






Irony: it’s everywhere. In a postmodern age 
where every trope, every theme, and every 
belief system has been wholly deconstruct-
ed, nothing is free from the hyper-cynical 
shadow that it continues to cast with reckless 
abandon. Indeed, irony is so widespread–
particularly when it comes to internet 
culture–that the very idea of sincerity, once 
a profoundly intimate way to connect with 
another person or the world at large, has 
gone out of style.
 
If we’re to understand the implications of 
this sincerity deficit, we need to look to the 
past. Our contemporary cynicism is a direct 
byproduct of postmodernism: an intellectual 
movement that developed in the latter half of 
the 20th century and defined itself in oppo-
sition to the “grand” narratives and sociocul-
tural characteristics of the earlier modernist 
movement. It’s a broad term that critics have 
always had trouble defining, but for our 
purposes, it’s important to understand that 
postmodern thinkers generally adopted a 
more cynical view of reality than their pre-
decessors. In addition to this cynicism, they 
dismissed objective claims to truth, turning 
instead to a relativistic understanding of the 
world.

When we look at the cultural shift fostered 
by the move from modernism to postmod-
ernism, it isn’t hard to notice a gradual 
change in our media, and by extension, in 
ourselves. From the 1960s onwards, the 
products of film and television developed a 
decidedly cynical and pessimistic attitude. 
While this was by no means a bad thing–
some of the 20th century’s most significant 
creative projects were the consequence of 
this shift–it soon entered the mainstream, 
and it hasn’t left since. 

Consider the development of television, for 
instance. The network TV of the 1950s and 
early 1960s traded in both family-friend-
ly sitcoms replete with what we now call 
“heart” and the idealistic sci-fi of humanist 
programs like Star Trek. On the other hand, 
contemporary networks paint over their 
products with a distinct coat of darkness. 
Trends that began with HBO in the late 
1990s and early 2000s have now become the 
norm: cynical and oftentimes heavily ironic 
prestige dramas and snarky adult cartoons 
are everywhere. In a similar vein, the once 
bright vision of comic book superheroes 
has given way to one of gritty and conflicted 
kind-of-heroes: compare for instance the 
Superman of Christopher Reeves to Henry 
Caville’s Man Of Steel to witness the evolu-
tion of this trend.

Critics began pointing to the negative conse-
quences of such widespread cynicism back in 
the 1990s, when irony and sarcasm reached 
a crescendo in the cultural sphere. The late 
David Foster Wallace, a vocal critic of the 
ironic age, encouraged readers to turn away 
from excessive cynicism in favor of a new, 
reconstructive form of sincerity. Thinkers 
like Wallace were often categorized as being 
part of the post-postmodernist movement, a 
name which is itself the product of an ironic, 
tongue-in-cheek mode of thought. But 
despite their warnings about unabashedly 
ironic media and the cynical attitudes that 
characterized such creations, things haven’t 
changed much in the two decades since.

On the contrary, our generation is more 
ironic, more cynical, and consequently more 
detached than any before. This detachment 
is the crux of my argument: the problem isn’t 
with irony itself, be it as a form of humor 
or a vehicle for genuine criticism, but with 
how excessive irony allows us (and maybe 
even forces us) to detach from ourselves and 
others.
Meme culture in particular enables our 
generation to delve deeper into irony than 
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ever before, a fine example of this broader 
phenomenon. Instead of conveying genu-
ine emotion or even just using wholesome 
humor to get a laugh, our memes are deep-
fried in a kind of contemporary bitterness 
that verges on the nihilistic. Social media 
has made it easy for such sardonic modes of 
communication to spread; and when these 
memes are unabashedly ironic, the only 
thing broadcast from one party to another is 
a particularly pungent brand of negativity.

Look no further than online trends in 
which themes of depression, anxiety, and 
even suicide are promulgated to no end 
under the veil of dark humor. We use crying 
emojis and skulls–historical symbols of grief 
and mortality–to express laughter. In any 
other context, this kind of behavior would 
invite more than a little bewilderment, but 
we’ve come to see it as being perfectly natu-
ral. The sheer frequency with which young 
adults make reference to suicide and other 

serious topics while concealing their actual 
feelings behind said irony should be incred-
ibly concerning. Instead of raising alarms, 
though, these emotional barriers have 
become normalized to the point of being 
commonplace.

Meanwhile, the fact that adolescents dismiss 
memes promoting a sincere or optimistic 
worldview as products of a cringy and out-
dated epoch proves my point: we’ve let irony 
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run so deep that it’s replaced sincerity entire-
ly, and what kind of person would want to 
live in a world without sincerity?

The solution demands a return to authentic 
forms of thought, culture and communica-
tion. In short, we have to teach ourselves to 
actually care about things, stripping away the 
ironic layers of cool detachment to reveal the 
softly beating heart of human compassion 
that lies concealed below. When all is said 
and done, then, moving past irony isn’t just 
about evolving into better creators and con-
sumers. It’s about evolving as human beings, 
forever desperate to escape this cyclone of 
cynicism and run headfirst into the long-for-
gotten sanctuary of sincerity.
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At some point in their academic careers, 
most UCLA students have had the passing 
thought of, “Wow. I am really not cut out for 
my major.”

Maybe they’re right.

These thoughts should be welcomed, though. 
Students, do not shy away from this degree 
of self-awareness. Detach yourself from the 
belief that a major (and career path) is set in 
stone. 

In a utopian learning environment, major 
course requirements would not funnel us 
into an academic corner. Students would be 
encouraged to lightheartedly browse a vari-
ety of subjects within different majors and 
concentrations to figure out what they are 
passionate about. Perhaps interacting with 
an excellent professor in another field would 
inspire students to pursue a vocation that 
was previously unconsidered.

The harsh reality of our school system, 
though, requires students to commit to a 
career path that they are not completely 
sure about in the first place; for example, 
the motivation to attend medical school as a 
first year can quickly deteriorate after taking 
a daunting chemistry class. Although some 
may have a general sense of what they would 
like their future to look like, a student can 
never be certain until they begin handling 
the intricacies of their desired career. 

Under these circumstances, the most effec-
tive catalyst that we as students currently 
have to begin questioning our chosen major 
is, well, a horrible professor. 

By “bad professor”, I do not mean the GE 
lecturer who doesn’t post the slides, goes on 
tangents to mansplain NFTs, or drones on 
for longer than the allotted lecture time. That 
kind of professor is simply boring. There is a 
difference. Rather, I am referring to the Up-
per Division professors who get low ratings 
on Bruinwalk under “Easiness” instead of 7



“Clarity”. 

These professors teach poorly (if at all), yet 
have the boldness to grade harshly. Students 
in this course are forced to sculpt out an 
effective work ethic and teach themselves the 
academic material on their own time. Prac-
tically, this manifests itself in habits such as 
watching informative Youtube videos at 3am 
or spending way too much time at Night 
Powell.
 
This kind of professor can be frustrating, 
especially since UCLA students are condi-
tioned to equate their academic success with 
personal success. Since these professors are 
unable to do their job effectively, students 
must do more than regurgitate information 
on exams: we have no choice other than 
to intellectually engage with the concepts 
to make informed analyses. Students must 
work painfully hard and submerge them-
selves in the material to succeed in these 
classes. In an ideal world, every student 
would be taking upper division courses such 
as these (granted that they directly relate to 
an aspiring career path).

Ultimately, the professor’s neglect gives stu-
dents a taste of what working in this profes-
sion would be like. Not having a study guide 
or Quizlet with the midterm answers, for 
example, necessitates a level of critical think-
ing that mimics your desired career choice. 
Think of it as a trial-run for a selected job. 
Being in a course like this divides the class 
into two general categories, though. 

First, there is the student who thrives. These 
students not only push themselves to meet 
the challenge presented 
to them, but actually 
enjoy working through 
the confus- ing 
material 

and coming to their own conclusions based 
on the coursework. This scenario is simply 
confirmation that you are in pursuit of a 
profession that you will not only be great at, 
but will also enjoy once you dedicate more 
time to it in the workforce. Congratulations! 
Keep at it.

Secondly, there is the stu-
dent who fails miserably. 
Whether this failure is 
reflected in their letter 

grade or the toll that 
it takes on their 
mental health, this 
individual is unable 

to keep up 
with the 

material 
and 
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genuinely begins to dislike it. Strangely, this 
situation is just as helpful as the former. 

If this applies to you…consider changing 
your major. Seriously.

Dreading an upper division course sur-

rounding your intended field is most likely 
an indication that you would not have 
enjoyed this profession. There is beauty in 
having a bad professor reveal this about 
yourself: you have enough time to change 
your major before being flung into the 
workspace. There is sufficient wiggle room 
to complete the requirements for a different 
major, one that is better suited to your in-
terests and strengths. Trust me, you would 
rather know this about yourself now than 
once it becomes your source of income. 
Chances are, you would not have enjoyed 
(or perhaps even excelled at) this profes-
sion. Take it as a small act of mercy. 

According to the Washington Post, only a 
reported 27% of graduates have a job related 
to their undergraduate degree. There is a 
clear disconnect between what students wish 
to pursue once they graduate versus the job 
market they actually get involved with. This 
begs the question: with a greater number 
of bad professors, would students be more 
knowledgeable about whether or not they 
are equipped for their chosen career paths? 

The student who neglects their GPA at 
UCLA is unheard of. Although GPA is 
important and should be considered when 
planning out an academic path, it should 
not be the basis of it. After all, how is an 
outstanding GPA for a specific major useful 
if you don’t pursue a job related to it in the 
future? Do not focus on exceptional stats for 
grad school when you aren’t sure you’ll even 
get there! 

Do not be afraid to explore the different ma-
jors and concentrations that our school has 
to offer. UCLA reports that about 30% of its 
student body switches their majors, and yet 
it’s still somewhat looked down upon. While 
scary at first, taking a step toward a different 
career path will only help you in the long 
run. After all, our time in college will only 
last for so long before we graduate to the 
workforce. Though that may sound disheart-
ening, it is the truth!

