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The universe is a huge, sprawling mass of infinity and 
mystery— incomprehensible to our thinking, perceiving 
human brains, which are limited by the finite capacity 
made available to us by an evolutionary process only 
concerned with getting laid. We’re strange creatures, 
cosmically indistinguishable from simple monkeys only 
by our incessant thinking, and our insistence on divinity; 
there must have been something that once allowed us the 
potential to escape the asphyxiation of our egos and fixed 
potential of our lucid minds, and realize our order on this 
little blue dot. Psilocybin has the promise and potency 
for such a revelation: with mushrooms, worlds beyond 
imaginable horizons are revealed, and the unmistakable 
feeling of divine order is present. People have been using 
mushrooms for thousands of years: indigenous people 
of Mesoamerica have been using them for religious 
communion, divination, and healing. Now, as we operate 
in the isolating habitat of post industrial capitalism and 
the bustle of cities, the proliferation of social media, 
and the rise of a ruthless kind of individuality, we’ve 
strayed from this divinity, and spiraled into an epidemic 
of loneliness, hedonism, and apathy—and mushrooms 
might be our cure. 

Psilocybin is a chemical 
unique to certain species 
of mushrooms, and has 
the ability to unveil the 
inherent connectedness 
we all have to each other 
and to our natural world—
which is frequently 
obscured by the filmy 
screen of our worrying 
and insecure minds, or 
our egos. As we project 
ourselves onto the world 
surrounding us, and 
attempt to derive our 
flimsy meaning from our 
trifling human minds, 
we fail to realize our 
relevance. As humans, 
we exist not to live 
in a constant state of 
worry, insecurity, and 
anxiety: submitting job 
applications, searching for 
love to fill the bottomless 
pit of despair inside of us, 
and lashing out when we 
can’t find any. Instead, we 
exist as apertures through 
which the universe can 
come to understand itself, 
rather than capitalistic 
vessels for production and 
consumption. Mushrooms 
allow a broadening of 
our habitual perspective, 
which is integral to 
reclaiming ourselves from 

the unconscious forces which continue our individualistic 
behaviors, and returning to the peace which lies within 
the natural and spiritual realms. 

Even the particular growth patterns demonstrated by 
mushrooms appear almost celestial in nature: as we 
delve deeper into the muddy waters of hedonism and 
the consequences of the industrial revolution, they 
appear in increasing frequency- almost as if warning 
us of our increasingly unconscious world. Psilocybin 
works by activating serotonin receptors in the brain 
and causing widespread connectivity amongst neural 
networks, changing typical brain processes and habits 
of thinking. The receptors that psilocybin works on are 
most abundant in the cerebral cortex, particularly in 
the areas responsible for cognition and self awareness. 
Thus, psilocybin acts chemically to create perspectives 
and experiences not possible during the brain’s standard 
processing patterns. This effect has had promising 
potential for the treatment of neuropsychiatric disorders 
and rich changes in consciousness. A psilocybe—a 
mushroom which contains the psychoactive compound 
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psilocybin—is a particular type of mushroom which is 
commonly found growing near disturbed land, most 
frequently upset by human interference. They appear in 
especially high concentrations where there is ecological 
catastrophe and human habitation, such as mudslides, 
clear-cut forests, the wakes of bulldozers, and land left 
behind from agriculture. These mushrooms have also 
been found more frequently in areas which are populated 
by humans—such as suburban gardens, city parks, 
highway rest stops, prisons, college campuses, and other 
areas which experience high rates of human activity and 
interference. Almost prophetically, it seems as if these 
mushrooms increase in frequency as human civilization 
and society evolves. As we stray further from our nature, 
these mushrooms rear their heads as if to tell us to shed 
our egos and broaden the scope of our periphery. 

Taking mushrooms is much like quieting the whining 
voice in your head which squeals about having more 
sex, feeling more social acceptance, and staying focused 
on productivity and improvement—allowing for the 
rich loam of your subconscious to replace the fallow soil 
of your automatic mind. The separation between the 
self and the external world dissolves, leaving behind an 
overwhelming sense of connectedness, unity with some 
larger entity, and unexpected patterns of thought. Aldous 
Huxley, the famous philosopher who authored Brave 
New World, speaks of the mind’s reducing valve—the 
natural product of evolution which prevents our psyche 
from taking in too much of the information around 
us, and focuses on only that which is advantageous to 
our survival: this is our ego. Our ego constructs a self,  
which is our own reflective consciousness that often 
works against us. To escape the self is to understand the 
attainable potential for peace, presence, and a feeling of 
connection to the secular divinity which exists all around 
us. One of the prerequisites to unlocking this elevated 
form of consciousness and spiritual understanding, is 
discovering the potential behind the steel doors of the 
ego’s cage—which mushrooms allow us to do. 

While psilocybin has long been restricted, stigmatized, 
and concealed from public use, the recent partial 
legalization of mushrooms in some states promise an 
important revival of our efforts to reconnect with each 
other, and to the divinity around us. As our sleepy 
civilization stumbles forward in an unconscious haze, 
mushrooms insist that we blink our eyes open to the 
rampant destruction which our egotistical and selfish 
behaviors perpetuate, and recognize our place in the 
divine, cooperative order which promises peace and a 
form of paradise. 
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We all know that one guy: the guy who approaches 
women in Led Zeppelin t-shirts and asks them to 
name five of their songs, the guy who criticizes 
people for listening to The Smiths because they 
seemingly “don’t get it,” the guy who views 
himself as the Christ-tiered savior of subculture 
in a world of Urban Outfitters shoppers and 
newfound Nirvana fans. We don’t like this guy, as 
his opinions are entirely unsolicited and purely 
negative, but could his statements on the inauthen-
ticity of modern trends be, to some extent, correct?

Subcultures that formed in the 20th century, such 
as punk culture and hip-hop culture, originally 
stemmed from one’s identity, whether it be 
political, racial, creative, etc. They existed as an 
opposition to a world of war, corruption, and 
judgment, utilizing fashion and lifestyle choices to 
convey defiant messages to oppressive presences. 

Subcultures were a contrast to political 
or social narratives of the time, creating 
not only a shift in fashion or music, but also in the 
mental frames of individuals within a generation, 
linking aesthetics to ideas. But in a time where 
the ideas and interests of the masses are so 
heavily skewed by the hyperfixation on creating 
an internet persona, the various aesthetic choices 
that once paired with a social subculture have now 
manifested in the color scheme of one’s Instagram 
feed, or where they shop. TikTok’s recent 
coronation as the all-knowing mind of society 
represents the birth of a world where trends shift 
at an astounding pace, namely in fashion and 
music, two things TikTok audiences consume 
rapidly. Fashion used to correspond with the social 
subculture one identified with, whereas now, it 
manifests itself entirely through the presentation 
of an internet personality. The influx of ingenuine 

Areni Panosian



internet influenc-
ers diminishes the 
authenticity of 
anything gathered 
online and 
applied into the 
real world. 

Despite this, 
social media 
promotes the 
commodification 
of subcultures 
through TikTok 
trends, shifting 
the focus from 
cultural ex-
periences to 
merely aesthetic 
value, and 
turning formerly 
“underground” 
subcultures into 
profitable fads. 
Personal style, 
taste, and culture 
are slaughtered in 
the hands of apps, 
as the curation 
of one’s online 
avatar supersedes 
the cultural 
implications of 
such aesthetics. 
Societal fixation 
on displaying a 

personal “aesthetic” 
online transforms former subcultures into an 
online performance, which we see mainly through 
fashion—TikTok-spawned labels such as “clean 
girl,” “indie,” or “street style’’ completely dilute 
the visual components of 20th century subcul-
tures. When TikTok popularizes an aesthetic, the 
corporate world pounces onto new prey, commod-
ifying every artistic choice that formerly existed 
within this subculture. 

Modern aesthetic trends are very evidently rooted 
in post-WWII subcultures, and their commod-
ification removes any prior social connotations, 
making these trends finite. When trends die, 
society tosses linked subcultures into the trend 
graveyard with them, along with any personal and 
online identities that center around them. 

Fashion and music taste are mostly influenced 
by one’s individual values, but this appeal is 
most definitely skewed and compromised based 
on internet findings. People naturally gravitate 
towards the trends depicted on their curated social 
media feeds, whereas in generations prior, it was 
based heavily off of the consumption of other, 
slower forms of media, or by current events. 

According to scholar Rachel E. Sullivan, rap rose 
to prominence in the 1980s to address politically 
and socially charged issues such as police brutality 
and gang violence. Hip-hop culture and music was 
created by Black artists, hence its heavy association 
with Black American culture; however, issues form 
when the internet spreads the hip-hop subculture 
so widely. Now, white suburban youth want to 
emulate the aesthetic without an understanding 
of its cultural roots. The vast commercialization 
of the hip-hop subculture opens doors for the 
appropriation of overall Black culture and the 
erasure of hip-hop’s roots in Black political and 
social movements. 

I am in no place to tell anyone which subcultures 
they can or cannot appreciate, or to criticize people 
for cultivating an “aesthetic” based on internet 
trends, but, I do believe that society should gain 
a better understanding of the subcultures which 
modern trends derive from, and be aware of the 
cultural implications of these. We experience a 
hefty portion of our lives online, which makes 
finding our own values, interests, and “aesthetics” 
(as annoyingly superficial as that word may be) 
even more difficult. Placing these subcultures 
in a more mainstream light isn’t necessarily an 
issue, but internet popularity does cheapen the 
message behind the subculture due to its rapidity 
and commercialization. I believe it’s significant for 
people to gain awareness of the social movements 
these aesthetic subcultures stem from, to promote 
education and appreciation. The commercial-
ization of 20th century subcultures constantly 
bombards the youth, creating identity issues for 
young Americans trying to find an “aesthetic,” and 
there often seems to be no remedy for this. Placing 
less significance on the curation of an online avatar 
is difficult for today’s youth: however, it promotes 
ideas outside the storm of internet opinions 
through hobbies, sports, or creative endeavors, 
possibly generating a new set of authentic subcul-
tures to represent the modern world. 

Areni Panosian
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In Defense of In Defense of 
God, Family, God, Family, 
CountryCountry
David EganDavid Egan



The phrase “God, family, country” is folk wisdom—a 
simple and transmissible reminder of what we live for. 
It is an incantation, a “series of words said as a magic 
spell or charm.” The incantor’s hope is that by saying 
these words, they might become real: a real God, a 
stable family, a unified country. The phrase registers 
emotionally before it does rationally. Therefore I 
imagine it activates the same cognitive pathways as 
poetry. It evokes an archetypally American image. “God, 
family, country” is American poetry.

