efforts, it also stirs up debate about 
intellectual property rights, ethics of genetically modified (GM) crops, and 
safety of such foods. Many anti-GM activists and skeptical consumers doubt 
the necessity of such GM crops in an agricultural market rich with various 
healthy alternatives in conventional foods. Besides the controversy surround-
ing unethical GM crops, many consumers question the potential of GM crops 
to help developing nations strengthen their economy in a largely industry-
based agricultural market. Consumers demand more information about the 
crops’ potential dangers and the methods scientists use in risk-analysis tests of 
possible commercial GM foods. 

Major Constraints to Plant Production and Quality
Many farmers worldwide must improve crop yield and quality in order to 

match demands from an ever-growing human population under conditions 
of declining resources and numerous environmental constraints. The human 
population has more than doubled in the last fifty years, with a projected 
increase of 100 million persons per year, mostly in the poorest countries 
with the fewest available resources and technology [2, 9]. Over-plowing and 
deforestation of land have led to more soil erosion than formation, reducing 
the amount of arable land available for farmers. According to World Watch, 
an internationally-known magazine that covers such topics as population and 
agriculture, drought is the largest problem for crop production in the world 
[4]. About 70% of the water removed from rivers and underground is used for 
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crop irrigation, and availability and quality of water will continue to decline as 
demand for more water increases [9]. 

Countries also face potential food scarcity from declining resources, 
particularly from nonrenewable resources like phosphorus and potassium 
used in fertilizers [9]. In the last few decades, there has been an increase in 
the amounts of nitrogen lost from arable land to the aquatic environment and 
atmosphere [8]. Farmers must acquire new methods for nitrogen fertilization 
and chemical usage is order to increase yield while still managing the negative 
environmental effects of agricultural production. Chemical fertilizers pose se-
rious environmental dangers as well as hard economic burdens on farmers in 
both developing and developed nations. In 2004, China used approximately 
30% of the world’s chemical fertilizers, which comprised more than 50% of 
their production costs, clearly a major economic difficulty for many Chinese 
farmers [16]. 

Some argue that we have enough natural deposits of necessary plant 
minerals to last for another 200 years, but amidst these growing causes for 
concern in the agricultural sector, plant biotechnologies that offer possibilities 
for increased plant nutrient uptake or reduced usage of chemical fertilizers 
that degrade soil will certainly improve long-term agricultural production. 
Conventional plant breeding methods are unlikely to meet these surmounting 
challenges surrounding crop production due to the limited gene pool available 
[2]. However, genetic engineering offers numerous possibilities for increasing 
crop yield, providing efficient methods of production with reduced environ-
mental dangers, and increasing plant tolerance under such adverse conditions. 

Plant Genetic Engineering
Scientists can use plant biotechnology to introduce a variety of genetic 

changes into an organism based on developments in recombinant technology, 
selection of improved crops, and sequencing of many plant genomes. Gene 
transformation technology allows scientists to introduce new genes from 
unrelated sources into commercial plants [2]. They can introduce engineered 
traits, such as those that for herbicide tolerance and insect resistance. Since 
1995, the United States and other nations worldwide have been using com-
mercial foods with agronomic traits beneficial to farmers and consumers. 
Roundup Ready soybeans, for example, contain a gene encoding the enzyme 
5-enolpyruvylshikimate 3-phosphate synthase (EPSPS). This enzyme is in a 
glyphosate-tolerant form, making the Roundup Ready soybeans tolerant of 
the common commercial herbicide Roundup, which controls most weeds 
in crop fields and has shown positive environmental traits. Roundup breaks 
down in soil over time to harmless products and does not accumulate in the 
environment. Within three years of its first introduction to the United States, 
Roundup Ready soybeans accounted for almost 40% of US soybean acreage 
[9]. Roundup Ready was inspected for its safety to human health, and was 
found to be rapidly digested like other commonly-consumed proteins. Many 
scientists focus on agronomic traits such as the EPSPS gene for Roundup 
Ready soybeans that involve a particular gene trait which can have a major 
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benefit to grower production. Other crops with agronomic traits include 
Bollgard cotton, virus-resistant squashes, melons, New Leaf potato, YieldGard 
corn, and Roundup Ready canola, cotton, and corn [9]. 