Save yourself the time and money: explore 
BruinWalk and enroll yourself in an Upper 
Division course with a bad 
professor. 
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The music industry landscape is unrecogniz-
able from what it was even ten years ago. The 
days of having to sign with a major record 
label to be a successful artist are long behind 
us. Technically speaking, there is no reason 
to sign a contract when an artist can have 
more control over their artistry and receive 
a bigger cut when working independently. 
Social media platforms like TikTok and 
Instagram make it possible for anyone 
to gain a following and/or establish a 
career using their likeness. There are 
no barriers to entry, at least not at face 
value. Accordingly, anybody who wants 
to be heard, can be heard. However, the 
accessibility of social media that enables 
the abandonment of major record labels, 
is a double-edged sword. With the advent 
of social media, our attention spans have 
become much shorter. We value quan-
tity rather than quality. More followers 
ultimately has greater significance than 
cultivated skills, talent, or expertise. The 
reach of a particular individual depends 
on the relatability of said individual or 
how adjacent their curated lifestyle is to 
our personal aspirations.

We are living in the era where trends 
move through a revolving door; they 
are here one moment and gone the next. 
The tendency to cycle through trends 
permeates many facets of our lives, 
including the way music is produced and 
consumed. Industry standards continue 
to evolve with rapid technological advance-
ments and social trends. The introduction of 
streaming platforms is one of many techno-
logical advances that has contributed to the 
influx of nontraditional music submissions.

 Streaming platforms require a 
listener to play 30 seconds of a song for 
an artist to generate any profit off of the 

stream. Those first 30 seconds better be able 
to grab the attention of the listeners before 
they switch to something else. As a result, 
many artists are abandoning customary 
songwriting practices to maximize streams. 
Traditionally, artists would write songs 
with a predictable writing scheme: a verse, 
followed by a chorus, then another verse, 

perhaps a bridge, and then another chorus/
outro. Current songs tend to start with a 
chorus to hook listeners until they have at 
least reached the 30 second timestamp. A 
significant number of popular songs these 
days don’t break the three minute standard 
that was established several decades ago, 
which alludes not only to the shortening of 
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our attention spans, but the departure from a 
certain caliber of expertise as well. 
Platforms such as TikTok have exacerbat-
ed the inevitable, wherein a catchy fifteen 
second snippet of a song is enough to dictate 
what ranks as number one on the global 
charts. A catchy hook is enough to make a 
song good. The quality of the song beyond 

those fifteen seconds is unimportant. People 
who have amassed a large following on 
these social platforms are more likely to gain 
traction with their music regardless of the 
overall quality. Those who have spent years 
honing their craft are displaced by those who 
have been able to master the art of being 
an “internet celebrity.” Accordingly, awards 

and accolades are distributed based on the 
popularity of the individual, rather than the 
actual quality or artistry of the composition. 
The bar for what is considered exceptional is 
lowered as a result of the popularity contest.

Furthermore, popular creators are handed 
opportunities in the entertainment indus-
try simply because the streaming potential 

is there. They are able to attend award 
shows and perform at huge arenas that 
others before them spent years preparing 
for, slowly working their way up from 
little cafes to Madison Square Garden. 
They are invited to the Met Gala, some-
thing that was previously reserved for 
only the most exceptional guests, due to 
the fact that they have a sizable following 
rather than an indisputable prowess (e.g. 
Addison Rae and Dixie D’Amelio).

 The music industry is now satu-
rated with artists who have established 
themselves through a social media pres-
ence rather than years of preparation. A 
successful music career does not require 
an extraordinary amount of talent. Today, 
it is possible to accomplish some of the 
greatest achievements that legendary 
artists had to wait several years for within 
one year of starting a career. Extraordi-
nary talents like Michael Jackson, Whit-
ney Houston, Aretha Franklin, Nina Sim-
one, Beyoncé, and Amy Winehouse spent 
years cultivating their craft to be regarded 

in such high esteem. It is not lost on me that 
the artists I have named are either Black or 
heavily influenced by Black culture. Therein 
lies the crux of the issue. The aforemen-
tioned people, who are universally recog-
nized as some of the most talented people to 
ever grace this planet, earned their respective 
titles despite the prejudice they faced, and 
continue to face in some cases. Meanwhile, 11



an increasing number of artists are esteemed 
simply because they have amassed an online 
following, and are therefore entitled to nu-
merous opportunities.

While social media has the potential to serve 
as a great equalizer, affording Black creators 
more exposure through algorithms, non-
Black creators have been able build their 
fan bases further through imitation. For 
example, Charli D’Amelio, the most followed 
person on TikTok gained traction after 
popularizing a dance made by a young Black 
girl. Shortly thereafter, she performed at the 
superbowl halftime show alongside Jenni-
fer Lopez while the original creator, Jalaiah 
Harmon, remains largely unknown and 
uncredited. Making Black content palatable 
proves to be lucrative as imitators are able to 
launch full-fledged careers simply because 
they represent what many consciously 
and unconsciously aspire to be. We must 
acknowledge the pervasive nature of white 
supremacy that often inspires us to follow 
and pursue people who embody the 
eurocentric standards that we have 
been conditioned to favor. 

Aesthetics play a large role in what 
demands our attention regardless of the 
cost it has on integrity and au-
thenticity. Those who are most 
adept at performing whiteness 
are more likely to strike gold 
when it comes to the social media 
lottery, which comes with a 
plethora of opportunities. 
When doing a cost 
benefit analysis, I am 
hesitant to say that 
social media does 
anything to lessen 
the barriers to entry 
within the music 
industry. Instead, it 
reveals an ever pres-
ent collective prejudice 
that we cannot seem to 

shake. I do not present the following 
question to be inflammatory, but 
rather to encourage some reflection. Is 
the commodification of music yet an-
other vehicle through which white 
supremacy is able to dictate what is 
worthy of our admiration and hard 
earned dollars?
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For as 
long as there 
have been suf-
ferers of mental illness, 
there have been those who demonize them. 
Though we have moved on from the era of 
perceiving the mentally ill as morally wrong 
or devil-possessed, we have entered an era 
where the term “severely mentally ill” is in-
terchangeable with “dangerous.” Headlines 
like “Perfectly Sane Man Murders Dozens 
in Mass Shooting” will never cross our eyes, 
largely beacause it is easier to justify the 
acts of violence people are capable of com-
miting under the excuse of mental illness. 
Still, this only furthers the dehumanization 
of those who are mentally ill: only peo-
ple who have something psychologically 
wrong could ever commit an act so evil. So 
inhumane. 

Through portraying mental illness as 
something to deal with rather than some-
thing to fear, we can theoretically break 
the stigma which prevents those who are 
struggling from getting help. In the case 
of eating disorders, for example, through 
promoting the idea that eating disorders are 
not weight-specific and normalizing seek-
ing help, we can break the stigma which 
prevents many from reaching recovery, thus 
creating an environment where people feel 
“okay to be not okay.” The trend of nor-
malizing illness in social media, therefore, 
should bring an end to the false perception 
of mental illness as something inherently 

dangerous and 
create an environ-

ment which encourages 
recovery.

But what if we went too far?

Mental illness is not rare, by any means, but 
it’s not really “normal” either. Like any other 
disease or ailment, mental illness is some-
thing that needs consistent treatment and 
care. Although it is comforting to know that 
millions of others share your struggles, espe-
cially when grappling with a debilitating yet 
invisible illness, the idea of “normalization” 
tends to encourage the viewpoint that severe 
mental illness is okay to suffer with, and is 
not cause for fear or alarm. The danger in 
this lies in the idea that those struggling will 
fail to get help, turning to TikTok and other 
social media for tips on recovery rather 
than getting professional treatment. Mental 
illness is not a death sentence, but it is cause 
for alarm. Recovery on one’s own is possible, 
but rarely feasible for those most affected by 
their illnesses. Some alarm is necessary to 
wake a person up to their surroundings—to 
the fact that just because the illness is not 
physical does not mean that it is not a real 
concern. 

The novel issue, then, is that mental illness 
has surpassed normalcy.  TikTok is festering 
with videos centered around mental illness. 
Any given comment section user will 
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foam at the mouth at the chance to put on 
their psychiatrist cap and use their AP Psych 
knowledge to differentiate between dissocia-
tive identity disorder and paranoid schizo-
phrenia. People have become open about 
sharing their own issues with mental health 
on the internet, but at the price of sacrific-
ing their own recovery. Tiktok gives us the 
perfect opportunity to cope in an unhealthy 
way: take agency over other people’s lives 
and focus on helping someone else rather 
than ourselves. 

The recovery movement centers around the 
concept that every sufferer of mental illness 
can and will get better, but self-help has 
begun to promote the idea that not everyone 
needs to get “better.” It’s okay not to be okay. 
Perhaps self-medication and a recognition 
of illness is all one requires. Maybe mental 
illness truly is normal, something that I 
can just acknowledge is a part of me, 
inscribing each diagnosis into my 
TikTok bio like girl scout badges on 
a sash.

What this argument fails to grasp 
is that, common as it is, mental 
illness is still an illness. When 
someone has the stomach flu, or a 
broken leg, grasping the issue at hand 
is a great first step, but that’s all 
it is—a first step. Treatment 
and recovery follow, be-
cause while it is okay to be 
mentally ill, it is far from 
desirable, by definition. 
Accepting the abnormality 
which accompanies mental 
illness requires viewing it 
as something to treat, rather 
than something to accept. 

Had I, or so many others, tried to delude 
myself into believing that my symptoms of 
mental illness were normal behavior, I would 
be locked in my room, two thousand miles 
away, afraid to leave my bed. I needed help, 
and that is normal. My behavior was not. 

Severe mental illness isn’t normal, nor is it 
something that is treated after learning that 
others may share your experiences. Worse, 
the misinformation bred in comment sections 
on social media posts regarding mental ill-
ness has fostered an environment unsuitable 
for recovery. For those struggling with certain 
disorders, issues surpass the mental and take 
an often noticeable physical toll. One of the 
most prevalent of these disorders is anorexia 
nervosa, an illness characterized by an 

obsessive desire to 
lose weight and 
competition 
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amongst its sufferers. Those with anorexia feel 
gratification less from their looks, which are 
subject to dysmorphia and uncertainty, but 
from the number on the scale—something 
that becomes an objective measure 
of their worth. As someone who 
has been in recovery, I am open 
about my struggles—though I am 
far from proud, I am not afraid to 
admit that at times, anorexia has 
come close to defeating me.