The trinity is a statement of what matters above all 
else, a hierarchy of values, and I assert that it is the 
correct one. The phrase “God, family, country” not 
only indicates and encapsulates a value structure, but 
expresses it in the correct order: first God, then family, 
then country. It is a hendiatris, a figure of speech in 
which three words express one idea—like “reduce, 
reuse, recycle,” or “live, laugh, love,” or “veni, vedi, 
vici.” A cliché. “God, family, country” is a cliché worth 
perpetuating and implanting in our brains. We should 
allow it to guide us. The phrase is a grounding principle, 
valuable even to those who lean liberal, despite its 
connotations as politically conservative. Gen Z should 
reclaim the phrase from its conservative connotations, 
because “God, family, country” can and should be 
apolitical. We should expand what each of those words 
mean––God and family and country—and expand what 
it means to care about them above all else.

“God, family, country” invariably conjures up an image 
of right-wing conservatism: guns and trucks, drinking 
beer. There is no Wikipedia article for the phrase, 
though it is a subheader on the article for “Pro aris et 
focis,” a Latin motto meaning “for hearth and home.” 
Wikipedia says “Pro aris et focis” along with “Pro Deo et 
patria” (“for God and country”) together created “God, 
family country,” which the article defines as “meant 
to express devotion to what many consider the three 
pillars of traditional society: religion, family values, and 
patriotism.” This description usefully suggests why the 
phrase has become so stereotypically right-wing.

But there is no reason it needs to be a conservative 
motto, and there is no reason why God—to start at the 
top of the value hierarchy—cannot, in the 21st century, 
have an expanded definition. God can be, as David 
Foster Wallace memorably lists in his 2005 Kenyon 
commencement speech, “JC or Allah…YHWH or the 
Wiccan Mother Goddess, or the Four Noble Truths, 
or some inviolable set of ethical principles.” God in 
“God, family, country” is the highest power, the abstract 
notions of truth, beauty and goodness. God is love. 
These are eternal, transcendent values. I concur with 
Wallace in the Kenyon speech—as well as queer poet 
Richard Siken, who writes “The best part of spirituality 
is reverence. There are other parts”—that God or an 
equivalent power must be our object of worship. Truth, 
beauty, and goodness must be our objects of worship, 
above money, power, or ourselves, but also, even, above 
family and country.

Family is aptly lodged at the center of the hendiatris—
the heart, the core—but in the modern world, it can 
mean more than the nuclear family. The “family” in 
“God, family, country” means extended family, too; it 
is one’s ancestors, dead or alive, whose spirits should 
be honored. Family is one’s origins. Some families are 
single-parent; some parents are same-sex. Children can 
be adopted, or they can be step-children. Friends can be 
family. Family can be chosen. This is not to make any 
value judgments on which family configuration is most 
optimal. It is simply to say that the phrase “God, family, 
country” is a reminder of the love and respect we owe 
to our families, whomever they may include. It is self-
evident, but therefore rarely expressed as explicitly as in 
the phrase “God, family, country.”

Yet, the placement of family below God in the 
phrase “God, family, country” is not accidental. 
Family members are still just people—fallible, 
subjective individuals, with bad habits and lapses 
into immorality—people who will die, just like you. 
Prioritizing God means avoiding the mistake of 
worshiping family. One is nothing without family, but 
family is nothing without God.

Finally, country: one’s broader community, strangers 
on the street, the citizenry. Despite the stereotypical 
associations of “God, family, country,” this patriotism 
need not be blindly loyal. Valuing one’s country means 
working to improve it. As James Baldwin writes: “I love 
America more than any other country in the world 
and, exactly for this reason, I insist on the right to 
criticize her perpetually.” There is plenty to criticize. 
Respecting one’s country—either of familial descent 
or current citizenship—does not mean justifying its 
ugly histories or moral failings. Rather, patriotism is 
acknowledging the opportunities, protections, and 
services one’s country provides. Like family, one is 
indebted to country for the accumulation of hard work 
by people over generations. Country is the greater good, 
the anonymous millions with whom we are in constant 
collaboration, making the world.

“God, family, country,” is a phrase subject to 
interpretation and can have a broad range of definitions, 
but it also consists of simple, common terms: the bread 
and butter of the soul. Tailor “God, family, country” to 
your personal beliefs, experiences and circumstances, 
but tailor it nonetheless. Without it we are tossed 
aimlessly unto life, left to forget what matters.

The phrase is a schema of value, taking on meaning only 
when it circulates on the LED ticker tape of the mind. 
The phrase is poetry, but as Harold Bloom says, “poetry 
does not teach us how to talk to other people: it teaches 
us how to talk to ourselves.” To understand one another, 
we may need more than a common love of “God, family, 
country.” But to understand ourselves—what the purest 
parts of our hearts desire—look no further than the 
hendiatris itself.
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No, not all women’s choices are created equal. I 
may step on some toes as I dissect your choices 
and tell you that your deepest truths may be 
fictitious—but give me a chance to open your 
mind to the idea that the status quo of feminism 
is counterproductive to our true liberation.
In my lifetime, I have seen two phases of 
feminism.

In the first phase, we promoted behaviors 
a deemed rebellious against the patriarchy. 
“Don’t shave!” “Sleep with whomever you want, 

whenever you want!” “Be fat!” “Don’t wear 
makeup!” We wanted to fight back. To establish 
our defiance.

In the second phase, we exhibit an attitude of 
“girls support girls.” All choices are up to each 
woman because she knows what is best for 
herself. No choice is better than the other; they 
all ought to be respected and accepted. It is the 
feminism of every choice. “Wear a burqa!” “Wear 
booty shorts and no bra!” “Shave!” “Don’t shave!” 
“Get a boob job!” “Don’t get a boob job!” “Do 
whatever you want!”

Both phases are wrong, but the first one is more 
right than the other.

Your Feminism Sucks
Julianne Lempert



If you ask a woman why she wears makeup, she’ll 
most likely say she does it for herself or that it 
makes her feel good. Most likely, she is telling 
the truth to the best of her ability. We say we 
wear makeup for ourselves, but that’s because 
it makes us confident, and we feel confident 
because we feel pretty, and we feel pretty because 
of beauty standards created by and for men. That 
is the patriarchy. Confidence does not occur in 
a vacuum; it has to come from somewhere. The 
patriarchy links our worth to our physicality. 
Confidence derived from the way we perceive 
our bodies and the way we anticipate others’ 
perceptions is fundamental to this dehumanizing 
concept.

I’m sorry, but you are not wearing makeup for 
yourself, you are not wearing something for 
yourself, and you are not getting plastic surgery 
because you want to.

I know this may hurt, but you are 
not “reclaiming” beauty standards. 
You are stuck inside them. You 
cannot reshape something that 
was not yours to begin with.

Without any patriarchal influence 
on perceptions of self, most people 
would not choose to wake up early 
and spend money on makeup. 
Most would not choose to wear 
something that makes them too 
hot or cold. Most people would 
not actively try to change their 
looks through any means, let alone 
undergoing time consuming, 
expensive plastic surgeries in 
the name of “confidence.” These 
choices are inherently irrational 
and contradict our natural 
human instincts to conserve 
resources and actively maintain 
homeostasis.

This logic applies whether you are 
seeking to impress men or not. I’m 
a lesbian, so by definition, I am 
not even trying to cater to men. 
Yet I still shave, wear makeup, 
and put in a decent effort to my 
appearance. Whether I intend 
to or not, my choices, thoughts, 
and behaviors still reflect a world 

governed by men’s perceptions. I cannot escape it. 
And you cannot either.

We spend our entire lives in a patriarchal world; 
thus, patriarchal norms are too embedded in us to 
tell if our choices reflect our genuine free will. We 
have no way of knowing if our choices are truly 
what we want, or rather a method of survival and 
a coping mechanism for our harsh, oppressive 
reality. 

What’s more, things like makeup and plastic 
surgery separate the poor from the rich, reserving 
comfort in the patriarchy to those that can afford 
it. Our decisions do more than just support 
patriarchal beauty standards—they actually 
stratify our gender, creating hierarchies that 
inevitably reserve the highest spot for those with 
the time and money to pursue the male gaze. We 
leave behind low-income women in our quest for 
empowerment. In this way, your feminism lacks 
intersectionality.

By holding us to “girls support girls,” current 
feminists are holding us back from true progress. 
The first step is to acknowledge that we are 
wrong, and subsequently, to recognize that not 
all women’s choices are created equal. It is OK to 
criticize, and push each other to be better.

There is an inherent collective action problem 
within my vision; no one wants to do the “right” 
thing if others aren’t as it would cause us to miss 
out on the benefits that others would continue 
to receive. No one wants to be the only girl not 
wearing makeup or the only girl who doesn’t 
shave her legs. It takes courage to be the first. But 
once someone takes a stand, others follow. I’ve 
started pushing the boundaries by waiting a little 
longer in between shaves. I was only inspired to 
do this because a friend I met last year doesn’t 
shave at all. She gave me the green light, and now 
I’m passing it along in my own way. It’s baby steps, 
and that’s okay. 

We need to continue to work on every feminist 
issue because patriarchal forces compound and 
worsen every aspect of misogyny. So let’s keep 
tackling rape culture, advocating for reproductive 
justice, and increasing body diversity in media. As 
we continue to weaken the patriarchy from every 
angle, our job gets a little easier each time. Be 
brave, and make yourself a little uncomfortable 
every day.

Your Feminism Sucks
Julianne Lempert
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The percentage of teenagers who are sexually active has 
dropped fifteen percentage points since the 1990s. Yet, 
it appears as if sex has never occupied such a prominent 
position in public discourse.

For centuries, most societies viewed sex as inextricably 
tied to the institution of heterosexual, monogamous 
marriage and the intended outcome of reproduction. 
Sex outside of these rigid confines was burdened by 
hyper-stigmatization and an association with the taboo. 
It was only in the mid 1900s, with the birth of the social 
movement of the Sexual Revolution, that sex transcended 
its prior role in society and took on a life of its own as a 
topic worthy of education, discussion, and exploration. 
Such a progression has continued until the present, to 
the point that sex has been normalized as a foundational 
tenet of human fulfillment, and has subsequently been 
commodified into a multi-billion dollar industry. If this 
is the case, why are we having less of it? 

I argue the pendulum has swung too far the other way: 
sexual overexposure has made sex inherently un-sexy. 
Over-intellectualized, over-analyzed, over-shared, and 
fed to us from every channel in every packaging possible, 
sex has been removed from its natural, instinctual origin 
and sanitized into a subject occupying the conceptual 
sphere over the physical. As a result, we are inclined to 
have less of it. 

