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Human DNA and Genetic Influence on 

Human Evolution 

 

1. Introduction 

 There are wide differences between human beings, early hominids, and other lower 

species in terms of behavior, physiology, and anatomy.  Although much progress has been made 

in understanding the genetic basis of human and animal evolution, the genetic basis of human-

specific traits remains a mystery due to the complexity of humans and our unique build.  The 

influence of the environment on human evolution and the socio-cultural influence on human 

evolution still remains to be fully sequenced.  Comparative studies on the genome sequence of 

humans with early hominids and other animals have been conducted in order to understand the 

human-specific traits that distinguished human beings from their early hominid relatives and 

allowed humans to evolve while other hominids from around the same era became extinct 

(McLean et al., 2011).  This paper will discuss the genetic evolution of early hominids and the 

evolutionary advantages that such evolution conferred to Homo sapiens that allowed them to 

survive and replace the earlier hominids.  Genetic information of early hominids, animals, and 

the genetic basis of human-specific traits will be investigated to understand the evolution of 

human-specific traits and how these traits enhanced human evolution by furthering deviation 

from prior hominids.  The “Out of Africa” theory will be used to conceptualize the impact of 

socio-cultural influences, which are born out of human-specific traits that have led to the wide 

diversity in human populations via coexistence and migration. 

 

2. The “Out of Africa” Theory and DNA 

 The “Out of Africa” theory asserts that modern humans evolved from early Homo in 

Africa and then spread throughout the world to regions such as Asia and Europe.  According to 

this theory, the early Homo ancestors interbred with other hominids living at the time and 

acquired characteristics that afforded them a forced evolutionary advantage or adaptive strategy 

that led to increased survival, later known as natural selection based upon variation.  This feat in 

the species of Homo led to the extinction of other hominids that coexisted with them that could 

not make the same evolutionary genetic adaptations (Laland, Odling-Smee, & Myles, 2010).  
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Evidence for the “Out of Africa” model comes primarily from genetic studies of early hominid 

and human populations since the fossil record does not contain extensive evidence before the 

advent of agriculture due to most early materials being highly decomposable. 

 McLean et al. (2011) pointed out that advancement in genomic comparisons provide 

explanations for the divergence of human populations and socio-cultural differences.  They 

conducted a study on accelerated base pair changes, non-coding sequences, and changes in 

amino acids of the macaque species and found that deletions of deleterious or extraneous genetic 

material occurred in Homo that did not occur in other primates and early hominids.  Their 

research found that 37,251 sequences that are present in ancient primates were deleted from the 

human genome.  Such deletions are conserved in existing primates and could have, therefore, 

been instrumental in the subsequent evolution of genotypic and phenotypic traits that are specific 

to humans.  McLean et al. (2011) also pointed out that such deletions and alterations could have 

had regulatory utility since they increased the viability of subsequent emergent species without 

having an undesirable effect. 

 The mechanisms that fostered such deletions can be understood through DNA 

investigations of diverse populations since they occupy diverse geographical regions that 

possibly were a derivative of the cause for such deletions.  Diverse geographical regions and the 

differences in socio-cultural aspects in human populations could have led to the conservation and 

deletion of specific genetic material that was useful or deleterious to the survival in the diverse 

geographical regions; such an example would be the human disease mutations modern human 

bodies create to combat other diseases.  Laland, Odling-Smee, and Myles (2010) posited that 

socio-cultural influence produced quantitative and qualitative deletions and conservations that 

are specific to particular geographic regions.  For example, the gene FOXP2 can lead to the 

detriment of the capacity for language if mutations occur in this gene, and, therefore, it was 

deleted to ensure that language developed among human populations as opposed to other 

hominid groups.  Gene deletions also led to cultural changes due to changes in morphology that 

created human-specific traits, such as a less powerful bite in descendants, as seen in specimens 

such as Paranthropus Aethiopicus, where a sagittal crest was a dominant trait that solely 

supported the lower mandible.  Such a deletion is the MYH16 that was deleted in hominids 

around 2.4 million years ago (Kimball, 2014), leading to a reduction in the jaw muscle and 



T h e  C o p p e r  P e n n y  |  8  

 

 

 

 

subsequently making the human body unable to form the protein needed to maintain the muscle 

contractions in the jaw, resulting in a less powerful bite.  The researchers suggested that changes 

in the human genetics, such as the MYH16, resulted in the need to make eating a less tedious 

task and spurred cultural beginnings such as cooking, which could have led to other changes that 

increased the potential of human evolution and created human-specific traits that vary across 

geographical regions. 

 Burbano et al. (2012) offered further corroborative DNA evidence that shows that 

specific changes in the human genomes through deletion and conservation created divergence in 

human populations through geographic and socio-cultural influences.  Changes in the functions 

of specific gene sequences could have led to the divergence of Homo sapiens from other 

hominids.  The researchers studied human accelerated regions (HARs) and found that human 

functions could have influenced gene mutation and conservation.  The accelerated conservation 

and deletion of genetic sequences are unique in humans since similar genes observed by the 

researchers in other species, such as rhesus macaques and mice, are conserved but do not have a 

corresponding gene expression in terms of genotypic or phenotypic functions.  Why the human-

specific traits that enhanced the survival of Homo sapiens did not enhance the survival of other 

hominids still remains to be explained, although genetic evidence provides clues to this issue. 