Plant biotechnology has also allowed scientists to create differentiated 
crops. Compared to agronomic traits, which have single beneficial input 
traits, differentiated crops have better output traits, such as grain quality and 
value-added products. While classical breeding has already produced various 
differentiated crops, biotechnology can increase the potential to create more 
value-added products [9]. The first type of differentiated crop produced was 
high-oil corn, which contains an oil content of over 6% compared to com-
modity corn’s 3-4% oil content. This increase in oil is predicted to reduce 
birds and animals’ extra consumption of fats. Scientists are also attempting to 
add high-protein genes and increase the essential amino acid content in the 
corn. Potential improvements in nutrient quality and texture of commercial 
foods such as corn will not only satisfy growing demands in food supplies 
but also increase phytonutrient levels in our bodies. Scientists have evaluated 
stearate soybean and canola, which contain stearate instead of other saturated 
fatty acids. These crops can improve human health by reducing the risk of 
cardiovascular disease because stearate does not cause hypercholesteremia, an 
abnormal deficiency of cholesterol in the blood [9]. 

By using plants as factories to provide necessary chemicals or nutrients, 
scientists can also develop food, feed, and fiber that are nutritionally strength-
ened. High carotenoid canola, for instance, is full of beta carotene, a precur-
sor to vitamin A. Carotenes are found naturally in plants, are not stored or 
metabolized the same way vitamin A is, and are considered to be less toxic 
than pre-formed vitamin A. Carotenes such as those found in the canola are 
generally safer than vitamin A itself, and can be used to improve the global ep-
idemic of vitamin A deficiency. Approximately 10 million people worldwide 
suffer from vitamin A deficiency in their diets, an illness which can lead to 
vision impairment and protein malnutrition [9]. More recent developments 
include Golden Rice, which contains beta-carotene, a precursor to vitamin 
A metabolization [15]. Rice is the main food for three billion people world-
wide. Golden Rice could be used in developing nations to reduce vitamin A 
deficiency in the same manner as high carotenoid canola. Plant biotechnology 
holds great promise for farmers and consumers in developed worlds because 
it can create naturally fortified crops. California, the nation’s primary producer 
of fresh citrus, suffered nearly $1 billion in losses in January 2007 after four 
nights of subfreezing temperatures [12]. Fortified seeds that can improve 
nutritional quality of crops naturally under such strenuous and unpredictable 
growing conditions as these will certainly benefit both subsistence and larger, 
commercial farmers. 

Competing Scientific Needs and Public Concerns
Development in plant engineering is limited by the amount of informa-

tion known about specific plant genomes, time and resources, and public 
perception of current GM crops. Plant breeding is limited by the gene pool 
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needed to produce plant varieties with abiotic and biotic stress tolerance and 
added beneficial traits [2]. However, with recent developments in plant sci-
ences involving the sequencing of many plant genomes, agricultural research 
centers are now able to genotype specific plants. Sequence information offer 
maps for scientists to understand the diversity, phenotypes, and molecular 
markers associated with a particular plant [4]. Scientists continue to identify 
many genes as targets for crop improvement, and use recombinant technolo-
gies and molecular markers to incorporate them into agriculturally important 
plants. 

Plant nutriomics is a field that focuses on using genetic and molecular 
methods to improve plant nutrient efficiency. In China, researchers studying 
certain crops for methods of adaptation to low-phosphorus soil conditions 
discovered through genetic studies that many root traits are connected to sev-
eral quantitative trait loci (QTL) and can be used to aid in selection of crops 
with higher phosphorus efficiency [16]. With a better understanding of such 
genetic information, scientists can select and breed particular crop varieties 
such as those with increased nutrient uptake. 

Despite these numerous advances in plant biotechnology and GM crops 
in the last decade, many scientists continue to face challenges of time and 
resources in producing commercially viable, transgenic varieties of crops. 
Production of certain commercial wheat varieties involves backcrossing to in-
corporate the new genes and can involve up to seven breeding cycles [2]. It is 
difficult to make commercial GM crops because such a large amount of time 
is required to develop these products. 