Discussion of sexuality in its full nuance, complexity, and 
potential consequences has never been so normalized. 
For example, when it comes to gender and sexual 
orientation, all the categories we have constructed 
to vocalize our own identities have become deeply 
integrated into our societal lexicon and incorporated 
in our social customs. Many children as young as 
elementary school are already familiarized with such 
concepts, with some of them even able to articulate 
their own place on these spectrums from an early age. 
Never before have children this young had access to 
these concepts of sexual preference and gender identity, 
which are intrinsically tied to the journey of self-
exploration and development one undergoes within 
a sexual context. On the more direct level of sexual 
activity itself, we’re currently experiencing a revolution 
in how we approach consent and proper sexual conduct. 
With the rise of movements such as #MeToo, and more 
general acknowledgement of how prevalent rape and 

unconsensual sexual encounters are, society has been 
in the process of redefining what the sexual encounter 
should look like in a publicized way. Finally, education 
around sexual health is largely destigmatized. There 
is now little excuse to be uninformed on the proper 
precautions necessary to maintain a healthy sex life, 
and the host of sexually transmitted diseases that we are 
susceptible to if we don’t follow them. 

This newfound openness in discussing sex in many of 
its facets is a generally positive progression. It entails 
that when we choose to have sex, it’s done with more 
intention and approached with appropriate caution. 
Yet, the sheer breadth of ongoing conversation about 
sexual behavior also suddenly makes it impossible 
not to overthink. A dissociation arises between one’s 
self and their role in sexual activity, through this lens 
of incorporating all the factors at play within a sexual 
dynamic, to the extent of being disinclined to have it. It 
would be completely rational, considering the level of 
exposure to the physical and emotional risks of sex, that 
it could even become something to fear. 

Furthermore, the role that the internet and social 
media plays in the decrease in sexual activity cannot 
be underestimated. The internet packages sex and sells 
it to us from every angle imaginable. On social media, 
scrolling through one’s timeline can feel like there is a 
never-ending stream of sex. Meanwhile, anyone with 
internet access can, with a simple google search, uncover 
a plethora of pornography of every genre.. The internet 
also unleashes the potential for the commercial aspect 
of sex to transcend to new heights. Products such as 
lingerie, bathing suits, and hair-removal (just to 
name a few) have gained footholds in social media 
marketing and promote themselves in the usage 
of evocative visual messaging. 

The effect is a desensitization to natural 
sexual desire. The pressure to present 
ourselves within this curated 
domain leaves us feeling 
over-seen—overly-
perceived to 
the extent of 
isolating us further 
from our 
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physical bodies and the actions natural to them. 
Furthermore, we are presented sex in a myriad of 
different forms constantly—all of which share the 
quality of artificiality—removing sex from the real act 
it is and bringing it into this curated, virtual sphere. 
The imagery we are presented is so incredibly diverse 
in what it communicates that it makes connecting to 
our personal, innate sexuality convoluted and difficult 
to disentangle from our perception of what it should 
be. Sometimes, and more so in recent years, the media 
we are fed through branding, social media, and porn, 
presents sex as empowering and superficially attempts 
to mimic its natural, imperfect nature. But more often 
than not the imagery is one of unattainable glamor 
and perfection rooted in unrealistic beauty standards, 
Eurocentrism, and the patriarchy. A good example 
would be examining the contrasting marketing tactics of 
lingerie brands such as Parade versus Victoria’s Secret. 
Parade, a newer, more “in-touch” lingerie brand that has 
grown through social media marketing, sells sexiness on 
the premise of body-diversity and maximal comfort. On 
the other hand, Victoria’s Secret maintains its decades-
old status as the pinnacle of marketed female sexuality 
in the context of fantasy and unrealistic perfection. 
The wealth of narratives promoting conflicting 
messages of what sex and sexiness should look 
and feel like further serves to remove sex from 
the physical act that it is and adds a dimension 
of performativity that makes it a intimidating 
prospect. The Internet and social media 
as a whole creates a chasm between this 
artificial world we have constructed, one 
that is increasingly taking over our mode 
of existence and the physical world 
and the bodies we occupy within 
it, which consequently has major 
implications for 
physical acts like 
sex. 

It’s 

therefore no wonder that sex as an institution has 
shifted under our hyper-connected, technology-driven, 
consumerist society. It has become so exploited in a 
conceptual, discursive, and technological realm that it 
no longer feels like the natural, instinctual act that it 
is. Make no mistake: this article isn’t casting a moral 
judgment on such a progression. Larger discussion 
around sexuality, consent, and sexual health is a positive 
advancement for our society that has been overdue. 

Yet, there is undoubtedly something to be lost in this 
shift. At the end of the day, sex is a beautiful and natural 
experience. Our sexualities are integral facets of what 
makes us human and exploring them is necessary in each 
of our personal journeys of connecting with ourselves. 
The unique way that humans biologically experience 
sexual intimacy with one another entails that sex can be 
an incredibly powerful conduit of richer connections 
and relationships with one another. While that is the 
potential that sex holds, with all of the outside factors 
present in the sexual sphere as a result of sexual hyper-
exposure, it is a potential that many in this generation 

will not fulfill. 

Tali Lebowitsch
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The word “lesbian” is depicted as such a dirty 
term that even queer women shy away from it. 
People argue that it’s “just a word,” citing how 
many also dislike the way “moist” and “panties” 
sound. The difference is that lesbian isn’t just 
a word. Rather, the word lesbian represents an 
entire identity, and villainizing such a word is 
an attack on each individual with that identity, 
not simply the word itself. Reluctance to use the 

term “lesbian” only encourages lesbophobic and 
misogynistic sentiments. 

Queer women face a unique blend of homophobia 
and misogyny that manifests in men seeing them 
as less than, and women seeing them as predators. 
Patriarchy disintegrates when a woman rejects 

male validation and pursues another woman. Les-
bians are not reliant on men to fulfill them sexual-
ly or romantically, which makes them a threat to 
the very existence of the patriarchy. Male pleasure 
remains a central focus of sexual gratification, to 
the point where any relationship without a man 
is demonized. Thus, these men are unable to cope 
with the thought that a woman’s sexuality could 
exist outside of their frame of influence. This phe-

nomenon leads to a negative association with the 
word itself as lesbians are often mocked, and their 
relationships are not taken seriously. 

This disbelief that female sexuality can exist with-
out the male gaze contributes to the association of 
the word “lesbian” with adult content. Thanks to 

Moist, Panties, and Lesbian? 
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the porn industry and unicorn hunters (couples 
looking for a queer woman to participate in a 
threesome), lesbianism is seen as an overtly sexual 
performance manufactured for the pleasure of 
men. Both “Gay” and “Lesbian” are categories 
on porn sites, but lesbian porn was the most 
popular category on Pornhub in 2018, meaning 
that non-lesbians make up a large percentage of 
people who watch it. This contributes to the per-
ception of lesbianism as exhibitionist, as it is only 
accepted if it is part of a performance culminating 
in male gratification. By maintaining the assertion 
that “lesbian” is at its core a sexual word, depraved 
and unfit for family-friendly spaces, we are 
upholding the patriarchal idea that sapphic love 
is dirty in itself. This perception further serves to 
marginalize queer women and isolate them from 
the general idea of stable and happy relationships 
that for so long have been dominated by the het-
erosexual couple. When queer women shy away 
from using lesbian as a label, they only reinforce 
these harmful ideas. 

The Kids’ Choice Awards are a quintessential 
example of how society targets sapphics due 
to the perceived hypersexuality of the lesbi-
an identity. A few years ago, James Charles, a 
beauty influencer, won a Kids’ Choice Award for 
“Favorite Male Social Star.” However, Jojo Siwa 
was not invited to the awards after coming out 
shortly before the event, despite having attended 
multiple times prior. Both public figures are of 
a similar age, have similar degrees of fame, are 
white, and publicly out—yet are treated  com-
pletely differently. Charles’s content was always 
more openly associated with queerness, as people 
generally view men in makeup alongside drag, 
even if they are straight. In contrast, Jojo started 
her career at a younger age and came out later, 
which caused severe backlash. Parents saw her 
coming out as queer as a betrayal of a perceived 
contract between Jojo and her content. In reality, 
Jojo’s sexual orientation has nothing to do with 
her content, but the perception of lesbianism as 
“adult” and inherently sexual fueled the negative 
response she received. The decision to not invite 
her to the Kids’ Choice Awards is an example of 
the manner in which society views lesbians as un-
fit for family-friendly events, even when it is clear 
that queerness in itself is not the issue. 

Many sapphic (non-men attracted to non-men) 
women identify with other words because they 
view lesbian as a less inclusive term. Labels are up 

to each individual, and some labels like “queer” 
may more accurately describe one’s relationship 
with themselves. However, it is undeniable that a 
greater phenomenon of ostracizing the term “les-
bian” is at play. “Queer” may be more inclusive, 
but why is “gay” acceptable while “lesbian” is not?  
Historically, certain groups pride themselves in 
gatekeeping the lesbian label. These groups ex-
clude trans lesbians, asexual lesbians, nonbinary 
lesbians, and any other groups that identify with 
the term because they don’t fit the exclusionists’ 
idealized perception of what it is to be a lesbian. 
They argue that cisgender and heterosexual soci-
ety will not tolerate queer people unless we con-
strict ourselves to fit what they deem as accept-
able. Such ideology only furthers a homophobic 
narrative, meant to force conformity onto a group 
that is inherently against the principle. Queer-
ness rejects traditionalist values, so avoiding the 
lesbian label because of a feeling of exclusion 
only further promotes that very exclusivity, and 
heightens the issue in the long run. 

If everyone who was sexually and romantically 
attracted to women used other terms, lesbian 
would become even more exclusive with time. 
Language is an ever-evolving thing. Broadening 
or adding definitions to existing words is not 
inherently negative or positive. By broadening 
the definition of lesbian to be more inclusive, 
sapphics alike would be fighting against the 
oppressive ideals that divide them. While each 
individual is free to select the label best for 
them, the collective avoidance of the lesbian 
label is harmful. There should be no shame in 
using a label  just because of 
outdated connotations 
enforced by misogynistic 
ideals. Empowerment 
can just as easily lie 
in reclamation of 
specific language as 
in the creation of new 
terms.

Moist, Panties, and Lesbian? 

By Ania 
Mraovic
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The Art of 
ComEdy: 

Youre Supposed to be Offended

Comedians are rhetoricians: they use the creative 
license afforded by their medium to make bizarre 
associations and reveal unique perspectives. It 
is dangerous and controversial by nature, and 
while comics should be mindful of the line drawn 
by society, they should never back down from 
antagonization in their work. Comedy needs to 
remain honest and unfiltered in order to be an 
instrument for cultural change and spark discourse 
in a divided population.