Unfortunately, TikTok’s algorithm 
has figured this out as well. My 
“for you page” has been taken 
over by videos where people share 
their lowest weights, pictures of 
themselves at their most sick, “ED 
friendly” eating routines which 
come far too close to calorie 
counting, all under the guise of 
recovery. Anyone educated on 
the nature of eating disorders can 
attest to their competitiveness—in 
severe cases, anorexic patients 
are not permitted to talk to one 
another for fear of comparing the 
thing which almost killed them. 

The people making these videos 
are not malicious; they are just 
not recovered. It’s unlikely that 
anyone who has lost themselves 
to an eating disorder would desire 
for anyone else to go through the 
same, but when in the midst of the 
illness, it feels like an accomplish-
ment. Seeing the numbers change 
on the scale felt like winning a 
race, only the competition was 
myself. Numbers become the only 
meaningful thing to a person 
struggling with a severe eating dis-
order, and sharing those numbers, 
even when feigning a sense of sad-
ness or regret, still holds some sick pride. At 
my most ill, I was happy to know that others 
were worried about me—they could see the 
effects of my “accomplishments,” the monster 

which I had created. Those posting their 
weights or “body-checking” in the name of 
“recovery” are not doing so to promote un-
healthy eating, they are doing so because it is 

far more satisfying when others validate the 
competition you have deluded yourself into 
thinking you have won. Like children mis-
behaving as a cry for help, TikTok’s recovery 
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movement has given a platform for those 
craving assurance to verify that their strug-
gles are real—but the consequences are far 
more sinister than simple recognition would 

entail. The normalization of this behavior 
feeds into the pipeline that social media 
constructed, telling those most vulnerable 
that it’s okay to struggle, that so many people 

have been at lower weights than them, that 
their behavior is normal. 

It’s okay not to okay, but not in the sense that 
mentally ill behavior is ac-
ceptable. Mental illness is not 
something which we should 
use to rationalize criminal 
behavior, but we shouldn’t 
pretend as if the danger 
inherent in illness does not 
exist. Disorders like anorexia 
thrive on our demographic: 
young adults, immersed into 
a culture of constant compar-
ison and measuring worth 
through numbers. Advertis-
ing one’s deepest struggles 
on social media does not 
normalize recovery, it digs 
the hole of unhealthy coping 
mechanisms even deeper. 
Feeding into glamorizing 
trends only gives more power 
to the illness which slowly 
strips you of all control. Our 
portrayals of mental illness 
need not be black and white: 
we can avoid stigmatizing 
sufferers without romanti-
cizing them. This, however, 
requires that recovery goes 
back to being a personal feat. 
Recovery is one of the few 
things in life which can be 
entirely your own journey; 
keep it that way. In doing so, 
we can find a middle ground 
for mental illness: accepting 
its abnormality, while still 
rejecting its grasp.   
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Athletes are not overpaid – they are com-
pensated according to their worth to society. 
Don’t get me wrong, an athlete’s value isn’t 
their physical competency. San Francisco’s 
Golden State Warriors didn’t pay Steph Cur-
ry $45.78M in 2021 for his ability to put balls 
through elevated hoops from long distances. 
Not directly at least.

World-class athletes are paid exorbitant 
amounts of money to play their sport 
because we, as consumers, direct enough 
attention to sports to make sports media a 
$1.8B industry in 2020. That price tag seems 
high, especially because anyone can watch 
someone else play a sport by heading out 
to the local park. Similarly, watching the 
minor leagues ostensibly provides the same 
sports-viewing experiences of team identity 
and the emotional rollercoaster of 
a close game. But we don’t 
watch just anyone play, we 
watch only athletes 
at the top of 
their game. 
We get some-
thing more from 
top athletes: the 
stories and val-
ues we project 
onto individu-
als. Top athletes 
encapsulate 
our soci- ety’s 
obsession with success 
and win- ning, as well as 
founda- tional beliefs in hard 
work and self-improvement. 
Be- cause Steph Curry is so 

good at shooting basketballs, 
he is a hero in sports circles, and 

his success in basketball is a proxy 

success of the ideals assigned to him.
 Beyond sports, we use heroes to 
embody abstract values and broader move-
ments across history. Writer Thomas Carlyle 
pioneered the “great man theory” of history 
in 1840, suggesting that major historical 
events are driven by a few extraordinary 
individuals (leaders, thinkers, heroes) of the 
age. Rather than studying the economic and 
cultural forces that wore away the Roman 
empire, Carlyle might focus on the rise 
and fall of Julius Caesar to understand the 
period. This is an appealing view of history, 
reminiscent of our character-centric stories 
and literature. Princeton professor David 
A. Bell calls out Americans as particularly 
susceptible to the great man theory, citing 
our tendency to attribute the success of the 

American Revolution to George 
Washington or place responsi-
bility for emancipation in the 
hands of Honest Abe. The great 
man theory indulges the hu-

man inclination to understand 
concepts in terms of people rather 

than abstract ideas. 

 American culture is especially 
compatible with the creation and worship 

of heroes. Notions of self-improvement 
and individualism in pursuit of “The 

American Dream” 
lead to a culture ob-
sessed with winners. 

Many Americans have an in-
satiable appetite for information 
about famous actors, artists, 

and athletes. Celebrity culture 
is the contemporary analog 
to the great man theory and 
similarly emphasizes individuals 
over ideas. There are negative repercussions 18



of this thinking. Celebrity culture 
devalues the general population of 
people: the so-called “average folks” 
who truly constitute the nation. 

When everyone celebrated by mainstream 
media is a statistical outlier, negative self-im-
age among the masses rises. Furthermore, 
hero worship belittles collective action by 
implying that significant change stems from 
great individuals rather than great collabora-
tion. Lastly, our hero culture individualizes 
success, downplaying the responsibility of 
institutions. Heroes are responsible for their 
own success, and the credit belongs to their 
dedication to self-improvement, not their 
environment or support systems.  This motif 
in American culture supports self-sufficiency 
and delegitimizes community support. In 
Neoliberal thinking, this justifies disregard 
for social support programs and equality of 
opportunity.

Dismantling American hero culture 
starts with opposition to the great 
man theory. In a famous criticism 
of Carlyle, Herbert Spencer ar-
gues that leaders are products 
of their society and personal 
circles of support. Historian 
Howard Zinn disrupts the 
influence of the great man 
theory in explaining Amer-
ican history by focusing 
on populist and grassroots 
movements which shifted 
historical tides. In the current 
Advanced Placement curriculum, 
American History is taught with 
more emphasis on the lives of aver-
age Americans during a given period 
and less focus on presidents and generals. 
Media coverage of news should also shift 
away from hero-centric narratives. Covering 
viewpoints from a broad range of people 
embraces the experiences of the average and 
creates a comprehensive perspective. Offering 
coverage on mainstream channels to grass-
roots movements acknowledges the efficacy 
of collective action. Biographers and biopic 

filmmakers can tell the story of an individu-
al’s life through a discussion of their environ-
ment, the institutions that influenced them, 
and the ideals they represented. Michael 
Lewis’s books, such as The Big Short and 
Moneyball, engage the reader with storytell-
ing through individuals but avoids the tunnel 
vision that ignores the world surrounding the 
characters. 
 
Our human inclination is towards stories 
over statistics and people over ideas. This 
leaning has nurtured a powerful hero culture 
in America, devaluing community and 
collective action. Understanding how this 
culture affects us is the first step to a broader 
view of the world, and perhaps understand-
ing the root of our astronomical athlete 
salaries.

19



I often wonder if our body’s 
physiological reactions 
to common modern-day 
stimulations and stressors 
mirror human responses to trauma through-
out history. Perhaps a poverty-stricken 
industrial worker in the 19th century reacted 
to the fourth typhoid death in his family in 
the very same manner that I reacted to the 
utter horror of the modern exam format. 
Genuinely, I feel we probably experienced a 
parallel quantity and severity of psycholog-
ical, and physical upset. While wallowing 
in self-pity and contemplating the sincere 
reality of failing chemistry, I reflected on the 
convoluted format of the exam that I had 
just undergone. My experience is not unique. 
Each year millions of university students 
suffer through their establishments’ adhe-
sion to the traditional examination format 
for no reason beyond tradition. Surely, the 
skyrocketing numbers of college students 
and amount of information available as well 
as changes in the actual human capacity for 
memorization indicate the testing of knowl-
edge and ability in college students should 
be reformatted to fit present-day technology 
and workplace environments. Why should 
generation after generation of students have 
to experience learning as a chore, as suffer-
ing, as an experience of pain? Classes should 
be something for one to enjoy rather than 
anxiously anticipate- especially because it’s 
an experience we’re paying for. The cost of 
tuition framed in our four years of misery 
makes university the most expensive and 
least enjoyable rollercoaster ride of all time. 

 The year is 2022, information is globalized, 
and within the span of a minute, a couple of 

quick google searches 
could tell you all you 

wanted to know- from 
Einstein’s theory of rel-

ativity to all mentions of homoeroticism in 
Shakespeare’s work. Technology in the 20th 
century was created to aid and abet humani-
ty’s slothful nature. It makes life easier. Why 
are we so resistant to those things that make 
life more doable? Our exam system’s reliance 
on memorization dates back to a time when 
this skill was useful in order to further one’s 
career and social worth. In the age of instant 
information, memorization is less and less 
a skill that is demanded in most fields of 
employment. We live in the modern age and 
not the 14th century- all exams should be 
open note. 

The new generation, those raised in the 
boom of 20th-century technology, lack the 
capability to memorize in the same manner 
as generations of the past. Studies¹ show 
that our frequent dependence on phones, 
computers, and the internet has adjusted our 
ability to memorize in the old-timey way, 
simply because the requirement is no longer 
there. This is not to say we have all lost 
our capacity to remember anything. Most 
researchers agree that the new generation 
simply utilizes memory differently. While we 
rely on technology for some aspects of daily 
life in the modern age, technology means 
memorization of the abstract and non-phys-
ical is no longer a necessity given its instant 
availability. 