 Fu et al. (2012) have studied the genetic relationships of modern humans and early 

hominids to try to answer this question.  Morphologically similar hominids did not survive, 

which could be due to the lack of the human-specific genetic alterations whether through 

variation or gene mutation through generations of genetic frameshifting.  The researchers posited 

that Homo sapiens had a diversity and acceleration in gene sequence development that was not 

apparent in the other hominids.  In addition, the hybridization of early modern humans with other 

hominids could have added to the diversity and variation of Homo sapiens through interbreeding, 

which gave Homo sapiens and other early Homo additional genetic sequences that increased 

their capacity to survive in different regions based on survival need.  An example of this would 

be how the skin pigmentation remains darker on humans who inhabit very hot, arid, and sun-

exposed areas but remains lighter on those in other geographical regions where direct sun 

exposure is not as potent. 
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 Callaway (2011) conducted a review of literature on interbreeding between “early 

modern humans” and other hominid species and found that advantageous gene sequences could 

have been acquired in the process.  These sequences also explain some of the genotypic 

variations in humans found in Asia, Africa, and Europe.  For example, the HLA genes are 

numerous in Asia and Europe but are scant in Africa since interbreeding could have occurred on 

different scales in different regions.  This shows that hominids contributed to the diversity and 

the development of human-specific traits, such as immunity to diseases.  A strong example is 

that of the measles that could have led to the increased potential for survival of Homo. A specific 

component of the human genome is also instrumental in understanding human diversity, which is 

the Mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA).  Mitochondrial DNA offers the best evidence for explaining 

human evolution since it has a high rate of mutation due to variation introduction or 

frameshifting, does not recombine, is inherited from the mother’s side, and has a high copy 

number.  

 

3. Mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) 

 The characteristics of Mitochondrial DNA can provide evidence for the emergence of 

diversity among human populations and the replacement of early hominids by Homo erectus and 

later Homo Sapien.  The high copy number and the high rate of mutation could have made the 

evolution of modern humans occur faster than the evolution of other hominids, giving modern 

humans an evolutionary advantage over other hominids through what is known as the 

evolutionary pulse theory.  The rapid mutations could occur in the genetics of Homo in large, 

rapid bursts that are caused by environmental stimulation and the requirement for adaptation.  

The rapid mutation of the mtDNA can account for the emergence of differences in the Homo 

populations as the populations diverged and spread across different environments, therefore 

evolving differently and possibly encountering interbreeding amongst other classifications of 

early hominids that brought on changes in offspring genetic code that would then be introduced 

into the genetic pool of other hominids through reproduction. 

 According to Kopp et al. (2013), gene diversity is instrumental in making the genetic 

sequence susceptible to alterations, such as deletions and conservations.  The diversity of the 

mtDNA is malleable enough for selection processes, such as functional changes, socio-cultural, 
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and geographical, to create diversity within a population and spread through means of genetic 

drift.  Changes in behavior can also lead to changes in the genetic sequences that confer with 

evolutionary advantages.  Kopp et al.’s study of female-biased gene flow in baboons provides 

some evidence that the mtDNA in Homo sapiens might have one of the greater determinants of 

the evolution into the diversity that is apparent in humans.  The researchers stated that a 

dispersed population has higher levels of gene flow, and, therefore, behavior can easily act to 

create differences in the genotypic and phenotypic characteristics of the dispersed populations. 

 The “Out of Africa” theory shows that Kopp et al.’s (2013) studies of gene flow in 

baboons are reflective of the divergence that occurred among early Homo sapiens initially in 

Africa and later as they spread in other regions of the world.  The African populations exhibit the 

greatest diversity in terms of socio-cultural practices, and, therefore, the diversity based on 

influence of gene flow by behavior overwhelmingly confirms the “Out of Africa” theory and 

adds to the concrete evidence on the emergence of diversity and its evolutionary advantages in 

Homo.     

 There are, however, some problems in genetic studies concerning human evolution, 

which may inflict concerns for the results of data being collected and analyzed; therefore, they 

are important to note.  Pennisi (2006) considered in the genomic studies of fossil records and 

finds that there is a lot of divergent views on the mixing and interbreeding of modern humans 

and other human populations along with other theories with some evidence to support that our 

relative ancestors may have evolved in other regions near or around the time of those in Africa.  

Pennisi cited contamination of fossils and fossil sites, along with inconclusive results, as the 

problems faced in genomic studies of the fossil records as evidence to counter previous evidence.  

However, more progress has been made since new techniques for the handling of dig sites and 

the way in which fossilized remains are handled and treated in a sterile manner have significantly 

reduced the contamination argument.  The genomic evidence for the interbreeding of humans 

and other hominids, such as Homo Neanderthalensis, suggests that such interbreeding could have 

produced only small changes to the human genome that could not have led to a great 

evolutionary advantage for the modern humans.  Research considered in this paper, however, 

shows that small changes in the genetic sequence could in fact lead to the emergence of 

behaviors that increased the rate of favorable mutations in early Homo through pulses.  
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Therefore, the diversity that was carried from Africa could have been the chief determinant in the 

success of modern humans in other parts of the world and the diversity in modern human 

populations today rather than the variation of interbreeding.  