Modern styles of comedy were popularized in 
American media during the mid-twentieth century, 
but comedic institutions have existed for thousands of 
years. From the tragic comedies of ancient Greece and 
Rome to the court jesters of Medieval Europe, satire 
aims to place ideas on pedestals before tearing them 
down, showing us the absurdity of our own actions. 
Joan Rivers and Richard Pryor are both trailblazers 
of their time. In the 60s, Rivers attacked concepts 
that were otherwise forbidden to talk about: gender 
norms, politics, and worst of all—her sex life. Rivers 
and others used the weapon of comedy to transform 
pervasive views of women as passive and quiet. 
Pryor is best known for his comedic storytelling, and 
destigmatizing the African-American experience. He 
discussed race and class, as well as his own struggles 
with addiction and relationships. Both comics 
brought their perspectives to a consumerist American 
media, maintaining an audience that had never held 
the experiences of discriminated groups as worth 
consuming at all. Comedy was essential in providing 
an avenue through which Rivers and Pryor could strike 
real ideological blows to the societal framework that 
held them down, challenging the status quo through 
presentation and subject material that would be off-
limits in any other form of media.

Great comedians drive the genre forward, but 
audiences give their jokes power. Like an artist and 
their muse, the relationship between entertainer and 
entertained is extremely important. It is an agreement 
between two parties to participate in something 
perverse, consenting to mutual antagonization for the 
sake of laughter. This contract is essential for comedy 
to unlock societal awareness and catharsis. Bill Burr 
is famous for roasting a Philadelphia crowd for ten 
minutes straight, as they booed and heckled his act. He 
shredded Rocky Balboa, the Phillies, cheesesteaks, and 
pretty much everything else that could be associated 
with the city. Burr met the mob with the same energy 
they hurled at him. His words were aggressive and 
offensive, yet called for and encouraged by an audience 
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that reveled in his artful expression of Boston rage. The 
cultural relationship between comedy and its subjects 
is symbiotic, and it’s one that necessitates permission to 
use humor as a tool for introspection.

Unfortunately, not everyone laughs at the same 
things. Jokes miss and punchlines are twisted, leaving 
comedians in a line of work that demands contention, 
but punishes them when it’s not the right kind. For 
example, Dave Chappelle has been a prevalent force in 
comedy and modern culture for the past three decades. 
As his fame rose, so did the volatility and seriousness 
of his subject material. Chappelle has been a proponent 
for free speech in his artform, as well as a loud critic 
of the LGBTQ+ movement. In his comedy specials, 
he discusses race, gender, and class in a way that is 
absolutely offensive to many groups: Netflix employees 
staged walkouts, social media grew feverous, and 
Chappelle’s alma mater, the Duke Ellington School of 
the Arts, postponed the renaming of their theater after 
him—people were pissed. 

The comic’s opinions are represented as jokes that 
make arenas erupt in laughter, yet garner massive 
controversy and dissent when discussed in popular 
culture. The question of whether to support a voice 
like Chappelle’s is complicated when some get hurt, 
and others keep laughing. Although his jokes and 
larger message may be misguided and harmful, it is 
the nature of his comedy that should be considered. 
The comedian is brutally honest about his most raw 
thoughts and feelings about society, and while his 
logic may be flawed, so is the world he’s criticizing. 
Chappelle recognizes the biases in his perspective and 
displays it truthfully to the audience. His contention 
sparks discourse amongst the public, offering new 
ideas and deconstructing others. Honest criticism, 
even applied to an idea or movement widely regarded 
as moral and just, like the LGBTQ+ movement, can 
be beneficial to that entity. Refutation strengthens 
arguments and refines the belief systems in our 
communities. 

You do not need to support figures like Chappelle to 
see that their material drives the conversation forward. 
We’re only human, and are not always going to get 
things right the first time. We can’t assume that our 
current ways of thinking are absolute truth. Dangerous 
ideas, even if for the sole purpose of acting as the 
example of what not to do, keep us talking and make us 
decide amongst ourselves where the line should be and 
what that says about us. That is the power of Comedy.
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Something about the “clean 
girl” trend has irked me since 
it began to pop up on my 
TikTok feed in early 2022, but it 
was hard for me to put my finger 
on it at first. The look is centered 
around dewy no-makeup makeup, 
feathered brows, slicked back buns 
cinched in a claw clip, and perfectly oiled and 
glossy hair. The ultimate faux-natural look to entirely 
encapsulate the idea of being “effortlessly beautiful.”

As an avid claw-clip wearer, my first thought was 
that I would kill this aesthetic. However, as I stood 
in front of my bathroom mirror, unable to pull my 
curly, South-Indian hair into a coherent bun, I felt 
transported back to middle school. I remembered 
the times I would break down in tears staring at the 
mirror because no amount of heat could fry my hair 
straight, and I could never seem to get through a 
day in my Roman Catholic School without a teacher 
scolding me for how unkempt my hair looked. It 
always felt like more than just them calling my hair 
messy. They were calling me messy. To be unkempt is 
to be messy, and to be messy is to be dirty. 

The clean girl aesthetic promotes the youthful, 
“model-off-duty” look in which a woman will wake 
up already flawless. Her skin is clear and glowing, her 
hair is silky, and her outfits are meticulously pressed. 
Ignoring the eternal absence of a bad hair day or the 
lack of an urge to ever wear sweatpants, there are 
a handful of issues immediately apparent with this 
ideal: first, it’s impossible. The goal of a “no-makeup 
makeup” look is to appear as though one woke up 
with perfect, dewy skin. To achieve this look, makeup 
artists suggest using at least a dewy primer, a light, 
moisturizing foundation, highlighting concealer, 
contour along the cheeks, nose, and forehead and 

mascara paired with a buffed 
out brown shadow. Top that 

off with a neutral lip liner, 
highlighting liquid blush, and 

some gloss, and you might just 
look “naturally” beautiful enough 

to convince the general population 
that you woke up like that. An hour-

long makeup routine to give the illusion of 
“no-makeup.” I have no problem with this makeup look 
itself—in fact, I start all my makeup looks with a dewy, 
natural base. Rather, my issue lies with the idea that this 
makeup routine represents “cleanliness.” Associating an 
entire makeup look with cleanliness creates the notion 
that we wake up dirty, and we must fastidiously apply 
just the right amount of product in just the right way in 
order to hide our natural dirtiness. This idea is not only 
disingenuous, but it is representative of the overarching 
problem with the clean girl aesthetic as a whole: if 
succumbing to this aesthetic is the only way to be clean, 
then it must be dirty to do anything else—to wear heavy 
makeup or no makeup at all. To have wrinkles in your 
clothes or, God forbid, a visible eye bag. To have thick, 
curly, Indian-girl hair, just like me.

However, the clean girl aesthetic is far more harmful 
than other unattainable beauty standards. It also takes 
its roots in racism and cultural appropriation. 

Search the term “clean girl aesthetic’’ on Google. You 
can count the number of faces of color on one hand. 
The aesthetic is characterized by celebrities that are 
thin, white, and affluent, such as Hailey Beiber or 
Bella Hadid, but the main components of the aesthetic 
capitalize on Latinx and Eastern beauty rituals. Latinx 
people have worn slicked back buns and gold hoops for 
ages, but the second that a white influencer wears it, it 
becomes clean. Similarly, hair oiling takes its roots in 
India as a holistic process of healing and strengthening 
hair, but this process was never labeled as clean until it 



Raina Jain

was done on blonde, European, beach-waved hair. 

As a child, I refused to let my mother oil my hair 
and slick it back into tight braids. Living in a 
predominantly white area, oiling my hair would lead 
to a barrage of comments from my peers, telling 
me my hair looked greasy or wet. When I did it, it 
was strange and different. Now, I see those same 
girls posing with their slicked-back hair looks on 
Instagram, making TikToks of their hair oiling 
routines. When I had oiled hair growing up, it was 
dirty. Then, the white girls did it, and it became clean.
White people have a historical habit of taking 
things that aren’t theirs. From yoga to chai, I have 
seen aspects of my culture Westernized beyond 
recognition until they become “trendy.” However, my 
issue does not lie with non-Indian people practicing 
Eastern spirituality through yoga or oiling their hair 
to strengthen it. I love my culture, and the beauty 
within these routines should transcend cultural 
boundaries and be practiced by anyone who respects 
the origin of the tradition. My issue lies with the 
idea of cleanliness inherent to this aesthetic. Western 
media loves to portray people of color as “dirty,” and 
the clean girl aesthetic suggests that this mentality 
has begun to creep into Gen Z’s culture as well. 
Microtrends continue to capitalize on Eastern culture 
while failing to recognize the origin of the practices 
so integral to each trend. By taking over Eastern and 
Latinx beauty rituals, but re-labeling them as clean, it 
begs the question: if the aesthetic is clean now, what 
was it when it was owned by people of color? 

The aesthetic is not clean—it is exhausting to 
maintain for white girls and utterly impossible for 
the rest of us. It is hours of expensive makeup: it is 
feeding into consumerist microtrends: it is stealing 
from the cultures that created it while also excluding 
these same cultures from it. The idea of cleanliness 
not only carries racist undertones, but also breeds 
exclusivity—by calling one group clean, we call 
another group dirty. The clean girl aesthetic not only 
excludes the same people of color who created it, 
but also breeds further exclusivity by labeling those 
who choose not to participate as unkempt. Unkempt, 
messy, and dirty—just like me. 

Wear gold hoops and oil your hair, but do so with a 
recognition that you are representing the beauty of 
the Latinx and Asian cultures that form the crux of 
the aesthetic. Recognize that you are doing more than 
participating in a silly microtrend—you are utilizing 
holistic practices and beauty standards which have 
been integral to non-White communities for decades, 
even centuries. Most of all, for the sake of every 
person of color who has ever felt dirty for nothing 
more than their own beauty, stop calling yourself 
clean. To be clean is to be perfect, and to be perfect is 
to be impossible. You are just as dirty as the rest of us.
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The American military has a problem. Actually, three. 
Pentagon top brass has been sounding the alarm on 
what appears to be another recruitment projection 
miss for 2022. Then there’s public opinion, with trust in 
the military at its lowest point. Oh, there’s also the fact 
that the Democratic Party’s official 2020 platform calls 
for cutting the Pentagon’s budget. Talk about a storm 
brewing on all fronts.

Luckily for the Pentagon, they have an arsenal of 
strategies they can and have employed to simultaneously 
increase recruitment and approval, the latter of which 
should push elected officials away from decreasing 
military funding. Some of these strategies, such as 
Fleet Week or Blue Angels Air Shows, are entirely 
harmless performances by officers displaying military 
equipment. Others are problematic. Perhaps one of the 
most problematic of those strategies is hijacking movie 
scripts.

Want some examples? Top Gun. Yes, one and two. Don’t 
forget about most Marvel movies, either.