Negative public perception also draws concerns to issues of redundant 
inter-genic recombinant DNA found in GM crops. Selectable marker genes 
such as those conferring resistance to particular antibiotics or herbicides are 
necessary to select transgenic plants during gene transformation. However, 
scientists are exploring possible methods for removal of selectable markers in 
response to environmental and health concerns that such DNA may trans-
fer to other plants or pathogens [2]. An ideal technology would efficiently 
remove such redundant DNA or else not require the use of selectable mark-
ers at all. However, scientists are still currently experimenting with various 
techniques to remove selectable markers or perform marker-free transforma-
tion. One such method is the agrobacterium-mediated transformation, which 
relies on the bacterium’s ability to insert transgene into plant cells. Recently, 
this method of transformation was used for potatoes and cassava to avoid use 
of selectable markers [2]. 

Opposition to GM Crops 
Many wary consumers and anti-GM crops activists oppose GM crops 

because of their potential danger to public health. Consumers who favor 
allegedly safer organic, “all-natural” foods do not understand how these GM 
crops are produced and tested. They fear possible health risks from what they 
presume to be unsafe modern technologies and scientific tampering with 
nature’s plants [4]. Such anti-GM crop sentiment has existed since the emer-
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gence of GM crops in the public sector in the late 1990s. In London, various 
environmental groups and activists promoted the conception that GM crops 
were dangerous health hazards and ecological risks, inspiring such tabloid 
headlines as “Frankenstein Foods” and “Farmageddon” [5]. Several European 
supermarket chains even removed GM products from their stores in response 
to increasing public concern over the safety of transgenic foods. Fast food 
restaurants such as McDonald’s, Burger King, and Kentucky Fried Chicken 
also removed GM foods from their menus [5]. This resistance to GM foods 
began in Britain and spread to various European countries and developing na-
tions, but has remained relatively low in the United States. Americans may be 
unaware of the presence of GM crops in their foods or may have greater trust 
in the Food and Drug Administration in monitoring health and safety regula-
tions [1, 5]. 

GM crops’ critics claim that the antibiotic-resistance genes, commonly 
used as selectable markers in GM crops, may remain in the foods, and can 
spread to dangerous pathogens in the human body. This would make the 
antibiotics humans take less effective. While highly improbable, a more valid 
concern is that modern transgenic plants are not being regularly screened for 
potential dangers to human health, and may trigger allergic reactions that have 
not been tested [7]. Critics fear that these crops, which are genetically-mod-
ified compared to “all-natural,” conventional foods, contain certain proteins 
that may not have been sequenced yet and therefore will not be detected in 
screening for possible allergic reactions. However, food microbiologist Bruce 
Chassy noted in a 1996 study that conventional foods currently on shelves 
already pose higher risks of allergies than GM foods do [7]. Classical breeding 
methods actually introduce more possible allergens into new products than 
the new genetic engineering of crops does [7]. 

More serious anti-GM crop sentiment that creates deeper scientific 
debate focuses on the possible dangerous environmental effects of genetically-
modified plants. Many domestic environmental groups see transgenics and 
agricultural biotechnology as a threat to biodiversity [11]. Many poor, devel-
oping nations who could benefit the most from transgenic crops already have 
a rich array of crops and are less able to respond to environmental contamina-
tion from outside plants. Ecologists are concerned that plants with genes cod-
ing for herbicide- and pest-resistance may transfer “flowing genes” from the 
transgenic plants to wild relatives, creating superweeds that would upset that 
particular ecosystem. Unwanted outcrosses, or transgenic plants, with resis-
tance to certain viruses and herbicides might outgrow ordinary plants as these 
more aggressive, fit plants now compete for the same resources. It has been 
shown that various crops such as sorghum, canola, and squash can outcross 
with wild relatives growing in close proximity [7]. 

Several public-interest groups, such as the Consumers Union of Con-
sumer Reports, have expressed in written comments to the US Environmental 
Protection Agency concerns that certain pests that are meant to be controlled 
by pest-resistant plants would actually develop resistance to the transgenic 
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plants, rendering the technology useless [6]. In response to biological and 
ecological concerns that pests may develop resistance to GM crops, entomol-
ogist Michael Gray of the University of Illinois indicated that such resistance 
is to be expected. Pests such as worms and corn borers have already demon-
strated adaptability to chemical pesticides, and have the potential to develop 
resistance to transgenic crops as well [6].