The reach of technology is inescapable. 
While it often shocks me to see 3, 2, 1-year-
olds with iPads and iPhones, the increasingly 
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young 
consumer base of 
technology and so-
cial media is a reality. Technol-
ogy has been quickly and deeply 
ingrained into our society. It makes 
absolutely no sense to treat this new 
generation as being of the same psychologi-
cal orientation as generations before it when 
their social, educational, and personal experi-
ences are an entirely new phase of human 
experience. Classical education was built 
and formatted to the technological confines 
of the society it existed in. Having grown up 
in a technological space race, a world where 
technological and social borders expanded at 
a speed inconceivable to the pioneers of the 
classical exam format, the new generation’s 
interaction with and application of study can-
not fit the mold laid out for them. With the 
ease afforded to them by vehicle technology, 
nobody would choose to dredge the footsteps 
of a path taken a thousand times like the 
Pilgrim’s trail when a modern car would ex-
ecute the job in a fraction of the time. In the 
same consideration, why do we degrade our 
education in ignorance of the technological 
boom surrounding us? Technology is firmly 
here to stay and is only going to continue to 
integrate deeper into our lives. It is entirely 
valid that we overthrow the current model of 
examination that taxes students by assuming 
them to be of a mental disposition belonging 
to an outdated generation. 

Time limits are also a factor of exams that be-
long to the bygone era. Time constraints like 
those sanctioned over exams don’t exist in 
the same way in the modern workplace. The 

feats 
of 

human 
achieve-

ment that students 
perform during exams could 

be dedicated to a whole day 
under “real-life” circumstances, but 

are expected to be crammed into a two-hour 
timespan simply because it’s “a test”. Abso-
lutely, I would agree that deadlines and time 
constraints are natural to the workforce and 
daily life. However, the time constraints of 
the modern workplace --unlike exams— re-
alistically factor the use of 21st-century tech-
nology in expediting or abetting a process.

 Timed examinations also prompt degrada-
tion of student mental health through the 
extreme stress levels they induce. While it 
is natural to expect at least a minor level of 
stress from any testing, the monumental 
quantity of stress created by the current 
format is destructive to human neurological 
function. Stress, as a consequence of exams, 
has been proven to cause the human brain 
genuine inhibition in the ability to learn and 
recall. Undergoing a stressor like a timed 
exam, the human brain reacts in a variety 
of ways. One key example is the RANS¹ 
reaction which engages fight or flight mode, 
quickly and seriously impairing the neuro-
logical ability to function in brain regions 
key to learning and memory.  The second 
reaction (the HPAA)  in this system 
implements more slowly and 
binds to receptors, mediat-
ing the effects of the first 
reaction, and aiding the 
brain’s ability to format 
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memory. Beyond the 
immediate neuro-

logical blocking effect 
of stress in the exam 

period, severe stress caused 
by examination can lead to ongoing 

mental defection and neuropsychological 
illnesses such as depression and anxiety². 
An examination of one’s competency in any 
topic ought to have no bearing on present 
or ongoing mental and physical health. 
Students are being asked to put their bodies 
and minds on the line to no end, every year 
that humanity assimilates closer to technol-
ogy this becomes more and more difficult 
a task for the human brain to work around. 
With all this considered, not only are timed 
exams irrelevant and detrimental, they have 
no legitimate standing as an assessment of 
student memory, ability, and fluency as the 
stress that they produce effectively shuts 
down the systems biologically responsible 
for these human functions. 

Most students in upper-level education have 
chosen to be there. Chosen to attend an 
institution that punishes their willingness to 
learn. The (mostly) young adults devoting 
their time, money, blood, sweat, and tears to 
their education deserve more respect than 
they’re being afforded. 
In- stituting tradi-

tional forms of 
assessment 
like the exam 

treats the individuals as children as these are 
the individuals’ traditional exams cater to. Of 
course, the ability to read or write is a skill 
that requires memorization. The names and 
specific dates of archaic statues in Ancient 
Greece addressed at the tertiary level howev-
er are less important. The choice to attend a 
higher educational institution illustrates the 
devotion and maturity of the attendee. 

Social law requires everyone to attend pri-
mary and high school education, meaning 
it is debatably natural that the curriculum 
should have to push a fair few of the less 
willing individuals through stricter teaching 
methods. Instituting the same measures 
in a population that has clearly made the 
decision to attend is disrespectful and telling 
of a refusal to treat them as equals. Those 
in charge of the curriculum in higher-lev-
el education, whether that be state board, 
school board, or even individual professors, 
should work with modern technology and 
modern parameters as would serve for the 
best application of learned practice outside 
of the institution.   

Institutions should waste less time tortur-
ing students with unnecessarily short time 
constraints and dated technology. To avoid 
becoming artifacts of a bygone era univer-
sities ought to work in conjunction with the 
students of today to produce innovations 
for the future. The negative psychological 
impact of continuing to manifest age-old 
exam systems is more and more apparent 
in present and future generations. When a 

system is conscious of their actions being 
those of destructive impact, the applica-

tion of these actions toes the 
line of abuse. All university 

testing 
which 

is 
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Monday and Tuesday were fantastic: you got 
all your work done, stuck to your workout 
routine, and went to sleep feeling invincible. 
Wednesday and Thursday are ripe for getting 
ahead for the first time and preparing for 
next week’s inevitable workload. But instead 
of progress, Wednesday brings crippling 
lethargy; you barely work up the effort to 
leave your apartment for groceries and even 
your Spotify hype playlist cannot snap you 
out of the funk.

 It’s easy to look at the high rate of 
burnout among students and blame it on the 
constant piles of work, or perhaps even the 
broader shifts towards toxic hustle culture. 
While these factors contribute to burnout, 
they are also effectively out of our control. By 
week 4 or 5, most of us end up in a vicious 
cycle of productivity and fatigue: hyper-fo-
cused when a deadline looms, yet too spent 
during the following days to make the most 
of our free time, or proactively prevent next 
week’s grind session. When searching online 
for ways to mitigate this, one common 
solution is to simply spread work throughout 
the week–doing a bit each day in order to 
make small strides towards completion. But 

of course, sticking to a rigid routine 
is susceptible to being derailed by 

any schedule changes. Regi-
mented routines also require 
a tremendous amount of will-
power to stick to, which draws 
into question their feasibility. 

Instead of focusing on our 
workloads, it’s import-

ant we frame burnout 
as a function of 

our time off.

Whenever I finish an 
assignment, my first in-
stinct is to go to Netflix 
or Youtube and passive-
ly pacify my frazzled 
mind. But while it 
may feel momentar-
ily soothing to watch 

five straight episodes of Peaky Blinders, or 

to take a five-minute turned thirty-minute 
TikTok break, these activities do little to 
mitigate the burnout. While these actions 
may feel like breaks, they have the opposite 
effect. For one, your brain needs time away 
from the blue light itself–too much disrupts 
circadian cycles. Maybe time away from 
the screen after working on your laptop for 
four hours might help you wean off that 
melatonin gummy dependence you’ve been 
building up. Scrolling through social media 24



for half an hour will never leave you re-
freshed and ready to go; you’ll probably want 
to open the app again instead. 

Instead of occupying your mind with 
something, give it some time off - even just 
ten minutes a day. Doing nothing for even 
ten minutes a day is far more difficult than 
scrolling through social media, yet it will 
help you relax far better. 

Think of these periods of nothing like 
observing a rat in a maze: from the little 
dude’s POV, every new dead end is just as 
discouraging as the last. But our aerial view 
allows us to see exactly how far it has left 
before reaching the exit. Doing ten minutes 
of nothing affects 
our mind similar-
ly: going from task 
to task during the 

day, buffered 
only by phone 
breaks, gives us tun-
nel vision about 
the work ahead. In 
real life, each roadblock the 
rat runs into represents un- foreseen 
obstacles, another wrench in our 
perfectly planned schedule. Burnout is just 
what happens if we keep running at these 
walls headfirst. Instead, stop to acknowl-
edge all the progress you’ve already made. 
Taking a break for ten minutes allows us to 
step back, mentally declutter, and appre-
ciate the progress we’ve made thus far - an 
affirmation that will bolster motivation, and 
delay burnout.  

The first article I wrote for the Bruin 
Review, “Do More Nothing”, had a similar 
idea: take a short break every day. However, 
as a wide-eyed freshman quoting the “four 
noble truths of Buddhism” as evidence, 
I believed these breaks to be a remedy to 
improve mindfulness and stay in tune with 
the world around us. Two years later, with 
the full experience of the grueling quarter 
system, I have realized that sometimes 
our lives are too busy to actually put effort 
into being mindful. My peers and I are 
the evidence for dealing with burnout. 
Clearly, my freshman advice fell short; it is 
difficult to appreciate the world around us 
when there are already too many tasks we 
need to have tabs on in our heads. I now 
believe that doing nothing will keep you 
grounded within yourself. Taking a break 
then becomes the act of being at peace with 
the part of our lives that we can control. 
At times when it seems like there is too 
much to deal with, being able to step back, 
breathe, and reaffirm yourself is crucial to 
preserve your ability to move beyond the 
cycle of burnout. 
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Darkness unfurls between layers 
of inky gray, swirling below 
metallic gloss, a head 
breaks the surface 
tension, and I rise 
outside of an 
obsidian cocoon 
within the 
splitting shells 
of my entity. It 
feels like the 
separation of 
my being, as if 
they were two 
souls stripped 
from the tethers 
of eternal safety 
and warmth.

And I blink, awake 
in a dorm room, 
thousands of miles away 
from the soil in which I once 
rested my heart. When I rise up out 
of my native blankets, I gaze outside my 
window to see the sleek reflections of tall 
city buildings, a stark contrast from the lush 
evergreens I grew up with. Out of bed, my 
day goes by normally as any other. I wash 
my face, I do my prayers, and I step outside 
into the concrete wonderland that I now call 
home—UCLA.