Movies that depict the American military use actual 
equipment in fast-paced scenes. Computer-generated 
imagery (CGI) just doesn’t cut it for these films, even 
though military equipment isn’t readily available. 
Luckily for movie directors, the friendly neighborhood 
Department of Defense (DOD) is happy to help. The 
DOD provides equipment, personnel, and training—for 
mainstream media. But it comes at a cost. 
The DOD takes a cut out of all revenue, and rightfully 
so. After all, they provide valuable insight and necessary 
equipment. But money isn’t the only thing that the 
Pentagon asks for. They also want to see the script. And 
vet it. And control it. 

Released in 1986, Top Gun was the answer to the 
recruitment and public opinion problems the military 
faced as the United States dealt with the aftermath of 
the unpopular Vietnam War. The DOD significantly 
influenced its plot and even changed a main character’s 
cause of death from a fighter jet crash to an ejection 
malfunction. After its release, public opinion and 
recruitment hit an all-time high, no doubt buoyed by 
the heroic actions displayed in the film and the absence 
of violence. Since Top Gun, the DOD has “collaborated” 
with a slew of other popular movies and franchises, 
including X-Men and Wonder Woman.

According to filmmaker Roger Stahl, “the Pentagon and 
[CIA] have exercised direct editorial control over more 
than 2,500 films and television shows” (Stahl). The DOD 
frequently edits scripts to make the events that transpire 
seem more exciting and “cool.” In addition to adding 
scenes that paint service positively, the DOD removes 
scenes with references to torture, death, and PTSD. The 
bottom line? Scripts must be approved by the Pentagon, 
which forces writers to meet their criteria—a “realistic” 
depiction of the military—for approval. What counts as 
“realistic”? Well, according to a 2001 statement by Phil 

Strub, a former Pentagon movie liaison officer, “any film 
that portrays the military as negative is not realistic to 
us.” (Haynes). 

Forcing scripts to portray the military positively 
amounts to lying by omission. Young adults and 
impressionable teenagers, who come to the cinema for 
entertainment, leave with a positive view of the military 
implanted into their subconscious. The propaganda 
predisposes its consumers to enlist, or at the very least, 
influences them to consider it, when they see more 
explicit outreach efforts, such as recruitment booths at 
high schools. In fact, the enlistment boost after Top Gun 
was primarily driven by the presence of recruitment 
booths outside theaters. But these teens acted, for the 
most part, on half of the information. They only saw the 
rosy picture the DOD painted for them, the same thing 
that movie-goers see today. Individuals interested in the 
military should be aware of all the short or long-term 
dangers of enlistment. Instead, they are misled at a 
malleable point in their lives. 

College is a crossroads—important decisions are 
made. We’ve been consuming this media from a young 
age, and going to college in Los Angeles, the world’s 
entertainment capital, means that we are especially 
exposed to these movies. Talk about being in the 
crosshairs (no pun intended) for our entire lives. 
Choosing to serve no doubt comes with benefits, but 
with the potential downsides, it shouldn’t be an easy 
decision. Forming a well-rounded worldview requires 
us to be critical of the institutions around us, but if 
we aren’t careful, these extremely patriotic movies can 
cloud our rational thinking. It’s crucial now, more than 
ever, that we eliminate the predispositions the Pentagon 
has given us. 

A realistic solution could be to increase transparency. 
Perhaps if people knew where the equipment was 
coming from and the extent to which the military 
played a role in the movies they loved, they would be 
less likely to be swayed. However, the American public 
has shown time and again that when they consume 
media, what they see takes the first precedence in their 
minds, and who’s behind it comes a distant second. 
Transparency may help, but I wouldn’t count on it. 

The onus is on the DOD to write more representative 
storylines. The military is an important institution, and 
there are many positives that come with service, but 
there are negatives as well. The DOD should work with 
movie studios to ensure that both the pros and cons are 
realistically depicted. 

As long as there is demand for the action and superhero 
genre, the DOD will be involved. And that’s OK! What’s 
not OK is a one-sided propagandistic story targeting 
millions of unsuspecting teens. Our Department of 
Defense can, and should, do better.
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It is no secret that UCLA students are vocal about 
their ideologies and opinions. I believe that, especially 
within the vernacular on our campus, soft-spokenness 
and weakness have become interchangeable. The lack 
of a lengthy post on social media about any number of 
hot topics or not yelling at others in a public forum are 
seen as acts of cowardice—as not possessing a strong 
ideological voice. 

However, I believe that this narrative should be 
changed: instead of chastising those who keep their 
opinions and beliefs to themselves, we should be 
learning from them. 

Over time, we have been conditioned to determine 
someone’s worth by their visible contributions to 
society, believing these to reflect their intrinsic value. 
On social media we post to be observed, we observe to 
post; in personal interactions, we speak to others and 
impatiently wait until we hear the sound of our voices 
again. We only judge books by their covers, per se.

I believe, though, that the combative girlboss culture 
that has descended upon younger generations can 
halt the exchange of dialogue and ideas. This facade 
of leadership and confidence does not achieve its 
intended purpose of promoting individuality. Instead, 
it causes interpersonal clashes that numb us to the 
voices and opinions of those around us. 

When we are constantly speaking too loudly, we are 
unable to clearly hear the voices of others. If our goal 
is tolerance and acceptance, perhaps it is both wise and 
effective to take moments to catch our breath before 
we continue to utter our endless monologues. 

This argument relies on the fundamental and 
psychological effects of communication. Take, 
for example, one of the most prominent pillars of 
socialization: the parent-child relationship. Studies 
show that parents who repeatedly use aggressive and 
forceful language to communicate with their children, 
especially to correct behavior, often do not achieve 
their desired outcome. If this kind of communication 
is used frequently enough, it incites deep-seated 
anxiety, anger, and aggression within the child. 

The human brain is not wired to respond well to 
confrontation. Instead of being willing to absorb the 
information given to us and becoming motivated 
to change, we shut down. This phenomenon can be 
observed on a chemical level. An article from NAMI, 
the National Alliance on Mental Illness, breaks 
down how frequent hostility directly causes a drastic 
spike in stress hormones and leads to physical and 
psychological tension. Overall, if we are aiming to 
achieve anything of value, simply being louder and 
overwhelming our audience will not get us there. 
The result of aggressive offensive speaking is 
hostility and division, and this will decay any kind of 

interaction. Instead, we should aim for the silence that 
stems from respect. 

We cannot, though, confuse being gentle with being 
passive. 

It is peculiar how soft-spokenness often is associated 
with femininity and submission. 
I am sure that most would quickly think of the 
traditional housewife as a prominent example of 
soft-spokenness: a woman known for expressing 
her affections through noiseless acts of service and 
subservient agreement with her husband. I would 
strongly disagree with this narrative. 

Being gentle has been distorted into being a synonym 
for mindless. We must detach these two terms and 
distinguish them from each other; the implication of 
weakness within soft-spokenness is not only inaccurate 
but offensive to the beautiful complexity of femininity.

Let us redefine a demure temperament as one that 
should be cherished and striven for. 
Truthfully speaking, those who have strong 
convictions yet do not feel the need to constantly 
bombard their peers with a repetitive mantra are the 
people who are the most secure in their worldview. 
They have nothing to overcompensate for and owe 
nothing to anyone. 

I believe that in order for our campus to become a 
breeding ground for acceptance, we should aim to 
listen more than we speak, and only speak when we 
have something valuable to say. We need to make 
room for the perspectives that may not be as accessible 
or prominent, and that means giving up some of our 
speaking time. 

Let me be clear—I am the first to believe that there 
is a time and place for being loud. As someone who 
frequently interacts with politics, it would be irrational 
and unrealistic for me to encourage a lifestyle of 
complacency. I strongly believe that to be a functioning 
member of society, we need to individually form 
opinions and not fear the repercussions of sticking 
with them and making them known. 

However, I also believe that not forcing our 
convictions down the throats of those around us would 
only improve the quality of our interactions and allow 
for more voices to be heard. 

There is a rare beauty in softness. Acceptance of the 
self is the basis of interpersonal communication, so 
when you go to embrace every aspect of yourself, don’t 
neglect that aspect as well.

Julia Torres
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Snap Out of Your 
Daydream and Feel Sad!

Sadness. It’s something that our society desperately 
tries to make us forget. If we failed a test, college 
culture says to go to a party and forget about it. If we 
got broken up with, advertisements and social media 
tell us to buy some pretty new clothes and move on. 
If we’re not feeling particularly cheery, our instinct 
is to go buy a latte and some ice cream to bury our 
sorrows. Everything is reactionary. As soon as you 
feel sad, there is something to be done about it. The 
instant we feel a negative emotion there is a solution, 
or even better, a distraction. 

Our culture glorifies this kind of immediate response 
to sadness to ensure that everyone is happy all the 
time and that everyone who isn’t happy is doing 
everything in their power to become happy. The 
plague of consumerism lies in a population trying to 
avoid sadness, frustration, and all other “negative” 
emotions. Companies bank on this fear of the 
negative because the pursuit of happiness feeds 
impulsivity and irrationality. We are convinced that 
a superficial feeling of happiness is the key to all of 
our life’s woes. We will go anywhere, buy anything, 
and believe anyone, just to relieve ourselves of 
whatever temporary suffering we may be feeling 
at that moment. Advertisements prey on the 
unfulfilled and uncomfortable; the “instant cure” 
or the “easiest way out” is what our society says we 
need. As a result, there will always be the next thing 
that we want, the next product that will solve our 
problems, or the latest technology that will free our 
lives of worry. We are programmed to believe that 
the solution is always just out of reach. Nothing that 
we can get is truly satisfactory. Regardless, feelings 
of sadness or anxiety always come back—because 
happiness isn’t permanent. We try to minimize the 
discomfort, eliminate the problem, and put life back 
in its perfectly happy state of equilibrium. But the 
truth of the matter is, life’s equilibrium is not one 
of uncontrolled happiness. It is equal parts joy and 
sorrow. 

If all humans are inevitably predisposed to feel it—
despite our own best efforts—there must be some 
utility to this villainized emotion of sadness. When I 
say this, I am not speaking about the overwhelming 
depression that some face, but rather the passing 
bad moods intrinsic to human life. Because sadness 
is unavoidable,  we have a responsibility to find the 

good in it. By avoiding sadness, we eliminate an entire 
half of the human experience.  