 

4. Conclusion 

 The research has shown that DNA sequencing can be a key source of evidence in studies 

into modern human evolution.  The study of mtDNA and its characteristics shows that it can 

explain human diversity and the replacement of other hominids without necessarily conflicting 

with the fossil record to provide large areas of doubt.  The consequences of interbreeding 

between the different early hominid species and other emerging, possible ancestors to modern 

humans are a contentious issue, but are not damning to the theory of how mtDNA evidence 

suggests that modern humans evolved into diverse groups in Africa, which spread to other areas 

of the world, carrying with them the inherent diversity that later, through several forms of gene 

mutation, variation, genetic adaptation, and natural selection, led to the evolution of our modern 

day species of Homo.  Differences in the extent of interbreeding between Homo and other 

hominids could have added additional differences in the various geographical regions, and as 

discoveries continue to be made, they may soon shed light on the subject even further.  Studies 

into mtDNA could afford definitive evidence for the future evolution of human beings with the 

improvement of analysis methods used in genetic studies of fossil records. 

 Other influences that accelerated diversification of Homo include behavioral influences 

on gene flow.  Divergence in behaviors due to differences in socio-cultural practices across 

different geographical regions accounts for the great diversity in human evolution and will 

continue to serve as such.  In the future, socio-cultural influences will likely be the greatest 

driver of human evolution since social and cultural evolution is the hallmark of the modern age.  
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Remington Edwards 

Michel Walker 

Eng. 50.02 

19 Nov. 2014 

Let the IPhone Ring 

 Android phones are put together with heat and glue, and then left to cool.  Is that the 

technology you want in your so-called “smart phone?”  IPhones are the better phone.  The 

iPhone has the latest technology that is on the market and allows the user to update when new 

technology is released.  IPhones are put together with screws to make repairs fast and easy with 

less chance of breaking anything.  Some people say the iPhones are too restricted, and Android is 

better because it is like a little computer.  Well, just like a computer, would you purchase anti-

virus software?  Of course, you would, and wouldn’t you want that on your phone?  With the use 

of social media rising and approximately 1 billion smart phones being used, viruses are on the 

rise as well.  The iPhone uses the Apple firewall, which contains many different layers protecting 

the device from any unwanted visitors.  Personally, I have disassembled at least 30 different 

devices made by Apple, all laid out in the same manner as the next one.  The iPhone is a great 

machine.  Just having it in my possession makes me feel like I am ready to take on the world.  

Carrying an Android makes you always look over your shoulder because you do not know what 

is going to happen.  Get rid of that glued-together macaroni plate of a phone and get a sturdy, 

well-built and well-protected Apple iPhone.     
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Jay Haislip 

Eng. 3A, Mrs. Callister 

Oct. 22, 2012 

Narrative Essay 

All Aboard 

 The good and bad events of our lives are a matter of perspective.  My mother, sister, and 

I lived a good portion of our lives as gypsies.  I shall only share a brief period of my life without 

a permanent home.  My mom learned a person could purchase a train ticket, and it was valid 

until you reached your destination; en route, she applied her profession at numerous stops, which 

gave us money.  I did not understand what her profession was, but I do now.  Then, we would 

continue down the tracks.  My education suffered, but I learned a lot. 

 January 1964 began an adventure I have remembered and relished for a lifetime.  We 

started our cross-country journey from Los Angeles, California.  We boarded the beautiful El 

Capitan Santa Fe train headed to Chicago.  Beyond Los Angeles, the countryside exposed its 

majestic mosaic of picturesque landscape, which filled my young heart with sensations of pure 

joy.  I looked out the window and received satisfaction to a point never before attained.  I 

realized my life had reached a high point.   

 We disembarked in Albuquerque, New Mexico.  My sister and I explored the train depot 

and found a small plaza with a water fountain.  It was winter; the water was frozen, and the 

three-tier fountain had icicles hanging over the sides.  Each icicle was about two feet in length.  

My mom found a locker and deposited twenty-five cents, put our belongings in, closed the door, 

and pulled out the key.  Three days later, we returned for our possessions.  Then, Mom rented a 

motel and enrolled us in a nearby elementary school.  The school building was two stories high 

and very old.  The stairs creaked as I walked to my classroom.  What a wonderful time I had, 

meeting new friends and having fun on the playground equipment.  Two weeks later, it was time 

to ride the rails again. 

 I enjoyed the night, sleeping in the large blue seat and listening to the wheels of the train 

going clickety-clack, clickety-clack.  Mom placed burritos on the heater that ran along the wall 

next to the blue, carpeted floor.  The next morning, a delicious warm burrito awaited me.  What a 

treat! 
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 Another stop I remember well was Chicago, Illinois.  It was February, and the worst 

snowstorm to hit the area in years was arriving.  The trains stopped running.  Santa Fe put us up 

at the Y.M.C.A. on the tenth floor.  They gave us food vouchers for two meals a day until the 

trains could once again travel.  People were angry, upset, and complaining.  However, the three 

of us were having the time of our lives.  We roamed the streets, but every shop and business was 

closed.  After three days, the trains were able to transport people, allowing them to reach their 

destinations. 

 As we headed south, I was about to discover my favorite train depot in the entire country.  