A place that has nourished me well in my 
time being here, but has left me with feelings 
of unrest in the way that I am perceived and 
interacted with by those completely unaware 
of the in- digenous experience. As if it didn’t 
take all of my collected resources to 
place myself within UCLA’s walls. 

The true issue however, is 
that only after I’ve survived 

my battles with the quarter 
system, I have come to realize 
what I really am to the rest of 

the world as an indigenous 
two-spirited person.

Of- ten I am questioned with 

gentle curiosity on what makes me 
“different” or what makes me “na-

tive” by individuals who in all 
their years at UCLA, have 

never interacted with 
an indigenous person. 

And while I openly 
invite the possibility 
of education, any 
one person cannot 
be an accurate 
representative of 
their entire cul-
tural group, and I 
must actively stress 
that I cannot speak 

on the experiences 
of all indigenous 

people. 

I must also stress that while 
asking questions and being 

curious are okay, it is far more 
important to be mindful of what you ask 
and how you ask it. Communicate your 
curiosity with care, and understand that not 
all of it can be answered. Certain parts of 
indigenous culture are considered sacred to 
the mind, and honoring those sacred aspects 
means refraining from discussing them. 
While I cannot assume a non-indigenous 
person would know this, it is not outlandish 
to expect people to approach subjects of 
possible sensitivity with an appropriate level 
of mindfulness. 

For example, how would you feel if someone 
asked you about one of the more unique 
aspects of your religion that you might not 
totally understand, but feel great reverence 
for? By assuming you are entitled to ask any 
question you wish about a person’s culture 
you are reproducing the entitlement which 
led to oppressive colonization in the first 
place. If you are kind and understanding, 
most likely you will not make a fool out of 
yourself or the person you 
are speaking with. 
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I am often asked by students, “Where have 
indigenous people been all this time?” being 
that I am the first indigenous person they’ve 
ever interacted with. Of course, the answer 
is that indigenous people never left. We were 
here before the ancestors of the students who 
ask this question, and their blatant lack of 
understanding for why there are not more 
indigenous people at UCLA indicates the 
faults of the culture and of the education 
system within it. This happens even though 
diversity is a feature that many universities, 
including UCLA, often boast about to high 
school students right before they set their 
four-year commitments. 

The truth is that UCLA’s indigenous 
population doesn’t make the 
mark for an actual percent-
age. In fact, you could 
place all indigenous 
students in a 
single classroom 
and likely 
have room 
for some of 
the other 
minorities 
that are 
underrep-
resented 
in UCLA’s 
diversity 
charts. As a 
stark result 
of this, indig-
enous students 
here at UCLA 
step into a whole 
new realm where 
their experiences are 
completely invisible to 
the masses. Where they end 
up fighting for their lives with little 

to no upper guidance or under-
standing of this new system 
they’re stuck in, almost as 

if they are level-one players up 
against maxed-out bosses in this game 

of college.

And despite our struggles 
behind the scenes, our lead-
ers—the elders—are already 
caught in the restraints of 
modern society and cannot help 
us. Many of them are not famil-
iar with the way the Western higher 
education system operates, leaving the 
future of our tribes to rest on the stressed 
shoulders of teenagers who can hardly even 
call themselves functioning adults. Coming 
from communities separate from the world 
of academia, indigenous students compete 
for the bare minimum against the histor-

ically advantaged majorities of 
pure-bred successors, while 

simultaneously dealing 
with the difficulties 

of culture clashes. 
Clashes occur 

when indige-
nous students 

are assumed 
to embody 
the ‘native’ 
stereotype 
generated 
by the 
media 
(like 
assum-
ing every 

native 
woman 

behaves like 
Pocahantas), 

or when indig-
enous students 

are docked points 
for missing class due to 

cultural doings (like sacred 
ceremonies not open for discussion). 

It’s no wonder why so few indigenous stu-
dents make it to college, or why many never 
leave their reservations after they graduate 
high school.



When the news broke about the introduc-
tion of a shorter, digitized form of the SAT, 
the sanctity of this infamous “standardized” 
test was called into question for a second 
time in recent history. After the discovery 
that celebrities, including Full House’s Lori 
Laughlin, manipulated the results of their 
children’s tests for the oh-so-prestigious 
USC and other elite universities, it became 
evident to many that this piece of the college 
admissions puzzle can, in fact, be manipulat-
ed by wealthy test-takers with a willingness 
to score highly at all costs. 

The dawn of the online SAT will give way 
to a new age of test-taking in which these 
students will no longer have to jump through 
hoops to raise their scores beyond the scope 
of personal ability. Instead, private at-home 
tutors and test-savvy family members 
will become an easily accessible source of 
information during the test. This increased 
capacity to cheat, however, is not the only 
disparity the new version of the SAT will 
exacerbate. 

The shortened version of the test promotes 
the use of calculators in all sections and 
requires a consistent internet connection 
for multiple hours – both of which are often 
inaccessible to low-income communities. 
Built-in biases are also present, as perfor-
mance by race suggests that questions are 
tilted towards white test-takers. Despite 
recent concerns over the ways in which the 
SAT disproportionately favors wealthy white 
and Asian students while placing many 
students of color at a systemic disadvantage, 
the College Board has continued to insist 
that the most helpful solution is to continue 
tweaking the exam until the point of equity. 

However, the true solution is much simpler: 
abolish the SAT altogether. 

Obtaining equity in standardized testing 
is oxymoronic because these examinations 
are far from standard. Despite presenting 
SAT scores as comparable data points that 
can be effectively compared across large 
groups of students, the reality is that this 
exam is inaccurate and highly coachable. 
As the College Board continues to advocate 
for the use of the SAT as a definite stan-
dard for college admissions, the concept 
that a student who had never been given an 
opportunity to succeed could shine on the 
SAT was merely offered as propaganda to 
discourage questions regarding the efficacy 
of the so-called “standardized’ test. In reality, 
courses that cost between $200 and $300 per 
hour promise “score guarantees” that ensure 
students above a 1500 on the exam, automat-
ically placing every one of them in the top 
5th percentile of test-takers. 

These courses do not promise to instill 
students with deep, meaningful knowledge 
about the intricacies of reading comprehen-
sion, grammar, and mathematics. Instead, 
tutors are tasked with informing students 
about the structure of the test itself in order 
to encourage an approach based on securing 
the maximum number of points regardless 
of one’s knowledge on the subject areas. 
Despite its inaccuracy, the format of the 
SAT is highly predictable, and tutoring 
services can prepare students for what they 
will face during the exam without encourag-
ing any actual learning. 

It could not be clearer that intelligence 
and overall scholastic preparedness is not 
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tested by the SAT – only direct preparation, 
familiarity with the exam, and the ability 
to think in a way that is consistent with the 
College Board’s provisions. If one’s transcript 
is said to be a holistic view of their academ-
ic performance across the entirety of high 
school, their SAT score is simply a metric of 
preparedness during a particular three-hour 
stretch on a Saturday morning. 

So, why not utilize an element of students’ 
transcripts as this comparable data point for 
college admissions? Before the extenuating 
circumstances provided by COVID-19, this 
idea has been snubbed by admissions officers 
for decades under the false pretense that 
grade point average is an unbalanced metric 
that depends greatly on the grading system 
at each individual school. In reality, a vast 
majority of colleges recalculate students’ 
GPAs to place everyone on a semi-equal 
playing field. Many universities 

also generate school or regional analysis 
reports to compare students within their 
school and school district to understand the 
relative success. 

Whether or not College Board adminis-
trators agree, the importance of the SAT is 
rapidly dwindling. While some universities 
had already abandoned consideration of 
scores for admissions, quarantine resulted 
in students being unable to the SAT, and a 
growing number of colleges began to issue 
statements of test-optionality and test-blind-
ness in the midst of mass cancellations. Now, 
with a completed round of college admis-
sions that could not consider the “objective 
data point” of SAT scores, it seems illogical 
to revert to this practice. 

More than half of the four-year colleges in 
America have renewed their test-optional 
policies for another admission cycle, and, 
because students can now decide whether or 
not to submit, SAT scores have an even more 
biased metric that can’t be compared 
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heterogeneously. All of the University of 
California schools have announced that they 
will remain test-blind until 2024, and, while 
test-optional policies reflect a move towards 
a more equitable admissions processes, con-
sidering the SAT in its new stage will only 
serve to exacerbate the disparities the test 
has already been proven to create. 

In one fell swoop, the College Board man-
aged to create avenues for further exploita-
tion of the college admission process by 
the wealthy, provide the danger for an even 
more internally biased assessment system, 
and practically destroy the competition 
presented by the ACT. Instead of reinforc-
ing the importance of this test by (poorly) 
modifying it, university systems across the 
country must strip away all consideration 
of SAT scores in order to tackle inequality 
at the admissions level and dismantle the 
College Board’s pattern of biased examina-
tion. In the midst of 

this debacle between test-required, -blind, 
and -optional, the truly ideal outcome for 
college admissions would include a College 
Board statement that reads, “Here lies the 
SAT, a champion for gross inequity and 
aggressively outdated educational prac-
tices.”
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You are not going to be satisfied with 
yourself. Not because you haven’t 
worked hard enough to attain some 
impossible standard of your aesthetic 
goals, or realized your greatest potential. 
The person we are, and are constantly 
becoming, is not a result of free will or 
personal design. We have no individual 
agency in the most instrumental aspects 
of our identity or how they manifest, and 
thus we are forever at the mercy of fate, 
socialization, and sociocultural expecta-
tions to determine the trajectory of our 
lives. 
Having Grown up in an age defined by 
the exponential progression of tech-

nology, people born since the turn of the 
century looked to the dogma of media as 
a prescriptive religion. Depending on the 
chance of your relative demeanor growing 
up, you fell into a corresponding realm 
of the deep dark web which accordingly 
shaped your pliable brain. 

The randomness which determined our 
relative technological enclave formed the 
foundation for everything which happened 
thereafter. Our fallenness precedes our free 
will, and continues as we grow into the 
world. We’re not creatures acting upon our 
own volition; rather, we continually fall 
into different environments and inter- 31



masculinity is associated with power and 
command. Implicit biases reign supreme in 
the background of our mental processing, 
while psychological priming further perpet-
uates this self reinforcing system. We assume 
a certain standard of behavior out of people, 
and they behave accordingly, thus reinforcing 
preconceived assumptions and ensuring the 
continuation of the existing social hierarchy. 