There is also concern that the transgenic plants may secrete toxins into 
the soil or may be toxic to nearby insects and animals. In 1999, entomologists 
at Cornell University published a study in Nature revealing that “Bt corn,” 
which contains an insecticidal protein from Bacillus thuringiensis, could be 
dangerous to monarch butterflies. The results of their study showed that 44% 
of caterpillars died within four days of eating milkweed leaves dusted with Bt 
corn pollen, while all larvae consuming leaves dusted with ordinary pollen 
survived [7]. 

Despite these numerous arguments against GM crops, many scientists 
firmly support their belief that GM crops pose clear environmental benefits 
and have a great potential to improve various crops in different regions. Culti-
vation of Bt cotton actually resulted in a 60 to 80% reduction of pesticide use 
and improved the health of various farm communities. Cotton is infamous 
for demanding large amounts of pesticides. In 1998, US farmers who planted 
2.3 million acres of Bt cotton instead of conventional cotton reduced use of 
chemical pesticides by over one million pounds [7].  

Scientific assessment has shown that GM crops do not pose any risks 
to either consumers or the environment [5]. In fact, Americans have been 
consuming foods derived from GM crops for almost a decade now, and there 
has been little valid evidence to support the claim against GM crops’ safety 
[2]. Also, it has already been shown that commercialization of GM crops can 
significantly reduce poverty, malnutrition, and starvation in various develop-
ing nations. In 2005, four new countries, including Portugal, France, and the 
Czech Republic, became GM crop-growing countries, creating a new total of 
twenty-one nations. Several hundred farmers in Iran also began growing GM 
rice, the primary staple food for many developing nations, containing the Bt 
gene [2]. 

GM Crops’ Relevance to the Developing World
While many scientists and GM crops advocates assert that GM crops 

can reduce malnutrition and starvation in developing nations by introducing 
improved crops suitable to particular environmental conditions, many critics 
claim that GM crops are only a ploy for already-flourishing farmers in indus-
trialized nations to exploit underdeveloped countries. In countries such as 
South Africa and India, small farmers do not have equal access to expensive 
pesticides. While GM crops with pest resistance are more favorable for those 
farmers, crops and seeds produced by larger, multinational companies would 
still be too costly for small farmers [4]. In addition to government delay in 
approving GM crops, many farmers resort to illegal methods to acquire those 
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seeds, compromising the seed quality, sustainability of private seed sectors, 
and government regulations [4]. 

The public sector has been doing research in plant biotechnology in order 
to provide more affordable, accessible GM crops for the developing world, 
develop standards for approval of new crops, and decide which projects would 
pose greater benefits to developing nations [4]. The Consultative Group on 
International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), for example, is a strong federa-
tion of various agricultural research centers and has been working to guide 
poorer countries in the use of plant biotechnology [10]. Public sector groups 
such as CGIAR and other critics worry that in the debate over GM crops, the 
interests of poorer countries are being overlooked and that larger companies 
with private sectors for plant biotechnology may be abusing their control 
over small, poor farmers. In 1999, the biotech company Monsanto finally 
abandoned the named “terminator technology” in response to protests from 
angry consumers and anti-GM crop activists. This “terminator technology” 
had rendered seeds from transgenic plants sterile, forcing small farmers to 
buy new seeds each year [11]. Other GM crop opponents worry that wealthy, 
international companies who control patents to new GM crops and own such 
intellectual property will cause developing countries to sink into debt in order 
to pay for much-needed crops [15]. 

GM crops clearly can provide numerous benefits to developing nations. 
However, scientists and public sector groups worry that public debate over 
economic issues and endless potential dangers will forestall developments in 
plant biotechnology and necessary funding for public sector research. Sup-
porters of transgenic technology insist that opponents of plant biotechnology 
are delaying possible nutritional improvements that could save thousands of 
lives worldwide. The most urgent concern for public sector groups and others 
such as CGIAR is to balance negotiations between large corporations and the 
small farmers, scientists, and governments in poor countries [10]. Many of 
these nations must rely on international organizations for representation. Pub-
lic sectors are also working to educate these small farmers and governments 
to make responsible decisions about selecting transgenic crops to study and 
produce, how to disperse seeds and crops, and how to manage financial costs 
[3]. 

Future Directions in the Debate over GM Crops
Public debate over GM crops has been fierce largely because of the appar-

ent absence of consumer benefits and the concern that large companies and 
private sectors will reap more profits from control over GM crops. Although 
many scientists promote GM crops as beneficial alternatives to conventional 
foods, ultimately the public must decide whether GM crops are really worth 
the risk. 