The train station was located in Nashville, Tennessee.  The architecture was amazing, 

brandishing wood trim and standing several stories tall.  We would spend the next two weeks 

discovering the pleasures this city had to offer, such as the Grand Ol’ Opry.  I had a chance 

encounter with Hank Snow, a country and western singer.  I was surprised how short he was. 

 All roads come to an end, but memories always remain.  The sounds of the rails still 

resonate in my head, calling me to travel the train tracks to places unknown, people not yet met, 

and food not yet tasted.  I am reminded of the old song “Freight Train.”  Once in a while I find 

myself singing the words: “Freight train, freight train going so fast, I don’t care what train I’m on 

as long as it keeps rolling on.” 
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Jay Haislip 

Michel Walker 

Eng. 5A.01 

11 Nov. 2014 

Dove Story 

 While raking leaves in my yard on a warm summer day three years ago, a most 

remarkable event transpired and transformed my life forever.  To my astonishment, a small, pink, 

meager-looking object was intermingled with the leaves I was about to retrieve and put in the 

wheelbarrow.  What could this thing be?  Continued investigation led me to conclude that the 

object was a small fragile baby bird that had fallen from its nest; however, searching for the 

bird’s nest turned out to be non-profitable, which prompted me to take the poor little creature in 

the house for safe-keeping.  I made an effort to reclaim the bird’s delicate weakened condition, 

subsequently, with any luck, conceivably increasing the bird’s survival chances.  I could not 

identify the species due to the young age of the bird and the debilitated condition; nevertheless, 

the burden to save the life of this creature overwhelmed my thoughts, generating great 

apprehension. 

 I proceeded to bathe the bird in warm soapy water, not desiring to chill or scald it.  Then, 

I rinsed the bird off in warm water and, without delay, dried the bird, using a soft, clean, white 

towel.  Next, I provided an old shoe box and placed a clean, well-worn tee-shirt inside the box; 

in addition, I positioned a heating pad under the shoe box, setting the temperature dialed to the 

lowest setting.  The bird apparently was suffering profuse discomfort, obviously in great distress.  

My mind struggled with intensity to understand the circumstances causing this innate discomfort; 

upon which, I contemplated the degraded condition of this pitiful, unfortunate, abandoned 

animal.  Eventually, I had a most brilliant idea: The bird in all probability was famished, so I 

dashed to the medicine cabinet to retrieve an eye dropper, which I sterilized.  After this, I 

continued to the kitchen and prepared some warm, nourishing baby food, and then inserted the 

mixture of baby food into the eye dropper.  Afterward, I began to feed the infant bird with 

extreme caution, not wanting to cause injury.  The effects from these experiences caused me to 

have the sensation similar to, “I’m deducing,” a mother nursing her young; how proud I was of 

myself.   
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 I laid the bird down in the soft comfortable shoe-box, and immediately my newly 

acquainted featherless friend went to sleep, but within two hours chirping cries for food 

deadened the silence; it required nourishment to satisfy its voracious appetite.  My newly 

acquired title-role of being a mother was not going to be an easy assignment; I knew now I was 

in for the long haul, so I prepared for the responsibilities inevitably awaiting my impending 

future. 

 As the bird continued to grow, new accommodations needed to be instituted; therefore, a 

trip to the pet store became necessary in order to purchase a cage large enough to house the 

increasing size of the bird as it evolved into maturity.  A dog cage of reasonable dimensions for 

what now had become “my pet” solved the problem.  The small, ugly, malnourished bird had 

transformed into a beautiful female dove.  In harmony, my wife and I agreed to bestow upon her 

the name Donna. 

 By means of complete indulgence, Donna would spend limitless periods of time sitting 

on my shoulders, browsing and observing the undertakings I submerged my obsessive thoughts 

with, normally, my math homework.  With great frequency, she enjoyed placing her beak inside 

my mouth; admittedly, this experience was very uncomfortable, considering that I was not 

accustomed to her instinctive bird manners.  Her habits, to which I was unaccustomed, required 

an extended amount of time for me to be at ease.  Nevertheless, eventually, I accepted and 

permitted the engagement of this type of behavior. 

 Although Donna was unquestionably without a doubt the most wonderfully satisfying 

and pleasant companion, I understood that the moment (after five months) had come in her life to 

enjoy the freedom of flight, to exist and survive in the natural habitat where she belonged, not 

within the security of a protected structure, my home.  With great anxiety, anticipation, and pain, 

I bequeathed Donna her freedom to explore the unknown just outside my front door, but 

unpredictably, she returned that evening and flew through the open kitchen door and reentered 

her dog cage, which was her home, her quiet sanctuary.  This unanticipated behavior prevailed 

repeatedly for a period of five continuous weeks, until one day Donna did not return home.  She 

had found a mate.  Eventually, she brought him to the house and with great delight introduced 

him to us by flying low, and the two doves landed in our front yard.  Subsequently, Donna built a 
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nest in the branches of a nearby tree, and in a relatively short period of time, engendered two 

offspring. 

 Donna, with her new family, resides in the tall green pine trees that are in my yard.  

Consequently, she greets me every day and watches while I work outside, occasionally perching 

on my head or shoulders.  Also, those times when I come home late in the day, she will fly low 

near me as if to say, “Welcome, I am glad to see you.”   