The types of clothes which we choose to wear, 
the hobbies we pick up, and the people we 
seek out are borne from the communities 
we once patronized; spaces in which we feel 
most comfortable due to years of conformity, 
conditioning, and assimilation as a result 
of our fallenness. The idea of free will and 
individual choice are a fallacy: the sublimi-
nal messaging of the media you consumed, 
and the expectations associated with your 
appearance, funneled you into these groups 
and communities. 

We accessorize and adorn our bodies under 
the misguided impression of self expression; 
we believe our aesthetic, from the clothes we 
wear to piercings we sport, are a display of 
our uniqueness, and a proud gesture of our 
individuality in this human experience. From 
the onset, however, the tragedy of our fate 
renders this assumption moot. 

No matter how niche or mainstream, how 
overdone or fresh, you’re still conforming to 
a certain standard of behavior, for a certain 
enclave or community. You, along with 
your counterparts in expression, have been 
conditioned by similar forces to adopt 
aesthetics and modes of behavior.

Different enclaves embody these different 
conformist niches; the blonde, stick thin 
flock together, occupying large swaths of 
sorority row. Notorious for their similar-
ities, both they, as actors, and their social 
environment, made of spectators, perpet-
uate a kind of social expectation. Equally 
visible are groups of indie kids which com-
pete to know the most underground artists; 

ests, without any true agency or individual 
control. 

Without any explicit intention, as direction-
less, and amorphous young kids, we had 
no personal influence in the subsequent 
information we were fed. Whatever apps or 
websites our siblings left open and whatev-
er happened to be dominating lunchtime 
conversation was what we patroned. Tumblr’s 
‘thinspo’ trend induced the formation of eat-
ing disorders for millions of young, impres-
sionable girls on the internet, while YouTube 
personalities and video games implicitly 
validated violence and destructive tendencies 
as a form of communication, humor, and 
expression for young boys. The media we 
consumed, whether explicitly instructing us 
to starve ourselves to achieve an impossible 
standard of beauty, or implicitly validating 
any tendency towards violence which may 
bud in a growing young person, shaped our 
predispositions and preconceptions about the 
world. 

Our initial socialization based upon the pri-
mary forms of media which we consumed as 
young people, coupled with the immovable 
fact of our appearance, helped to form the 
foundation for the rest of our lives- includ-
ing our subsequent relationships, interests, 
aesthetics, and all of the other things we 
mistakenly covet as our own. 

Coupled with our initial media exposure and 
our subsequent assimilation and internal-
ization, is the most immovable fact of our 
existence: our appearance. People are scien-
tifically more inclined towards others based 
on implicit biases working in our subcon-
scious; our appearance shapes the currents 
that work to create our character and our 
aesthetics. We’re forever destined to drown in 
these waters, helplessly dragged along by the 
unyielding propel of fate. 

Preestablished expectations are associated 
with the face you present: beauty is correlat-
ed with an expectation of vacancy, while 
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seeking individuality through conformity, 
competing for oneness in interests and hob-
bies shared by members of their community. 

Likewise, tattoos and piercings, with their 
relative placements and stories are byprod-
ucts of our relative environments–not aes-
thetic choices of our own individual design. 
Hobbies, sports, inclinations, and tastes are 
similarly reflections of our thrownness into 
this world–all of these personal preferences 
are the culmination of factors which exist 
and evolve out of our control. From the ap-
pearance-based conditioning to the social-
ization which takes its root in whatever kinds 
of subliminal messaging we were exposed to 
growing up,the person we become is not a 
being of our own design. 

The social circles 
we exist within, 
stores we buy 

from, 

and kinds of media we consume all work as 
a constant reinforcement of our socialization 
and place in society: validation is based on 
conformity, falsification, and blind projection 
of common archetypes. Like helpless animals, 
we’re unconscious of the currents which push 
and pull us in the different directions and 
shape the trajectories of our relative lives. 

There’s no resolution, if that’s what you’re 
looking for. We live in a state of constant 
social regulation without any true individual 
agency or control. Our pining for social and 
emotional security of belonging drives our 
internal forces of discrimination, and in turn 
shapes the trajectory of our lives. Our ideas 
of right and wrong, good and bad, and hot or 
not delineate our place in the word. As our 

fallenness precedes our free will.
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Many people find their daily schedule so 
packed from the moment they wake up until 
they’re going to sleep so busy that they don’t 
have time for any in-between moments. 
This leads to utter exhaustion: the kind that 
allows you to fall asleep as soon as your head 
hits the pillow. And then there are those 
who stay up late, not because they are more 
productive at night but because they are 
trying to make up for their lack of free time 
during the day. These are the people who in-
advertently retaliate against themselves and 
are trapped in a cycle of revenge bedtime 
procrastination perpetuated by a wish to 
control their lives. 

Revenge bedtime procrastination sounds 
like a weapon in a sci-fi movie; instead it’s a 
weapon students are yielding against them-
selves. Students engage in this destructive 
behavior because they seek self-revenge for 
spending a majority of our energy on home-
work, clubs, and jobs, all while attempting 
to maintain a social life. And then they 
procrastinate facing the next day, not neces-
sarily because they don’t want to experience 
it, but because they know that it will result 
in the same bustling day that has come to 
dominate our education. Revenge bedtime 

procrastination is not when you’re up until 
2 a.m. studying for a midterm; it’s when you 
are tired and you have no actual reason to 
be awake other than having time to do what 
you want to do. 

I experienced this issue firsthand when I no-
ticed myself attempting to stay awake longer 
than I needed to, even when I had to wake 
up early the next morning. I know that for 
me – with four classes, eight clubs, and an 
internship – I attempt to listen to a podcast 
and read a book before going to sleep. Some-
times I even try to stare at my tiny, bright 
phone screen to read through the 100 email 
backlog of New York Times, Washington 
Post, and Wall Street Journal articles that I 
don’t have any other time to read.
 
I know that putting off sleep is not good for 
me. I know I should sleep when I’m tired 
and have nothing pressing to do. So I am 
aware of all my self-destructive behaviors 
and yet I still actively choose to engage in 
revenge procrastination. 

Staying up later can be freeing when there 
are no anxiety-triggering responsibilities and 
no immediate tasks to complete. It’s a slice of 
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the day where students have full control 
– where everything feels uniquely yours. 
It is healthy to have time to destress 
before going to sleep. So maybe the prob-
lem isn’t staying up later. Maybe students 

aren’t creating enough time for themselves 
during the day.
  
The inevitability of hustle culture today is 
depressing. But it’s unfortunately deeply 
ingrained into general society because it 
has become normalized for people to juggle 
more tasks than they can probably handle. 
Hustle culture refers to the prioritization of 
productivity regarding work or school over 
other aspects of life such as hobbies and self-
care. It is not necessarily always a bad thing; 
students find the time to make money, take 
classes, and explore topics they’re interested 
in because they’re always doing something. 
However, its extent has caused some people 
to decrease their functioning by not getting 
enough sleep–even if they could. 

The most clear-cut remedy to avoiding 
revenge bedtime procrastination is to make 
time in our day for ourselves. The easiest 
way to do that is to adopt a less-than-hus-
tling way of life. Unfortunately, the demand 
for perfection increases everyday, making it 
unrealistic to think that present competitive 
and fast-paced lifestyles will lessen any time 
soon. Therefore, it is more beneficial to learn 
both how to slow down our day-to-day lives, 
and how to break the seemingly never-end-
ing cycle of procrastinating your sleep.

First off, time management 
works won-

ders. This is not to say you have to budget 
your time to get everything done in a day, 
but rather that you can organize your time to 
work in bursts. While it depends on the per-
son, optimal timing to work on homework or 
a project is thirty minutes to an hour before 
taking a break. Taking those few minutes off 
allows time to do something for yourself–
maybe stretch, take a little walk around, read 
a book chapter, or even look at your phone–
and provides a sense of control over how you 
spend your time. Focusing is an easier task 
given you’re not staring at math problems 
for hours on end as your eyes drift around or 
your hand reaches for your phone. 

Secondly, whenever you eat breakfast, lunch, 
dinner, or a snack, do not do work. It may 
seem more productive to simultaneously fuel 
your body while plowing through assign-
ments; but use this dining experience as an-
other chance to spend with yourself–or even 
with other people. Taking the time to breathe 
and enjoy a meal with yourself allows you to 
make more time to relax.

Thirdly, and most importantly, learn to say 
no. It’s one of the hardest things to do, but it 
is worth it. Our generation constantly seeks 
to make other people happy and not 
agreeing to some- thing that 
would provide someone else 
joy becomes 
terrifying. How-
ever, “no” is 
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your best friend. It is important to be honest 
with ourselves when agreeing (or not) to do 
something. Instead of seeing it as saying “no” 
to others, it should become realizing that 
we’re saying “yes” to ourselves.

Even though learning to say “no” is import-
ant for everyone, revenge bedtime procras-
tination specifically happens at night. Fixing 
your nightly routine starts with figuring out 
a sleep schedule that works best for you. 
While this is not always feasible in college, 
pairing some semblance of a sleep schedule 
with a bedtime routine that excludes scroll-
ing through your phone for an hour goes a 
long way. Admittedly it is hard to fully avoid 
screens before going to sleep. A relaxing 
alternative to scrolling through social media 
is listening to a podcast you enjoy before 
bed. Sleeping well at night allows for a more 
efficient day and ultimately more time for 
yourself. 