Scientists must design transgenic crops and carefully predict regulatory 
concerns in order to obtain public acceptance of GM crops. In regards to the 
controversy over introduction of foreign genetic material into plants, some 
propose categorization or labeling of the genetically engineered foods based 
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on the origins of their DNA [2]. Labeling foods would show companies’ 
confidence in the safety and quality of their foods, and would give consumers 
a clear choice over which foods to buy [5]. More health conscious consumers 
could avoid genetically engineered foods [1]. 

Other scientists and GM crop advocates would like the public to become 
more aware of these modern technologies and plant developments. The 
public must realize that they will not obtain all of the real facts about GM 
crops either from the government, industry, or media. However, with a mild 
understanding of plant genetic engineering, consumers would see GM crops 
as another form of helpful technologies rather than as a threat [1]. 

In general, a more open, direct dialogue between the public and scien-
tists would help science to regain public trust. The British government held 
a national public debate in 2003 on GM crops, holding debates, foundation 
discussion workshops, and open meetings from various consumers. They 
discovered that most consumers, whether supporters or opponents of GM 
crops, mistrusted government and multinational companies, but desired more 
information about policy-making and the activities of research organizations 
[13]. Many research centers are developing standards over how to test trans-
genic crops in field trials. In forming guidelines for risk-trial analysis to decide 
the safety of potential commercial GM crops, research centers must consider 
public safety and health concerns and convey this information to the public. 
Consumers have expressed a clear desire to understand not only how these 
GM foods are developed but also how they are approved before commercial-
ization [10]. 

Scientists, public sectors, and even some business leaders are also asking 
for stronger public-sector research such as that from the Rockefeller Founda-
tion to bring agricultural biotechnology to poorer nations as well [3]. A closer 
partnership between public and private sectors would help to increase access 
to patented crops and seeds for poorer countries [14]. For all developing 
nations, the main concern over GM crops is not about environmental safety 
or health, but rather about the economy and the structure of agriculture. 
Ultimately, scientists and consumers must resolve issues of awareness of plant 
biotechnology developments and address public concerns in order for GM 
foods to reach their full potential to benefit consumers in both the developing 
and developed worlds.
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On Viewing a Lake at Rocky 
Mountain National Park
by Sharon Chan

The first time I realized how ancient the world is I was on horse-
back. The setting: Rocky Mountain National Park. I was there for some sort 
of church picnic or other, and there was a light drizzle in the air, coating the 
land with a fine mist. Horseback riding had been a fascinating and adventur-
ous dream of mine—reading about gallant men and women riding off on the 
backs of fine stallions made me want to try the thing for myself. I still remem-
ber the name of my steed: Rifle. No idea what sort of a horse he was, but he 
was brown with white socks and a white ribbon running down his snout. A 
fine mount, I believed, but one that would turn out to be quite temperamen-
tal. After struggling onto the horse from my barely five foot height, we set off 
after the guide. We were in the middle of the Rocky Mountains, surrounded 
on all sides by silent behemoths shrouded in a white veil. 

 I lagged behind the rest of the pack and when the rain started we all 
tugged out the provided yellow parkas from our saddlebags. We slipped past 
the picnic area of the park and trotted gingerly onto a thin ledge jutting out of 
the cliff side. Initially struck by the fear that Rifle would slip and I would fall to 
my death, I focused more on yanking at the reins to keep the horse closer to 
the cliff side rather than idle at the miraculous scenery. I don’t quite remember 
why I looked down—perhaps a bird shining yellow like our jackets flitted by 
my face, distracting me with its journey and turning my head to the side. 