 Some experiences last a lifetime.  I have been so privileged to have experienced this 

relationship with Donna, and it continues at this time.  As a result of this life-changing event, I 

have much more compassion for birds.  I realize we share the same environment and can enjoy a 

mutual relationship with each other; therefore, I have developed a much more passionate 

appreciation for their existence.  My love for Donna will never die, although on those occasions 

when she is not around, I find myself singing, “Oh, Donna, where can you be?”  
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Day and Night 

 Whenever there is day, there will be night.  Every morning we wake up, reborn from the 

new dawn.  Plants awake and stretch their leaves to catch every drop of sunlight.  People move 

about, scurrying from here to there.  Sounds echo from every direction.  Children laugh and play 

as the sun heats the ground.  The warm wind gently brushes past the skin.  Birds dance across the 

sky, diving and darting.  Their songs serenade all those who wish to listen.  Cars speed by, 

belching brown exhaust in their wake.  Horns honk and people shout.  The world is so busy 

during the day.  As day turns to night, the world turns to whispers.  People retreat into their 

homes.  Children hide underneath their covers.  The night creeps up ever so slowly, almost 

unnoticed.  It covers the day like a thick black ink.  Flowers close up and leaves go silent.  Every 

dark corner, every door opened ever so slightly, holds unknown terrors.  At night, the cold 

comes.  Nightmares cloud the mind.  Scrapes, scurries, knocks, and bumps, the sounds seem so 

close.  “Was that a voice?” is the last thought, as the day falls prey to the night.  When you’re 

alone in the dark, you never know who, or what, is watching you.  All you can do is pray for the 

light. 
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Reporters on the Front Lines 

In 2003 to 2005, the world was granted unprecedented front line access into real time 

modern warfare operations, thanks to the embedded civilian reporters who were quick to report 

on the day’s happenings.  People all over the world tuned in to watch the war that would become 

known as Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF 1&2).  The world was addicted to reality television, and 

the mass media networks obliged.  The first reporters started arriving in Iraq, even before any 

hostilities had begun.  Doing his best Dick Clark impression, a reporter counted down until the 

first bombs hit their targets.  At approximately 02:30 UTC, the first explosions were heard in 

Baghdad.  The world, however, would get its reality, and its war.  But, the reporters shouldn’t 

have been allowed on the front lines. 

One reason embedded reporters shouldn’t be on the front lines is that they are untrained.  A 

reporter’s training goes as far as a brief of what is hoped to occur on that particular mission and a 

“Do what you’re told, keep your head down, and good luck,” which is a far cry from any sort of 

basic training.  The reporters understood that they were not to get into the line of fire or line of 

movement.  The question was presented, “How can they stay out of the line of movement if they 

don’t know the movement?” The answer to this question came with the deaths of 150 journalists 

and about 54 media workers.  A reporter’s attitude of “the story comes first” clashed with the 

military and its attitude of mission accomplishment. 

Another justification is that reporters, without necessarily knowing, will report information 

that endangers the lives of the units they are reporting on.  During Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF 

2), numerous missions had to be scrubbed due to an embedded reporter letting loose some piece 

of operational information to the public.  For reporters trying to make a name for themselves or 

reporters trying to stay at the top, being the first to report or to arrive on scene was too enticing.  

Some reporters would report early to get a jump on the competition.  The troops eating in the 

chow halls watched in horror as their next mission was plastered all over CNN.  The reporters 
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who reported this way were quickly removed by the military.  As one of these reporters once 

said, “About to happen is better than has happened.” 

More basis for not allowing reporters on the front lines is that civilians don’t need to 

witness what occurs there.  It’s understood that the world has a right to know what’s going on, 

but to actually see it is another thing.  Most Americans were not ready to see the aftermath of a 

close-quarters, urban war.  The front-line fighters are aware of the outcome and trained to deal 

with the aftermath.  They are paid to carry the burden of what goes on.  The average citizen 

doesn’t need to see such horrors.   

The final rationale for embedded reporters not being allowed on the front lines is that a 

reporter is looking for death and destruction, a body count.  The troops on the front lines with no 

armor and 200 rounds to their names don’t make for award-winning journalism.  Dead soldiers 

and Marines are what bring in the ratings.  After some months had passed, most reporters would 

only report on death counts on both sides.  Hundreds of thousands of dollars were given to needy 

Iraqi citizens. Towns were rebuilt bigger and stronger than before.  Children were given free 

medical care when they needed it.  These things were rarely, if ever, reported on.   

To most people, when the television or radio is turned off, the war ends for them.  To the 

service members, there is no off button.  The leaked missions, botched ambushes, friendly fire 

incidents, and demoralizing news broadcasts will run through their minds forever.  The next time 

you witness a reporter walk up on a stage and receive an award, take a look behind all the make-

up, bright lights, fancy clothes, and red carpets.  You might just find that the reporter got there on 

lies and half-truths.  One thing for sure is that you will never hear the reporter thank the service 

member whose story got him that award.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Faculty Sponsor: Michel Walker 

English 50 Basic Writing Skills 

  



T h e  C o p p e r  P e n n y   | 27 

 

 

Miles Ruple 

M. Walker 

Eng. 50.04 

November 25, 2014 

Felonies to Misdemeanors 

 Just recently Proposition 47 passed in the California state legislature.  This proposition 

turned many felonies into misdemeanors.  The crimes that were included are drug possession, 

commercial burglary, grand theft, and possession of stolen property.  All the crimes considered 

for reduction are crimes that most drug addicts commit.  I think there are benefits to this 

proposition being passed, and there are some definite downfalls as well.  I believe in 

consequences.  Without them, criminals will keep breaking laws.  Drug addicts stay addicted by 

breaking the laws of society and put many law-abiding citizens at risk.  Drug addicts steal, lie, 

and hurt people to get drugs.  Many drug addicts need prolonged incarceration to stop drug use.  