College is hard enough without consciously 
thinking about how to escape the vicious 
revenge bedtime procrastination cycle. As a 
person who read 100 books in 2020 but only 
got through one in the first month of this 
year: I understand how wonderfully yours 
life is in the late hours of the night when 
you’re given the chance to indulge in your 
interests. Staying up a little later might not 
seem a big deal on the surface. Unfortunately 
it becomes much more important once we 
realize that staying up is a subconscious way 
to seek vengeance on ourselves. It’s time to 
prioritize yourself over the world that does 
not prioritize you. 
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Picture this. You’re doing homework in your 
dorm at night, and you stand up to go to the 
bathroom. There’s no toilet paper. But there 
is some free at the Ashe Center! You take the 
15-minute walk to Ashe in the dark, grab the 
singular square of toilet paper allowed, and 
head back up to your dorm. Before bed, you 
have to go again––no toilet paper. You walk 
to Ashe; 30 minutes later, you’re back in your 
dorm. Fingers crossed you don’t need to use 
the bathroom in the middle of the night!

Now replace ‘toilet paper’ with ‘tampon.’
 
UCLA is complicit in period poverty. Similar 
to food insecurity, period poverty refers to 
the financial burden of purchasing period 
products. A Penn State study showed that 
49% of their students could not find a period 
product on campus when they needed 
it; about 13% had to skip school or work 
because they didn’t have a tampon. It’s a 
widespread issue all college campuses need 
to address.

UCLA claims to, but does 
it really? The Ashe Center 
boasts that it provides 

“free menstrual hygiene 
products all year long.” 

Their website warmly en-
courages students 
by saying, “please 

feel free to 
stop in for 
these prod-

ucts whenever 
needed.” Yet the 
Ashe Center 

condom jar 
says “take as 
needed” and 

the tampon jar says “take one.” Condoms 
facilitate safe sex––great. But sex is a choice; 
periods are not. The point is not to dispar-
age other necessities or detract from these 
resources, but to point out that a product 
associated with men is provided liberally, 
whereas a feminine product is controlled. It’s 
fantastic that condoms are offered; the issue 
is UCLA’s priorities.

UCLA’s financial decisions communicate 
that pleasure for men is more important than 
an outright necessity for women.

While the school does distribute free tam-
pons at Ashe, it’s only one at a time. Students 
have to travel to Ashe every single time they 
need to change their tampon. But since the 
pandemic, students cannot access Ashe 
without an appointment. In other words, 
however many Ashe appointments you’ve 
had during your time at UCLA is how many 
tampons the school thinks you deserve. It’s 
a sub-par, unfair, and a poorly designed 
system.

What’s worse, UCLA is parading as some-
thing it isn’t. It is not the progressive, 
all-inclusive haven it loves to market itself 
as. While the de jure tampon policy looks 
great on paper, it’s a de facto nightmare for 
students with periods. Nothing about this 
approach is feminist or progressive. The pol-
icy also has a disproportionate effect upon 
women of color. Black and Hispanic women 
are the most likely to experience period 
poverty. If UCLA claims to stand against 
systemic racism and practice intersectional 
feminism, then supporting women of color 
should logically follow.

We know UCLA can access funds, and we 
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know UCLA spends them elsewhere. An un-
foreseen, unprecedented pandemic emerged, 
and the school immediately poured its 
resources into unlimited free COVID tests. 
The school can clearly afford to take care of 
student health needs at an impressively large 
scale––yet it whiffs on period poverty.

By just swiping their Bruin card, students 
can get a free COVID test at multiple vend-
ing machines distributed throughout campus 
and in every residence hall on the Hill. The 
value difference between one tampon and 
one COVID test is incomparable, and so is 
the need frequency. In a week of my period, I 
need about 40 separate period products; but 
I need 4 COVID tests per month. It would 
make more sense to have COVID tests at 
the Ashe Center and tampons throughout 
campus.

UCLA cannot market period 
products in the same way that it 
can COVID-19 test kits. Period 
poverty is a taboo and thus invis-
ible struggle. UCLA may not 
be fiscally profiting, but the 
abundant COVID test kits for 
desperate students generates 
PR glory and lucrative clout. Pro-
viding period products does not yield 
such social returns.

UCLA needs new priorities. The school 
knows how to get money when it needs 
it. This argument is not to shame UCLA’s 
fiscal situation, but to question its alloca-
tion of funds. As the need for COVID 
testing dissipates while period 
poverty remains, it is an 
opportune budget 
transfer.

Given that UCLA’s top priority is academ-
ic prowess, the school should care that its 
tampon policy thwarts the full academic 
potential of students. I left an Introduction 
to World Politics lecture because I needed to 
change my tampon, and I didn’t have any left 
in my bag. So I had to pack my things and 
go. And that’s a story coming from someone 
who doesn’t experience period poverty, just 
a period. No one should have to stay home 
or leave class because of something they have 
no control over.

We need period product vending machines. 
We need free dispensers in all bathrooms, 
residence halls, and academic buildings. We 
need tampons available at all front desks on 
the Hill. UCLA has the logistical ability, the 
money, and, in spades, the brainpower. The 

school’s inaction does not mean it 
cannot help; it just means that 

it does not want to. It’s about 
human dignity. It’s about hu-
man rights. It’s about human 
decency.

It’s time to turn up the pres-
sure. IGNITE has started a 

petition to demand that UCLA 
take action. Students can find this 

petition on Instagram (@igniteatu-
cla). 

UC Santa Barbara provides bins 
of free period products in 5 of 

its residence halls. UC San 
Diego offers free period 

products in most campus 
restrooms. 

@UCLA: are you 
really the #1 public 

university?
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The return to in-person classes was a sigh of 
relief from the whole of UCLA. It brought 
back a sense of normalcy but also presented 
a critical question: whether or not teach-
ers felt it best for their classes to return to 
in-person. Since the question of staying on-
line or going back in-person is a rather new 
one, the Undergraduate Council of UCLA 
gave teachers the ability to petition for their 
courses to remain online if certain extenu-
ating circumstances persisted. For example, 
if a student or teacher was unable to return 
to the country due to visa issues or COVID 
complications, that would be reason enough 
to keep the course online. 

 In the interest of giving students a taste of 
democracy, a number of teachers turned to 
them and asked their preference: “Would 
you prefer to keep class online or return 
to in-person instruction?” Unless that 
preference was substantiated with a legiti-
mate reason that falls under the exceptions 
outlined by the undergraduate council or the 
teachers or students lied, it wouldn’t make a 
difference. 

Despite being a worthless gesture, this 
question represents an interesting moment 
where teachers have turned to their students 
for a change and listened to their voice. Our 
return to in-person classes shows just why 
we, as students, don’t deserve that voice.

According to UCLA, there are no good 
reasons to prefer online classes to in-per-
son, besides the exceptions outlined by the 
council. In fact, the council says, “instructors 
should bear in mind the long-term social 
and psychological benefits that the in-per-
son campus community offers our students, 

which they have been deprived of during the 
epidemic.” The council isn’t looking at the 
COVID situation in isolation as an epidemic, 
but it’s also considering 
the impact on students. 
Unfortunately, students 
figuring out what’s best 
for themselves is at odds 
with what the education 
system values: grades. 

Our university makes 
efforts to include mental 
health in its COVID 
considerations without 
recognizing that grades 
weigh more heavily on 
students’ mental health 
than almost all else. 

Grades alone provide 
students with a sufficient 
reason to prefer online to 
in-person. Online tests 
and quizzes are much 
harder to regulate and no 
matter how little time the 
teacher gives, cheating is 
hard not to do. The heart 
of this whole problem 
lies at the heart of why 
students cheat: the grade 
is valued over the expe-
rience. 

When making a decision 
about our education, we don’t have the luxu-
ry of considering our experience on its own 
because there’s always a sword of Damocles 
hanging overhead. We don’t know what’s 
best for ourselves. Actively taking part in this 
system, we can never know. The challenge of 
knowing what’s right in the moment is one 
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far beyond the scope 
of school, but it’s also 
an issue that’s been 
solved: look to those who’ve already gone 
through what you’re going through. In this 
case, defer completely and utterly to your 
teachers. 

When we set foot into the school system 

willingly and not at the gunpoint that is tru-
ancy, we’re admitting that we want this. And 
when we pay for it, we’re saying that we be-
lieve in what the system offers. At the heart 
of the education system is the belief that the 
educators have more knowledge than those 
being educated. So long as we have faith in 
that, what’s best for us as students should be 

nothing more than listening to and following 
the wisdom set down by those who’ve been 
down this path before and who felt confident 
enough in their knowledge of it to pursue 
a career in educating students to its proper 
end.

Admittedly, the path changes. It did with 
COVID and with classes returning to in-per-
son, but that doesn’t affect the fact that these 
teachers are in positions where they’re meant 
to know what’s best. They may have never 
seen an epidemic first hand, but neither 
have we. What they do have is years worth 
of hard-fought knowledge and wisdom that 
makes them more than qualified to make 
decisions with our best interests at heart. 
And ideally, if they don’t, they shouldn’t be a 
part of the system.

When wanting what’s best in the long run 
means forgoing what’s easiest, it presents 
a challenge. Overcoming the innate want 
and preference for ease is a hard thing to 
do. Rather than give ourselves the option of 
succumbing, it makes it all the better for us 
to have no voice at all. If the teachers want 
what’s easier too, they shouldn’t be teachers. 
If the students want what’s easier, we’re just 
students, it’s part of the job description. Part 
of being a student should be breaking that 
barrier and overcoming the innate prefer-
ence for ease, but that’ll never happen if we 
get the vote. 

So long as our voice is out of any import-
ant position, teachers can make the right 
decisions free of our shackling pleas for ease. 
They can resume in-person classes where 
cheating is admittedly harder and where we 
may have to fight harder for our education, 
but, at the end of the day, that’s a decision 
best left to the teachers.
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When I clicked the accept button on my 
admissions offer to UCLA, my perception 
of LA was extremely narrow. In my mind, 
all the residents of one of the largest cities 
in the world fell into one of two categories: 
vegans, and people who went to therapy. 
On extra special occasions one could find a 
Los Angeles resident who was BOTH. As an 
avid supporter of therapy, I was ecstatic to 
reach a city where taking care of one’s mental 
health wasn’t stigmatized and a school where 
resources were readily available. However, 
it quickly became abundantly clear that 
receiving any form of counseling was much 
harder than I anticipated, as UCLA’s mar-
quee mental health resource, the Counseling 
and Psychological Service or CAPS for short, 
is far too inaccessible to be useful for their 
student body. If mental health is truly as 
important to the school as it is touted to be, 
CAPS should not only be made more avail-
able but also completely free to all students 
that request its services, even if that means 
slightly raising flat tuition rates for all.