Researchers and psychologists have discovered that a 
“mild bad mood” is actually beneficial to the human 
experience. A professor from the University of 
California, Berkeley, discovered that a slightly sad mood 
can increase people’s levels of critical thinking, detail-
oriented memory, and motivation. When we are sad, we 
tend to view the world a bit more skeptically. This allows 
us to identify deception with much higher accuracy and 
lose intrinsic biases, such as the fundamental attribution 
error. Avoiding this common pitfall—which causes us to 
relieve ourselves of responsibility while blaming others 
for our circumstances—allows for greater personal 
reflection and potential for improvement. Sadness 
also decreases the halo effect, which causes us to make 
snap judgments about others’ inherent goodness based 
on superficial impressions. For example, we tend to 
instinctively associate someone with an aesthetically 
pleasing appearance with inherent goodness, and vice 
versa. However, when we feel sad, these rose-colored 
glasses fade away, and we have a much more objective 
view of the people and events occurring around us. In a 
way, sadness helps us see the world as it really is. 

When we are caught up in the hamster wheel that 
is the pursuit of endless happiness, we see the 
world through a distorted lens. We view things too 
optimistically, even to the point of irrationality. 
It is only when we are sad that we can see the 
darker realities of our world. That is not to say 
that the world contains no good, but simply that 
everything exists in equilibrium. We are far better 
off acknowledging our harsh realities than forcing 
ourselves to believe in a fictitiously perfect world. 
Sadness allows us to look at people for who 
they are beyond appearances, consider the 
happiness of those other than ourselves, 
and judge the injustices of the world. 
This handle on reality allows us to 
resist impulsivity and make more 
prudent judgments about our 
behavior. It allows us to think 
critically about our selfish impulses 
hidden under the facade of “the 
pursuit of happiness.” Reactionary 
happiness pumps rob people of 
tremendous opportunities for 
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self-improvement. In a transient sad mood, one can 
harness a level of mental acuity that is unparalleled 
by the happy brain. The wisdom of sadness is an 
incredible resource for scrutinizing our surroundings, 
considering our choices, and ultimately improving 
ourselves.

Sadness is also an essential emotion for us to 
experience because it indicates passion. Many of the 
things we do to achieve happiness are empty; they 
are reactionary and come from a place of dreading 
the opposite outcome rather than a true desire for 
the end goal. We do not love the things we do when 
we are chasing constant happiness—rather, we do 
them because it is something to do in order to remedy 
our depression at the moment. Therefore, the things 
that bring us transient happiness are usually zero-
sum games with no loss involved. If the store 
is out of a sweatshirt we 
wanted to buy 
we’ll just find 
another 
one. If 
there 
are 

no donuts at the coffee shop we’ll just have some 
cake—if one party gets shut down we’ll just find 
another. Sadness, however, only occurs when we 
do things that have consequences. It appears when 
we care deeply for something and then lose it, fail 
to accomplish it, or miss out on it. The “delusion of 
endless happiness” is a delusion because it is empty, 
has no tangible meaning, and is fortified with an excess 
of insubstantial reactions as opposed to purposeful 
decisions. A meaningful life comes with inevitable 
tribulation, but only by sitting with that sorrow and 
working through its reactionary suppression, can we 
experience meaning. 

We all need to snap out of our happy daydreams and 
look at the world for what it is sometimes. Scrutinize 
our surroundings without the bias of endorphins 
swarming our brains, and find something of substance 
to hold on to. 

Stop the cycle of reactionary happiness. Pause! Sit in 
your sadness for a while. Look around, and maybe 

you will find meaning in a more real version of 
your world.
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When I was a first-year, I spent Thanksgiving in my 
dorm room. I had consolidated the warmth of the 
holiday into a 15 minute Facetime call with my Dad 
and brothers, which was mostly filled with sentiments 
about how proud of me they were—and how much 
they missed me. I forced a smile during the call. But as 
I hung up and settled in to eat by myself, I felt lost as to 
why, despite wanting to move to Los Angeles so badly in 
high school, I suddenly found myself so unhappy. 

Growing up in a slow, semi-rural town, I thought a 
lot about moving away. I was often told by family and 
the media that if one has the privilege to leave their 
hometown for school, that they should. Movies like 
Legally Blonde taught me to equate leaving home 
with “finding yourself,” and that when you inevitably 
do “find yourself,” you’re a better person to show for 
it. Although it’s indisputable that attending college 
is a privilege—being able to attend an out-of-state 
institution especially—I’ve come to disagree with the 
sentiment that just because you have the opportunity to 
leave home for college, you should.

Going out-of-state for college does give you 
opportunities. It’s an invaluable experience to live  
somewhere different and encounter new and diverse 
perspectives. It’s empowering to try and then succeed 
in building community in a new place, to find a home 
away from home, and to know that you have really 
immersed yourself in a different city’s subculture. If you 
come from a state with a non-academically competitive 
in-state university, it’s true that attending an out-of-state 
school can benefit both your education quality and job 
prospects. Moving away from home generally has a 
positive connotation in terms of personal growth; faced 
with the unknown on their own, out-of-state students 
must adapt and grow out of necessity. 

But is it really true that this newfound self-sufficiency 
makes you a happier and more secure person? Going 
to college in an unfamiliar place does force you to be 
independent, but almost to a fault. Yes, you learn how to 
make new friends and “put yourself out there,” but often 
at the cost of leaving behind long-standing friendships 
and feeling unsupported as a result. Learning how to be 
okay being by yourself can too easily turn into a habit 
of self-isolation, and if you have no close friends or 
family nearby to check in on you, it leaves your mental 
health vulnerable as well. Being out-of-state will make 
you a more self-sufficient person, yet it’s that same 
indispensable independence which may cause you to 
experience additional anxiety. 

We try to justify the extra hardships of leaving home 
with the benefits of growing more as a person; however, 
we tend to forget the fact that it’s also possible to grow 
as a person while going to school locally, or even while 
not going to school at all. Thus, if you are someone 
who values proximity to home, it doesn’t make sense 
to sacrifice your stability for a hyper-idealized personal 

growth opportunity, especially when it can come 
directly at the expense of one’s emotional wellbeing. 

Another pertinent issue is the tuition itself. It is true 
that out-of-state students tend to come from financially 
secure backgrounds which allow them or their parents 
to accommodate the extra cost. However, even with 
the privilege of financial security, paying a significantly 
higher amount of money for a state school can put 
more pressure on the student to succeed academically—
and even socially. The thought of failing out or even 
regretting going out-of-state instead of in-state is 
more daunting when the potentially “lost” tuition 
is considerably higher. The appearance of financial 
security does not always imply that it’s easy for the 
student or their family to pay for out-of-state tuition 
either. And if a student comes from a state without 
strong in-state academic programs, making that 
financial sacrifice can feel essential. 

The solution to this problem lies in our expectations: 
we need to stop hyper-idealizing moving away from 
home in order to make better-informed decisions 
about whether or not to leave. Perhaps one way this can 
manifest is through some honesty.  When out-of-state 
students are asked about their experience, they need to 
give genuine and transparent answers to highschoolers. 
The stigma attached to having a bad time in college 
is a greater problem, but in this context, withholding 
the negative parts of being out-of-state only serves to 
misinform younger students who are considering it. 
These students need to fully understand the challenges 
of being out-of-state in order to know what they’re 
getting themselves into.

I actually don’t regret coming to UCLA as an out-of-
state student, despite this article. As a fourth year, I 
now have friends and communities I wouldn’t trade 
the world for. I’ve found a few mentors and professors I 
really admire in the enormous pool of faculty here. And 
I’m incredibly grateful for the opportunity to learn the 
streets and boba shops of Westwood and Sawtelle. Like 
I said earlier, being able to attend college out of state is 
an enormous privilege. At the same time, I don’t think 
I’ve fully gotten over feeling homesick like I’ve been 
told I would. I still miss my Dad, my brothers, and the 
East Coast. I will spend another Thanksgiving this year 
without them. 

So, while I don’t regret moving to UCLA in the first 
place, given the opportunity to move after undergrad – 
would I leave Los Angeles? Probably, yes.
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Sherlock Holmes and John Watson, Betty Cooper and 
Veronica Lodge, or even Disney’s Luca and Alberto—
every time two same-sex characters get a little too close 
for the “no homo bro!” jokes to be casually laughed off, 
the internet takes aim at studios with its latest popular 
accusation: queerbaiting. 

The term queerbaiting originated in the 1950s, as 
a tactic of politicians who would imply that their 
opponent was gay by using negatively connotated 
euphemisms such as “weak” or “hairdressers,” to 
swing voters to their side. Today, the word is no longer 
associated with obvious attempts at slander. Instead, 
it points to profit-driven corporations that market a 
non-committal level of queerness without the intention 
of meaningful representation. The media attempts a 
Hannah Montana-esque best-of-both-worlds situation 
by attracting LGBTQ+ viewers through queer-coded 
plots, and characters, while side-stepping conservative 
backlash by avoiding explicitly queer storylines. 

Companies are generally good at deflecting queerbaiting 
allegations, brushing off perceived queerbaiting 
relationships as outlandish fan projections and wild 
Wattpad fantasies. While these dismissals are presented 
in a way that may make them seem reasonable, the 
allegations are often warranted and the companies at 
fault. Media corporations could drastically reduce the 
number of queerbaiting accusations leveled at them 
by including well-executed LGBTQ+ characters and 
relationships in their media. As consumers, it is well 
within our right to protest queerbaiting and inaccurate 
representation, as oftentimes it is this protest that leads 
to meaningful change in writers’ rooms. 

However, in recent times, the term queerbaiting has 
had its focus turned from fictional characters to real-life 
celebrities. Harry Styles, Billie Eilish, and Ariana Grande 
are among many big names accused of appropriating 
queer culture to entice a more diverse audience. Straight 
celebrities “acting gay” while maintaining plausible 
deniability in front of conservative fans is infuriating. 
There is so much history behind queer styles and slang, 
and so many hardships endured by those who explicitly 
identify with LGBTQ+ labels. When stars who are not 
part of the community profit off of the shiny, cherry-
picked facets of queer culture they’ve adopted, it is 
unearned and dismissive. 

But the whole argument against celebrities queerbaiting 
rests on the unreliable assumption that they are, in fact, 
not queer. 

The underrepresentation of the queer community forces 
a harsh spotlight onto those who reveal that part of their 
identity. Because of this, a closeted celebrity might not 
want to immediately come out, instead dropping hints 
of queerness to gauge an audience’s reaction—a sort 
of testing the waters. However, onlookers turn these 
hints into weapons held at the throats of the figure in 
question, pressing for a confession. 

Kit Connor, a teen starring in Netflix’s Heartstopper, 
was bombarded with queerbaiting accusations this April 
after portraying a bisexual character on screen. People 
claimed that it was unfair of him to play a bisexual 
character without being openly bi himself, that he 
wasn’t “feminine” enough to portray a queer character, 
and that him holding hands with a girl was damning 
evidence of queerbaiting. 