Misdemeanors do not carry enough penalties for drug addicts to reconsider their actions in life.  

On the other hand, many addicts do stop using drugs.  The consequences of their past being 

lessened could help them move away from addiction.  Many addicts keep using drugs because 

their criminal records hinder their ability to move forward.  I think there should be a progression 

to the severity of penalties for these crimes.  Increase penalties for increased infractions.  I am a 

drug addict in recovery, and any benefits I can gain from this proposition I will take.  I also know 

that without consequences, I would not have decided to change my life.  I would have voted no 

on Proposition 47 had I been able to vote.   
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The Advantages of Teleworking 

In Japan, I was a graphic designer, working and commuting every day; however, after 

getting married to my Marine husband and living in America for the first time, I was really afraid 

of losing my career.  The small town we moved to had limited job opportunities in my field; 

therefore, it was difficult to find the same job within my living area.  Forced by circumstances, I 

decided to work as a teleworker.  Generally, teleworking allows people to work on a computer 

from home and communicate with co-workers or customers using some form of technology.  

Compared to the traditional work style, teleworking is still sort of new, but it is increasing in 

popularity and becoming a part of our common way of working with its huge and invaluable 

benefits.  Performing my job from home, I have realized that teleworking has three main 

advantages: savings, convenience, and expanded career opportunities.  

One of the advantages of teleworking is savings.  Teleworkers can save the environment, 

overall day-to-day employment expenses, and time.  Without needing to commute, teleworkers 

can reduce the fuel consumption and conserve energy, such as gas, electricity, and water.  

Besides, they can even cut the costs of their lunch and snacks by eating at home, which is more 

economical than eating out.  In addition, without physically commuting to the office every day, 

working from home can save a lot of time that may be used for workers’ private lives, making 

them more valuable and fulfilled with recreation or hobbies. 

Second, teleworking is very convenient for workers.  Thanks to technology, most content 

is accessible through high-speed Internet.  As a result of improved communication software, 

most businesses can function efficiently through videoconferencing, webinars, and exchanging 

enormous sizes of data through a server.  Additionally, the workplace is flexible as 

telecommuters can carry out the tasks, irrespective of their locations.  This convenience could be 

a big advantage, especially for military dependents or for the constantly moving American 

professional.  Also, with the flexibility of this work arrangement, homeworkers can promptly 
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respond to an emergency event, such as a child’s illness, and do not have to take time off.  This 

convenience works very well for working mothers or people who have families with special 

needs. 

Finally, teleworking increases people’s career opportunities and helps them to build their 

self-confidence and self-esteem.  Traditionally, only a few occupations used to have 

telecommuting jobs, but in the past two decades, more people than ever were able to work from 

home in a variety of fields.  For instance, online teaching allows instructors to provide the course 

content and assignments through educational platforms, participate in online discussions, and 

assess student learning.  Moreover, administrators can manage projects from home, customer 

supporters can provide information and handle complaints by e-mail or online chat, and sales 

representatives can introduce products to customers through telephone or e-mail.  Regardless of 

location or personal circumstance, teleworking not only increases people’s career opportunities, 

but it also enables them to continue their existing careers.  In my case, I was disappointed from a 

lack of job opportunities and felt non-functional to society, but since I started teleworking and 

earning money independently again, my career possibilities have opened up.  Consequently, my 

hope and self-confidence flourished, and I am not afraid of losing my career anymore, even 

though my husband and I will have to move to other places. 

 In addition to making money, teleworking provides employees with a lot of benefits and 

has a great impact on them and the environment.  Using advanced technology, teleworking jobs 

experience tremendous growth today, that, as a consequence, changes and contributes greatly to 

many people’s lives.  Due to unavoidable personal reasons, giving up careers and shifting to 

another job might be difficult, so if the desirable job is available to telework, it’s worth a try.  

Teleworking allows people to have a successful career and can improve their quality of lives 

while becoming part of our social structure and possibly future. 
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Technology in My Old and New Country 

by Kampirada Thanathanyasiri 

 

 Technology has been powerful in changing the lives of people in Thailand, my native 

country, and in my new country, the United States of America.  There are similarities in the areas 

of communication, education, and health care; however, there are differences in online banking 

and the use of the Internet. 

In Thailand and in the U.S., technology makes the world smaller by connecting people 

through communication devices, learning communities, and changing the system of health care. 

In the early days, people in both countries were only able to send personal and professional 

letters through the slow traditional mail.  Now, they can connect easily with families, friends, 

and businesses by using Internet e-mails, cell phone calls, and text messages.  Online learning 

gives students access to broader educational opportunities by using digital resources and 

accessing distant educational institutions.  For example, as a second language learner, I have 

been using an iPad and cell phone to improve my English by listening, reading, and watching 

videos, TV shows, news, and movies.  Also, I use an online dictionary to check the spelling and 

meaning of new words.  Furthermore, technology helps the healthcare system to work more 

efficiently by sharing medical advances in a timely manner.  Nowadays, patients are more 

informed, and they are able to conduct their own research to further clarify any questions 

regarding their own medical conditions.  Doctors can also diagnose illnesses accurately and more 

quickly and therefore help patients heal faster.  In the emergency room, in particular, it is most 

important that doctors are able to use the latest technology, such as MRI or CAT scanners to 

quickly diagnose and treat medical emergencies. 