 CAPS provides on-campus individ-
ual and group therapy as well as psychiatric 
evaluations. Accessing those services in the 
first place, however, is made as difficult as 
possible. In order to request any appoint-
ment, students are required to make a phone 
call during their office hours, which coin-
cide with the school hours of most students 
(9-4 on Mondays through Thursdays and 
9-3 on Fridays) thus making it difficult 
for students to set up an appointment in 
the first place. The mandatory phone call 
is especially problematic considering that 
those who suffer from mental health issues, 

especially anxiety disorders, are much 
more likely to fear making phone calls, 
thus preventing many of the neediest 
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students from receiving the help they need. 
Multiple of my peers have expressed how 
CAPS requiring a phone call—especially one 
in which they must disclose their personal 
struggles—instead of simply creating a form 
or online submission, has prevented them 
from reaching out. When the phone call is 
finally made, due to a resource shortage, the 
wait time to receive an individ-
ual counseling session extends 
over multiple months. For stu-
dents vulnerable enough 
to ask for help, the 
unnecessar- ily 
extensive pro-
cess and long 
wait time make 
doing so nearly 
impossible.

 
The 

CAPS 
wait 
time 
and 

gen- eral 
in- efficiency 

reflect a 
larger issue 

of 

a lack of available mental health resources. 
The lingering effects of the pandemic have 
caused a surge in the amount of patients 
seeking some form of counseling. Howev-
er, the sharp increase in demand has not 
been reflected in the number of therapists 
offering services. According to the American 
Psychological Association, 30% of psychol-
ogists had an increased patient load due to 
the pandemic. Moreover, many have waiting 
lists that expand further than ever before. 
The issue is no longer that people are afraid 
to reach out, it’s that when they do there is 
no one available to help them.

 In order to downsize the prob-
lem, online therapy providers have 

become more prevalent than ever 
before. Resources like Better Help 

have surged in popularity across 
the country. CAPS has not missed 
out on this trend and now covers 

the cost of Better Help online services for 
many students on need-based scholarships. 
However, online therapy lacks several of the 
essential components of in person sessions. 
Zoom calls make it difficult for therapists to 
read body language, making it difficult 
to gauge the state of their patients. 
Internet lag and zoom awkward-
ness make fostering a therapist 
client relationship difficult, making 
it harder for patients to be vulnerable 
about their struggles. In short, although 
online counseling is better than nothing, 
students need in person help in order to get 
the best quality service.

 Additionally, the scarce and subpar 
services provided are more expensive 

than first let on. Although students 
who opt in to UCSHIP are able 

to get help at a reduced price 
or for free depending on the 

services used, students who 
do not have university 
insurance must pay out 
of pocket. For individ-
ual therapy services, 44



it is $15 per session. For most, therapy is a 
weekly activity, however under CAPS only 
6 sessions are allowed per person. Thus, for 
students in crisis, few sessions are made 
available and each one must be paid out of 
pocket,discouraging many from requesting 
help in the first place. It would be naive to 
claim that making health services free to the 
UCLA student body would be an easy task, 
but it is still an extremely necessary one. 
Mental health is essential to engage in class-
es. Providing mental health services is just 
as important to keeping the student body 
alive and safe as requiring students who live 
on the hill to buy a meal plan. Moreover, for 
students who come from households where 
mental health is difficult to talk about, not 
making CAPS intrinsically part of school 
tuition makes it impossible to ask for help 
without the Bruin Bill notification for the 
service appearing on the portal and thus 
becoming available for third party viewers to 
see. This then discourages many from reach-
ing out in fear of the repercussions of 

others finding out. Raising tu-
ition for any reason 

is a 
hard action 
to sell, but for 
the wellbeing of 
UCLA’s community, it is an essen- tial 
one. 

The pandemic has made it more apparent 
than ever that people need mental health 
professionals. UCLA must respond to this 
need in their vulnerable student body in 
order to maintain the safety of their student 

population as a whole. If UCLA aims to 
uphold their reputation as an open-mind-
ed, premier public university, they need to 
put their money where their mouth is and 
expand the on-campus resources available 
to students by making it free no matter what 
services are requested, faster to access, and 
in-person. Although not everyone in LA fits 
into the categories I believed they would, 
I wasn’t completely wrong to assert that a 
significant portion of this community are 
vegans and in need of therapy. UCLA has 
placated the former with BPlate—now it’s 
time to fulfill the needs of the latter by mak-
ing CAPS a truly accessible tool for all who 
choose to use it. 
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How should one live? We’ve asked this since 
Aristotle. At twenty years old I’m unqualified 
to answer it. But in the absence of wisdom 
there is inspiration. Inspiration, which once 
meant “divine guidance,” is the creative gift 
of the young. What we create is 
ourselves and the future. What 
glimmers as inspiration is what 
suggests, despite the seductions 
of nihilism, that life can be 
lived in a meaningful way. A 
great engine of inspiration is 
the Theater Kid: the archetypal 
thespian. There is Theater Kid 
Energy. I believe it would serve 
us well to adopt it.

Theater kids are real people 
– high school casts and crews 
who carry their passion for the-
ater through adolescence and 
beyond. But the Theater Kid is 
also a sensibility, an attitude. 
The Theater Kid is a specific 
type of artist. They are enthusi-
astic people (enthusiasm from 
the Latin for inspiration, fren-
zy) who engage sincerely with 
the world and who strive for 
achievement. This gives them 
their bad rap. Enthusiasm can 
be annoying, sincerity can be 
embarrassing, and striving for 
achievement can make people 
catty. Every virtue carried too 
far is a vice. This is not a call to 
emulate theater kids. Rather in 
the sum of Theater Kid virtues I see an ideal 
at which to aim, a source of moral instruc-
tion. 

Consider the improv maxim: “Yes, and.” 
Improvisational comedy (a scriptless perfor-
mance, often used by actors in training) is 
guided by this rule. Accept what your scene 

partner says and build on it. 
Listen and expand. This method of sponta-
neous discovery weaves a narrative through 
spitballing. It’s a radical form of active 
engagement with other people. “Yes, and…” 

has been heralded as useful in business for 
brainstorming and communication. Like 
an improv scene, life is a performance. We 
perform for each other. But if we heed the 
maxim we can perform off the cuff: opening 
our minds with enthusiasm, accepting what’s 
given to us and building upon it. To accept 
life with all its flaws and limitations is to say 
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yes. To go out on a limb, to courageously 
participate in the enterprise, is to say and.

Or consider the maxim, “The show must go 
on.” The curtain will rise and the actors will 

perform no matter what happens. There are 
no excuses. There is nothing and no one who 
can stop the performance. It’s metaphorically 
significant: in the face of suffering, failures 
and low self-esteem, 
still, it is your duty 
to step on stage. 
See it through. It 

is a maxim of 
resilience, and 

one that seems 
radical in our cul-
ture of victimhood 
and trepidation. The 

culture sees problems 
everywhere, and per-
haps rightly so. Life is a 
problem. But the Theater 
Kid says methinks we’re in 
too deep, the people are wait-
ing – put on your costume, power 
pose, and step into the light. Break a 
leg or life will break it for you.

Theater Kids need to be tough – as 
in sports, talent rises to the top. 
The actor must have technical skill, 
gestural flare, and the je ne sais quoi. 
Casting directors are on the hunt for 
a role’s perfect fit. No one is more 
competitive than a Theater Kid vy-
ing for the lead. Like sports, theater 
is (or should be) a sacred meritoc-
racy where the best in business take 
center stage. Theater Kids know that 
talent is real and that not everyone 
has it. But Theater Kid Energy is 
aspirational and undaunted. The 
most laudable Theater Kid may be 
assigned the role of a background 
character. But they’ll be damned 
if they’re not the best background 
character that stage has ever seen. 
Every choice can shine with the flair 
of Theater Kid Energy.

This attitude is the “theatricalization of expe-
rience” described by Susan Sontag in “Notes 
on Camp.” Theater Kid Energy is a form of 
Camp. Like the Theater Kid who brings the 

47



stage’s drama into life, Camp is the “spirit 
of extravagance.” Camp sees the world as 
an aesthetic phenomenon, “in terms of the 
degree of artifice, of stylization.” Like Camp, 
pure Theater Kid Energy is “irrepressible, a 
virtually uncontrolled sensibility.” Musicals 
are the Theater Kid’s supreme genre, a styl-
ized version of reality replete with song and 
dance. It is understandable why some people 
hate this genre. No one really breaks out into 
song and dance in real life – except in the 
dreamworld of the Theater Kid.

Still, the ethics one can learn from Theater 
Kid Energy – the wisdom of “Yes, and,” and 
“The show must go on,” – distinguishes it 
from Camp. The Theater Kid has an ethical 
sense that guides them beyond aesthetics. 
Theater is a uniquely collaborative medium. 
Productions, like sports teams, build family 
through a shared goal. And families are 
messy, the aesthete’s greatest fear.  There are 
no Camp gestures at the post-show Denny’s 
meal. There is earnest bonding, not between 
personas but between persons. The post-
show Denny’s trip is like post-sex pillow talk: 
energy’s drained and it doesn’t matter how 
you look.

I am not a Theater Kid but I’ve fallen in love 
with a few. Except for two years of Drama 
class in high school, I have never been in a 
production. Like Sontag with Camp, who 
both sympathized with the sensibility and 
found it repulsive, I am an outsider. I find 
Theater Kid Energy corny and middlebrow 
but also life-affirming and redemptive. I 
sympathize with Theater Kid Energy as the 
contradictory desire to follow passion and 
amoral artistic impulses and to embrace the 
artifice of personality while still living a se-
rious, ethical life. As a bisexual and devotee 
of gay culture I am personally moved by the 
Theater Kid, in whom I see a queer hero and 
a way out of nihilism. I hope young gay kids 
know you can be a Theater Kid all your life. 
Know there are dancelines in the Kingdom 
of Heaven. Step into the light. You look 
fabulous.
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