 A small lake lay at the bottom of this cliff in the middle of a meadow. 
The lake was dotted with large flat lily pads—not a too remarkable scene, but 
at the time I felt I had gone a thousand years back in time and had landed in 
the age of the dinosaurs. It looked like a scene out of Jurassic Park, sans the 
dinosaurs (they were a part of my imagination). Something about the pri-
mal beauty, the simple landscape of a meadow and a green lake had eclipsed 
my mind, drawing me back. All at once the world seemed to be a vast relief 
panting that had been covered by a veil I could not see clearly. My eyes had 
been too focused on the fuzzy colored dots of the impressionist painting, 
but the call of a lily pad and a blushing blossom had wrapped me and drawn 
me away, and the painting clarified—the dots merging together until I could 
see the whole, the glory of it. Despite the fact that we were about a thousand 
feet above that lake, it seemed so large and clear that it was like flying above 
it, a dragonfly drawn to the still water, the ageless grass that had never had its 
growth hindered. The scene was so untouched, and I knew at that moment 
what Earth had been like before humans had brushed gray smears of pollu-
tion over its delicate face. At once wise, beautiful, and ancient—in personality 
a wizened grandfather who had stretched out great oak limbs, the sigh of his 
breathing the mist that cloaked his leafy hair. The great hills and the quiet lake 
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breathed in, and I was wrapped up in its chill breath. I was both frightened and 
awed at the same time, a child who had glimpsed the world’s ancientness and 
found it too infinite to comprehend, too beautiful to look at too long before 
the mind was overwhelmed. 

 Rifle stamped his feet and dragged me on passed that lake. That beau-
tiful, scary sight had imprinted itself on my mind, even when Rifle dismissed 
me and decided to wander on pass our tour guide. That image of a lake in 
perfect stillness, untouched, ungroomed, unadulterated, changed the way I 
looked at the mountains from then on. The trees knotted together with cen-
turies’ worth of mulch thrown over knobby roots like a blanket, garlands of 
moss and vines curling their limbs, had become something much more than 
just a staple part of a green background. They had become the world—exam-
ples of what continues on, silent ageless witnesses to the growth of the earth. 
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The Pianist
by Nicholas Nolta

The room is warm and softly lit.
You sit down with me, eagerly,
a smug look on your face.
That grand piano back home might be glamorous,
but she’s too high maintenance, and she always sounds the same.
I’m younger and far more interesting.
You touch me with your finger,
just once, and electricity courses through my body.
I turn on, ready and responsive.
You start out softly,
caressing my whole length,
then you twist the volume knob up just a notch,
and play a little faster;
so skilled and experienced,
you seem to know just how to turn motion into emotion;
your hands slide all over me,
up and down the octaves—
we’re one and the same,
a harmony of touch and sound.
Then you relax,
satisfied,
proud of your handiwork,
and reluctantly
switch me off.



88

AUDEAMUS



89

MMVIII

A

Abortion  47–51, 53, 56
Alcoholism  33–35, 38, 41, 42

B

ballet  19–21
bird  30, 31, 83
Butterflies  1

C

Chan, Sharon  83
Chaplin, Charlie  19
cigarette  29, 30
clowns  19
corn  71, 73, 76
crayola crayon red  45

D

Date, Rishabh  23, 33
Descartes, Rene  23

F

fuzzy colored dots  83

G

Golden Rice  73, 80

H

handiwork  87
History  6, 7, 13

K

key  29, 37, 47, 66, 71
Knauer, Andrew  59

L

Le, Daphne  19
Luna, George  14

M

Madeuna, Alex  1
Marr, Andrew  68

N

Nolta, Nicholas  87

P

Polk, Daniel  5
purple backpack  45

R

Rocinante  1–3

S

Sampankanpanich, Claire  71
soybean  71–73
Stephenson, Carolyn  45

T

Trumble, Sarah  47
turn on  87

V

Vardel, Kyle  29

W

World of Warcraft  59–61, 63, 64, 66, 
67

Index



90

AUDEAMUS

Colophon
AUDEAMUS is set in twelve point Arno Pro. Titles, headlines, and bylines 
are in Skia.  The layout was completed with Adobe InDesign CS3, and the 
cover was completed with Adobe Illustrator CS3. All illustrations were hand 
drawn and then photographed on various backdrops. Quite a few yellow 
sticky notes were used in this year’s process.

Editorial
AUDEAMUS is published annually in the spring, following a call for submis-
sions across the UC system in fall quarter. All submissions are evaluted blindly 
by the editorial board. Authors and campuses are not revealed until after the 
selection process is complete.

The selection process is carried out by the student editorial board, who 
evaluate each submission for quality and creativity. Some academic works are 
evaluated by UC faculty members.

All published contributors receive a copy of Audeamus and retain full copy-
right in their work. Audeamus cannot grant permission for use of individual 
works. Anyone wishing to reproduce a piece published in this issue, should 
contact its author. Upon request, Audeamus will put requestors in contact 
with authors.



91

MMVIII