On the other hand, in many ways technology usage in Thailand is different from the U.S. 

For example, by using e-commerce, Thai people can pay phone, water, and electricity bills at a 

convenience store because it is safer and easier than trying to pay the bills online.  In contrast, 

Americans usually use online banking to pay utility bills because they understand and rely upon 

the Internet for day-to-day business transactions.  Another difference is that in Thailand phone 

calls, not the Internet, are more common to book a table in a restaurant.  In the U.S., people have 

the choice to use either the telephone or the Internet to make restaurant reservations.  After all, 
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opportunities for e-commerce are very limited in Thailand relative to the U.S. because of the 

excessive price of hardware and services. 

To sum up, there are numerous benefits brought by technology everywhere, including in 

my old and new countries.  The continuous innovations and developments made in technology 

seem to improve the lives of people in both the U.S. and Thailand in many different ways.  

Therefore, technology has been of great benefit to all societies and brings nations and people 

closer together, despite their differences. 
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Population and Demographics: Comparing Life Expectancy 

by Greg Brown 

Japan’s and South Africa’s life expectancy register on opposite ends of the spectrum, 

with Japan indicating a life expectancy of 84.46 years and South Africa at 49.56 years, nearly 

half the number of years expected in Japan (U.S. Central Intelligence Agency [CIA], n.d.).  Are 

the respective rankings indicative of the Japanese’s personal achievements and South Africans’ 

personal failures?  Does not success and failure amount to individual preparation, hard work, 

sacrifice, and perseverance?  The way we interpret success—and the path to success—is 

important because, by default, failure is interpreted by the converse.  Such is the case, it seems 

reasonable to surmise, that South Africa’s low life expectancy is a reflection of the behaviors of 

the people.  Allan Johnson (2008) presents sociological arguments to the contrary; he argues 

individualism is an inadequate way of understanding a social outcome like life expectancy.  

What is individualism? Johnson explains: “If we think everything begins and ends with 

individuals […] then it’s easy to think that social problems must come down to flaws in 

individual character” (p. 9).  In other words, as a result of this perception of the world, we see the 

low life expectancy of South Africans and the high life expectancy of Japanese as direct results 

of personal/individual behaviors.  Individualism suggests South Africans die earlier because 

mothers neglect prenatal and postnatal care; the people neglect seeing the doctor when illness 

first occurs; they embrace sexual promiscuity and unprotected sex, translating to the spread of 

HIV/AIDS; they willfully consume contaminated water, and they perform any number of other 

behaviors that are detrimental to life.   

In contrast to individualism, Allan Johnson inspires the reader to take a sociological 

approach.   This approach is encapsulated in the following quotations:  “[…] the wealth of the 

industrial world and the pervasive poverty found everywhere else inevitably are connected to 

each other […]” (Johnson, 2008, p. 129) and “We are always participating in something larger 

than ourselves, and if we want to understand social life and what happens to people in it, we have 

to understand what it is that we’re participating in and how we participate in it” (Johnson, 2008, 

p. 13).  During a campaign rally in July of 2012, President Obama exclaimed, “If you’ve got a 
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business, you didn’t build that” (FactCheck, n.d.).  He qualified his remarks by identifying the 

various external factors (e.g., teachers, mentors, taxpayer funded government infrastructure and 

research, etc.) that are essential to a business’s success. 

In short, success is the result of numerous influences outside individual effort, and the 

same can be said for the life expectancy of Japan and South Africa.  Numerous factors influence 

life expectancy and some principle influences are nutrition, disease, health care, and education.  

While the tendency is to see these as individual problems resulting from inappropriate behaviors, 

it is important to recognize the role of economics concerning these factors and how the U.S. and 

other countries have shaped the economic conditions of South Africa.  Apartheid is a good 

example.  Apartheid was abolished in 1994, but the long term ramifications persist.  As the U.S. 

and others looked away, the system prevented the black South African from thriving, which, 

over the course decades, left the people virtually incapable of self-sufficiency.  The end of 

apartheid also resulted in economic divestment, leaving the country ill-equipped to provide the 

health care and infrastructure to elevate its overall status.  