Connor had never publicly labeled his sexuality, and 
might not have known it at the time. The assertion 
that he was queerbaiting because he did not look “gay 
enough” to be closeted assumes that everyone in the 
LGBTQ+ community must behave a certain way, or 
else their identity is invalid. The queer community 
prides itself on celebrating everyone for who they are, 
promoting freedom of expression, and providing a safe 
space with understanding allies. We can’t claim to be 
an open, welcoming community if it’s restricted to only 
those who fit certain stereotypes. 

This overwhelming level of scrutiny explains why more 
celebrities aren’t willing to discuss their sexuality, as it 
invites even more unneeded speculation and judgment 
from bystanders. These objections are invalidating and 
hurtful, and incredibly difficult to dispute from inside 
the closet. Unfortunately, Connor, like other celebrities 
before him, realized that outing himself was the only 
way to adequately refute queerbaiting rumors. He did 
exactly that last November, turning what should have 
been a prideful and celebrated moment into a bitter 
refutation of online harassment.

The hyperfocus on celebrities and their sexuality is 
a result of the general public not seeing them as real 
people. But this doesn’t make their queer hinting 
the same as a popular show holding out on a queer 
relationship. A person’s life is not a commodity for us to 
be entertained by, and someone’s sexual identity is never 
something we are entitled to. 

Sadly, all of this is the unfortunate result of a lack 
of mainstream queer icons. Representation-starved 
audiences flock to these unlabeled influencers and 
celebrities, speculating about their sexuality, frantically 
overanalyzing every “hint,” and begging for explicit 
confirmation. Having superstars with direct ties to 
the community would certainly bolster LGBTQ+ 
representation, so it comes as no surprise that queer 
people are intent on finding someone with prominence 
who shares their experience. 

However, instead of pushing celebrities who haven’t 
specified their sexuality to do so, or shaming them for 
not being open, we should embolden those who have, 
showing them our love and support, and advocating for 
genuine queer representation in the media. Hopefully, 
by fostering a culture of acceptance and celebration, 
we can encourage more queer artists and entertainers 
to come out on their own terms, not because they feel 
pressured to, but because they desire to.
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The American entertainment industry wants you to 
believe they support diversity. The movie theaters are 
playing a superhero movie with an Asian lead. Netflix 
is showing you an ad for a high school comedy about 
Indian Americans. But despite this industry’s supposed 
eagerness for diverse characters and stories, there’s a 
pattern to the type of representation seen in blockbuster 
movies and bestselling novels with Asian and South 
Asian characters. These pieces of media are almost 
always about race and culture. 

“Wait,” you might be saying to yourself, “you’re saying 
that stories about race and culture are bad?” 

Well, no. Focusing on race and culture can certainly 
elevate specific stories about minority characters—it’s 
just that, right now, most big-budget works use these 
elements as more of a gimmick than anything else. For 
example, look at Marvel’s Shang-Chi and the Legend 
of the Ten Rings or Netflix’s Never Have I Ever. Even 
though Shang-Chi is a superhero film and Never Have 
I Ever is a typical high school comedy, the first thing 
that comes to many viewers’ minds when thinking 
about these pieces of media is that they have Asian and 
South Asian leads. This isn’t because the characters are 
clearly Asian, it’s because these stories have made sure to 
emphasize repeatedly that these characters are “ethnic” 
and “foreign” and should be viewed as such. 

Many popular films and television shows featuring Asian 
leads today are riddled with stereotypes that tie back to 
the orientalism seen in film and television in the early 
1960s. The fact that Shang-Chi’s superpowers revolve 
around foreign martial arts and mystical “Asian” powers 
mirrors a common theme found in Western media 
over the past decades: Asian characters are portrayed as 
mysterious and exotic in order to attract inquisitive white 
audiences. Even though one could argue that the cultural 
aesthetic in Shang-Chi brings a unique atmosphere to 
a superhero film, it raises the question as to why this 
cultural aspect is deemed necessary in the first place. 
Why is one of the few Asian-American superheroes 
in media predominantly defined by his ethnicity? Can 

he not simply be a successful superhero 
like his white counterparts, without the 
focus on culture? This same situation 
is found in Netflix’s Never Have I Ever, 
another piece of media where the main 
character is defined by their cultural roots. 
The television show, which became a hit 
in 2020 for being one of the first teen 
comedies featuring an Indian-American 
lead, relies heavily on cultural stereotypes, 
often for comedic effect. Even though 
Never Have I Ever has been praised for 
its frequent references to Indian culture, 
it is still one of the many shows that 
perpetuates the idea that South Asian 
Americans are unpopular teenagers, incompetent at both 
social and romantic relationships, and controlled by 
“Tiger Mothers” with oppressive parenting styles. This 
is yet another piece of media that raises the question as 
to why each work featuring Asian leads must have this 
overt use of culture and race. Why does Never Have I 
Ever feel the need to mention the ethnic roots of its lead 
in every episode? Why must the focus be on the main 
character’s South Asian-ness rather than her relatability 
as a teenager? 

The answer to all of these questions is clear: it’s 
because much of mainstream media features a diluted, 
stereotypical version of Asian culture that aims to 
fascinate and charm non-Asian audiences. The cultural 
overtones in blockbuster films like Shang-Chi and 
hit TV shows like Never Have I Ever are not proper 
representation; they are marketable diversity. In the 
entertainment industry, minority stories are viewed as 
irrelevant unless the cultural aspects can be promoted as 
unique gimmicks unavailable for white characters. Even 
though these films and television shows centered around 
Asian characters may have minority creators at the helm, 
it is clear that the influence of executives and studios 
cater to white audiences who indulge in foreign culture. 

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that there are works 
that offer genuine representation for Asian-Americans. 

What’s Onscreen: Ideal 
Representation or 

Marketable Diversity?



There are plenty of independent films where Asian 
culture is the focus of the work yet, unlike mainstream 
and blockbuster media, these works create nuanced 
characters and portray a non-stereotypical version of 
culture, such as The Farewell (2019). The independent 
studios behind these films do not have the same revenue 
ambitions as major studios, so the minority creators are 
offered far more freedom in terms of story and can create 
far more accurate cultural representation. There is also 
media in which Asian culture is carefully utilized as a 
singular aspect of its plot and characters, while relying 
on a complex story that does not overtly use culture 
to disguise shallow writing. A notable example of this 
is Everything Everywhere All At Once (2022), which 
features Asian culture, but not at the expense of creative 
storytelling. In this film, race is not the defining factor 
of the work; even though Asian culture is utilized to 
create complex characters, audiences likely leave the film 
thinking of the unique story and touching themes. 

When it comes to addressing societal issues, however, 
there’s the question as to whether issues like proper 
Asian representation in the American media industry 
are the ones in most dire need of addressing. Sure, 
Asian American characters are portrayed as slightly 
stereotypical in popular media—so what? Well, when we 
think about the intended audiences of this media, the 
characterizations of Asian Americans onscreen can easily 
create detriments offscreen. Media like action movies 

and high school comedies are directed at teenage and 
young adult audiences, with a certain portion having 
had limited experiences with different ethnic groups 
before college. When a piece defines an Asian-American 
character solely by their race and culture, it mystifies 
Asian-Americans as a whole, making these groups 
seem unalike to “normal” Americans. These films and 
television shows exist as many young people’s first 
impressions of certain races and, by pushing the rhetoric 
that Asian-Americans are “ethnic” and “foreign,” these 
mainstream pieces of media allow young people to enter 
college and adulthood with the perspective that non-
white Americans are inherently different.

Through the eyes of the American media industry, 
minority characters are not viewed as multifaceted 
beings; their race and culture are marketed as defining 
character traits surpassing all others. By constantly 
pushing for POC characters to have stories that focus on 
race and culture, the mainstream media industry fails to 
deliver proper representation; representation that reflects 
how minorities are more than just their ethnic roots. 
Maya Vibhakar
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Not the Effect, 
but the Cause
Jessica Phung



What do you want to be when you grow up? I simply 
want to be happy. For the first half of my teenage years, 
I kept this answer close to my heart with the belief that 
there was enlightenment in this life path. I sought it out 
unknowingly, crippling myself as I faced the trials of life 
as a wide-eyed girl full of optimism. 

It’s not to say that now, I am optimism’s antagonist, 
but I find great naivety in my past self and those that 
continue to perpetuate their lifelong goal as “happiness.” 
Adversity excludes no man, and in facing these ceaseless 
tribulations, how is it possible that the belief of this 
unattainable ideal still haunts us? To just be happy is one 
of the greatest wild goose chases of mankind. Pattern 
recognition, problem-solving and detecting outliers are 
innate human traits. The type of happiness we discuss 
reflects a kind of permanent state of mind, but our 
nature as humans, instinctually and neurobiologically, 
could never allow for this. How could we ever be in a 
state of uninterrupted happiness if we’re designed to 
look for problems, solve them, and then find new ones 
to fix?

Scientific articles that seek to quantify and assess 
happiness in the brain repeatedly ease into the 
conversation by first stating that happiness is highly 
subjective. They warn that data and research is tragically 
limited. Essentially, we don’t know what we are 
measuring. Researchers look at different active brain 
regions, but it’s not possible to trace their functional 
connectivities. In other words, our brains have 
circuits much like a computer, but how can you trace 
something that arises out of the hardware and exists as 
an experience? It embodies the intimacy of a dream in 
that the experience, in all of its essence, belongs solely 
to the individual. No matter how hard you tried, you 
could never quite share the experience of a dream. This 
is also the case when we attempt to translate happiness, 
sadness, anger or any other feeling on the spectrum of 
human emotion. That’s what it is. Happiness is but an 
emotion and you cannot be an emotion.

Neuroscientists are constantly looking for some kind 
of tangible explanation for happiness, but happiness is 
nature, completely subjective and ineffable. There are 
limitless studies of certain active brain regions, specific 
neurotransmitters (like dopamine and serotonin), and 
thoroughly traced neural pathways.  
Regardless, it is pure objectivity—all based on 
observation and recorded data. The concept of pleasure 
and happiness is not one that is very established or 
standardized.

In a myriad of ways, these points go hand in hand.
Our society, ethics and morals are constructed in 
binary components. Love and hate. Right and wrong. 
One or the other. Naturally, we are inclined towards 
the component that grants us pleasure but we’re 
so set on one over the other that we inflict pain on 
ourselves when we feel its lack. We allow ourselves to be 
consumed by this sense of lack and then we mourn and 

say, “I just want to be happy.” Unfortunately, happiness 
lies on an opposing end, sitting criss-crossed applesauce 
right in front of sadness. It is a pair. And it is far from 
permanent. While we’re not capable of expanding, say, 
the frontal lobe, we can forge new neural pathways and 
connections.  

Start by recognizing there’s always an intermediary 
in these constructs: in between the experiences of 
happiness and sadness, we can place ourselves simply 
as observers—outsiders that are just watching and 
reflecting. We are accustomed to giving fate the power 
of being our master when we are rather two partners in 
such a relationship. 

I’d like to think that the human condition is not a battle 
between us and the uncontrollable. It’s a lesson learned 
through reflection and acceptance. If it is indeed a war, 
it is won by peace. Meditating on the manner in which 
we respond to such circumstances brings us closer to 
manifesting and exuding our own peace—the singular 
possession that can never be stolen or perverted. It is 
a challenge to our inherent vulnerability to external 
realities and it cannot be satisfied by superficialities, as 
happiness and sadness are. 

As students of incredible ambition and exceptional 
capability, this philosophical truth is a rude awakening. 
What happens when you bomb an essay, miss your mark 
on a test, throw a class? We shut down, tell ourselves 
we’re not good enough and fall into an existential 
crisis. Do I even belong here at UCLA? We question 
our majors and passions. The moment we’re thrown off 
our projected plan, everything is seemingly impossible 
for us. We are so vicious in our self-pity. While we 
ultimately climb out of this hellhole, we have already 
forced so much suffering upon ourselves. It is not 
sustainable. At this point in our lives, we’re tasked with 
figuring out who we are as individuals whilst collectively 
journeying through turbulence. We cannot be chipping 
away at our passions and souls in response to inevitable 
adversities. Our future is not determined by things that 
happen to us. We’re not the effect, we are the cause. 

To build a mechanism for ourselves in which we are 
able to find peace regardless of externalities, grants 
a precious freedom from fate’s grip.  As we continue 
to sway back and forth like ragdolls in the hands of 
circumstance, eventually, not even the simplest forms 
of happiness will be available to us. This is different 
from idleness. The ambition we have makes us great and 
peace does not seek to diminish this. In fact, it frees us 
and launches us forward in a way that is unperturbed by 
anything occurring outside of our own agency. It refines 
our drive and motivations to be solely of our own 
volition. Write, meditate, and simply think a little more. 
Bathe in the discomfort of your realizations. To reach 
our extraordinary potential, self-reflection is painfully 
necessary to find the truest of beauty and love—
untainted by a sense of lack or desire. We deserve this. 
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Life in a 
Manicured 
World

Fiona Perkocha



How can we flourish in a world where the halls are 
straight and the hedges are square? The meticulous 
gardening and brutalist architecture of human design 
have dramatically restricted our view of the world. 
In our attempt to tame nature, we have set ourselves 
above the environment, thus confining ourselves 
within our remarkably planned-out creations. This 
forced separation from the natural world hinders our 
creativity and adaptability. For the growth of society, 
the development of the individual, and the protection 
of the planet, it is necessary to escape this manicured 
world, and harmonize with the unpredictability of 
nature.

Modern architecture isolates individuals from 
the outdoors, keeping us locked in cement boxes. 
This phenomenon is present throughout UCLA’s 
campus. The botanical garden, an area praised for 
its biodiversity and serenity, is physically fenced off 
from the rest of UCLA campus. The Tongva steps, 
the sculpture garden, the sunken garden… although 
advertised as oases to connect with raw nature, 
they are meticulously up-kept and deliberately 
centered around concrete paths that carve straight 
through them. Plants are scrupulously placed to 
produce a pseudo-Garden of Eden. Manual laborers 
continuously mow the grass and blow leaves to ensure 
we, the UCLA student body, are never subject to the 
ugliness of nature. By gardening in such a manner, we 
forget that we genuinely thrive when working with 
natural processes rather than fighting against them. 
We eliminate all imperfections in our surroundings 
to force nature to be what we consider convenient or 
beautiful. In doing so, we ignore that inconsistencies 
are necessary for cultivating a unique and bountiful 
world. 

The natural world’s influence on creativity is clearly 
depicted in the work of writers like Henry David 
Thoreau and artists like Georgia O’Keefe. In Walden; 
or Life in the Woods, Thoreau intentionally escapes 
society to find man’s purpose. The juxtaposition 
between human lifestyle and unkempt nature allows 
Thoreau to make new connections and synthesize a 
series of conclusions about how humans live. A study 
by Kathryn Williams and Kate Lee (2018) explores 
the idea that mind-wandering works with attention 
restoration to promote creativity when one is outside. 
Mind wandering, defined as internal thinking 
unrelated to any task, allows for the spontaneous 
formation of associations between two ideas. Because 
one is exposed to a greater variety of plants and 
phenomena in true nature, the associations and 
ideas derived are more original, thus allowing for the 
production of work like O’Keefe and Thoreau’s. 

Western design removes the unpredictability of 
nature from our daily lives. This is epitomized by 
the skyscraper, where employees are isolated within 
cubicles on floors hundreds of feet from the ground, 
physically elevated above nature. Consequently, 
such architecture reinforces a stringent standard 
of beauty which excludes natural imperfection. 
Constantly being surrounded by man-made 
structures and manufactured nature exacerbates the 
familiarity effect. First coined in the 19th century by 
German psychologist Gustav Fechner and English 
psychologist Edward Titchener, the effect describes 
the phenomenon in which people prefer things 
merely because they are familiar with them or have 
been frequently shown said things. As a result, one 
may become uncomfortable with anything that strays 
from the Western standard they are accustomed to. 
To break this discomfort, it is essential to be exposed 
to the fluctuations within nature: how branches fall, 
how the wind rustles the leaves, and how water flows. 
These seemingly insignificant moments can broaden 
one’s perspective and are a microcosm for growth. 

Being separated from the natural methods of the 
world is truly damaging to human development. The 
intrinsic evolution of nature causes ecosystems to 
adapt quickly and be ever-changing. Human design 
isolates us from observing how an ecosystem works. 
When there is a wildfire, plants may temporarily be 
destroyed, but the ecosystem adjusts and eventually 
restores itself. On the contrary, man-made structures 
have no method to rebuild themselves. When trapped 
inside concrete buildings, we lose any opportunity 
to observe growth. It is crucial to break out of these 
structures and surround ourselves with nature to learn 
the natural approach to adapt and thrive. 

Our pursuit of taming nature suggests that we view 
ourselves above the environment. We set ourselves 
literally and figuratively outside the ecosystem 
through our confining architectural choices. 
This becomes problematic, especially as Earth is 
drastically degrading. If we were truly immersed in 
the ecosystem, we would see the immediate effects 
of human actions and be concerned about inflicting 
damage. Since we rejected our role in protecting the 
environment, we now face the consequences. 

To mitigate the effects, we must consciously attempt 
to seek authentic nature. And for our development, it 
is vital to recognize the boundary we have built with 
nature and to break it.
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10 Things I Hate 
About You 

(And the Rom-Com
 Genre)

Romantic comedies have been and always will 
be my favorite genre. When the boy realizes she 
was always the one for him and offers a speech 
jam-packed with cliches, inside jokes, and 
miniscule details about her smile that nobody 
would ever realistically notice, the cynical reality 
of the world right now falls away. Whatever the 
situation, I can always just wrap myself up in a 
blanket of perfect timing and unrealistic grand 
gestures and let the cliches breathe life back 
into me. I grew up watching rom-coms, but 
even now, I still find comfort in watching Mila 
Kunis get her Prince Charming in the form of 
a mediocre white boy who doesn’t deserve her 
(Justin Timberlake). 

As much as a cure all rom-coms are, they don’t 
come without their fair share of issues. I, for one, 
have never been in a relationship. Now this may 
stem from a number of factors: my unnerving 
sarcasm, my inability to text anyone back, my 
reluctance to leave my bedroom. However, I 
am not the only person to struggle with this. 
At my age, my mom had dated several guys, 
but I would estimate about 80% of my friends 
have never been in a relationship, and I would 
bet good money that most people my age can 
relate. So, the problem must not lie with me, but 



  
10 Things I Hate 

About You 
(And the Rom-Com
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instead with The Rom-Com Effect.
The rom com sold us the idea of “the chase” 
and we bought it. My expectation of love 
in high school was some long, drawn-out 
flirtation brought to a climax by a wacky 
situation like fake dating or a very convenient 
drunken kiss. But relationships don’t work like 
that. In the real world, you meet a person and if 
you like them, you ask them out: no tension, no 
flirtation, no will-they-wont-they—no chase. 
And I don’t know about you, but I can’t do that. 

Because what I’ve been chasing after for my 
entire life hasn’t been a relationship, it’s been 
a romance. A relationship is a partnership 
between two people where yes, you are loved, 
but you also love in return. And yes, it’s 
romance, but it’s not a Romance. A partner 
is a best friend you kiss. But that’s not what 
rom-coms sell. What rom-coms sell is self-
importance. 
In these movies, the guy loves the girl so much 
he memorizes her favorite foods and the way 
that her eyes scrunch a little bit when she lies. 
He loves how she itches her nose when she’s 
nervous and how her face always looks vaguely 
bitchy except when she sees him and it lights 
up. But that’s not a lover, that’s a disciple. What 
rom-coms sell is the idea of being significant, 
of having someone notice all your little quirks 
because you are the center of their world. 
We all want to be seen and noticed and to be 
told that this great big struggle of living has a 
purpose, because we have a purpose—because 
we are special. We all want to be swept off our 
feet, but we aren’t as interested in doing the 
actual sweeping. 

Unlike so many experiences in life, romantic 
love is not something that can be taught to us 
in the traditional sense. All the basics of being 
a human are taught to us in school or by our 
parents, but romantic love can only be taught 
by experience, and that experience is given to 
us with age.
Back during the Vietnam War, the only people 
that ever truly experienced the war were the 

people that were in the war. Nonetheless, the 
American people felt like they knew exactly 
what the war was like because they saw the 
footage of it on TV. So, when details of the real 
war were released, citizens were shocked. They 
saw the footage; they thought they knew what 
the war was like. So how did they miss this? 

Because they only knew a hyper-reality. 
The version of the war that they saw on the 
TV became reality to them, but TV can be 
manipulated, and what they thought they knew 
was not what was really happening. 
Rom-coms have given us a hyper-reality of love. 
Instead of learning what romance was naturally, 
we grew up on this hyper-reality of what love 
should be. And the “love” we see on screen is not 
love, but worship. It’s a man who will watch your 
every move with rapt attention and make you 
feel like the center of the world. Rom-coms sell 
a way to feel seen and special in a world of so 
many other people who are special. 

One essay calling out rom-coms is not going to 
change the internalized message of self-serving 
love. Telling you to stop watching rom-coms 
would accomplish nothing, as the message is 
too deeply ingrained in our identities to be 
untangled now. So, I have no call to action, 
no grand solution. Instead, I’ll leave you with 
this: do you want to be in love, or do you want 
to be loved? And if that question is making 
you do some soul-searching that makes you 
uncomfortable, cheer yourself up with a nice 
rom-com. 

Happy watching!

Julia Rose
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