 

Analysis of Evidence 

The demographics variables between South Africa (low ranking) and Japan (high 

ranking), in nearly every instance, differ by more than twice the numbers.  The life expectancy at 

birth for South Africa is 49.56 years and 84.46 years in Japan, the birth rate in South Africa is 

18.94 per 1000 and in Japan is 8.97 per 1000, the death rate in South Africa is 17.49 per 1000 

and 9.38 per 1000 in Japan, the net migration rate is -6.27 for South Africa and 0 for Japan, 

infant mortality rates are 41.61 per 1000 in South Africa and 2.13 per 1000 in Japan, and 

populations are 48,375,645 for South Africa and 127,103,388 for Japan (see Table 1).  
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Table 1 

 

Demographics Variables Between South Africa and Japan 

 
 

South Africa 

 

 

Japan 

 

Step 1: 

 

Life expectancy at birth:  49.56 years 

Birth rate:  18.94 births/1,000 population 

Death rate:  17.49 deaths/1,000 population 

Net migration rate: -6.27 migrants/1,000 

 population 

Infant mortality rate:  41.61 deaths/1,000 live 

 births 

Population:  48,375,645 
 

Step 2: 

 

Unemployment:  24.9% 

GDP per capita:  $11,500 
 

Step 3: 

 

Education expenditures:  6% GDP 

Literacy:  93% population 

Physician density:  0.76/1,000 population 

Hospital bed density:  2.8 beds/1,000 

 population 

Potable water source:  total improved: 95.1% 

Sanitation: facility access: total improved:  

 74.4% 

 

Step 1: 

 

Life expectancy at birth: 84.46  

Birth rate:  8.07 births/1,000 population 

Death rate:  9.38 deaths/1,000 population 

Net migration rate: 0 migrants/1,000 

 population 

Infant mortality rate:  2.13 deaths/1,000 live 

 births 

Population:  127,103,388 
 

Step 2: 

 

Unemployment:  4.1% 

GDP per capita:  $37,100 
 

Step 3: 

 

Education expenditures:  3.8% GDP 

Literacy:  99% population 

Physician density:  2.14/1,000 population 

Hospital bed density:  13.7 beds/1,000 

 population 

Potable water source:  total improved: 100% 

Sanitation: facility access: total improved:  

 100% 
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Examination of the gross domestic product and unemployment rates between South 

Africa and Japan indicates startling differences.  Unemployment for Japan is 4.1%, while South 

Africa is nearly 13 times greater at 51.1%, and GDP per capita is $11,500 in South Africa and 

$37,100 in Japan, more than 3 times that of South Africa. 

 South Africa and Japan present as two opposite ends of the spectrum.  Japan is a thriving 

country, a mass producer of electronics and modernization in architecture and science.  

Economic factors, such as GDP per capita and low unemployment, indicate unlimited growth 

potential.  South Africa, on the other hand, does not indicate this type of success.  Although its 

level of literacy appears similar to that of Japan it lags in every other economic and health factor.  

South Africa has diminished access/availability to physicians and health facilities (physician 

density in South Africa is .76 per 1000 versus Japan’s 2.14 per 1000 and hospital bed density is 

2.8 per 1000 in South Africa to 13.7 per 1000 in Japan).  While access to drinking water is 

95.1% in South Africa, sanitation is only 74.4%.  Many diseases are associated with inadequate 

sanitation, and this is a significant concern.  In summary, three variables affecting life 

expectancy are infant high mortality rates, high unemployment, and limited access to health care. 
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Abercrombie & Fitch: Different Perspectives 

of a Retail Giant 

 A cultural object is a “social expression of meaning that has been rendered into 

something tangible” (Grazian 9).  For this paper, I have chosen Abercrombie & Fitch as my 

cultural object, with my research design focusing on the variety of meanings the company has in 

the public eye.  Abercrombie & Fitch (shortened to A&F) is a chain retail company based in 

America that primarily sells casual wear.  It is a large company and has stores across the United 

States, as well as in a few other countries.  This paper will focus on examining the image the 

company tries to convey for itself through advertisements and statements by those in charge of 

the company and compare that image to how the public views the company by articles, legal 

statements, and parody of the company.  My evidence is designed to look at the variety of 

meanings attributed to A&F, both common and uncommon, mainstream and fringe.  However, I 

do belong to certain groups that have influenced my bias towards this object, as well the 

evidence I have selected, that should be addressed.  

 

My Sub-Cultures and Biases Toward  

Abercrombie & Fitch (A&F) 

 

      For just over two years now, I have identified myself as an anti-consumerist.  Anti-

consumerists are opposed to corporations that try to market mass produced, cheap products to the 

public.  We actively discourage buying such products to deny corporations the profits they are 

solely concerned about.  Identifying as an anti-consumerist has shaped me to be biased against 

large companies that, I believe, are only interested in making money for those in charge and 

keeping the public masses poor, as well as encouraging people to feel insecure about themselves 

and continue to consume.  I noticed in my life that any time I looked at an A&F poster, or looked 

at clothes in their stores, I found myself feeling very insecure and unhappy with my own image.  

This brought the company to my attention as an anti-consumerist and further reinforced a 

negative view of the company.  This has influenced what evidence I have selected for this paper, 
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as most of it emphasizes what is wrong about A&F in society.  To help minimize my bias, I have 

also tried to consider the good that can come from large, rich corporations, mainly through 

charitable donations of several millions of dollars.  Despite my bias viewing A&F so poorly, I 

admit that these donations are incredibly helpful to those in need. 

 Humans are social creatures by nature, impressionable by peer pressure and other social 

influence, and I am no exception.  Despite identifying as an anti-consumerist, I also have a 

conflictingly favorable view of A&F’s products.  My favorable view of A&F is highly 

influenced by my age and the peer groups I am often influenced by.  I am a teenager, and I have 

noticed that to many teenagers the most important things in life are youth, attractiveness, and 

social popularity.  Because I am a teenager, I tend to socialize with other teenagers who belong 

to this crowd, wherein Abercrombie & Fitch is a highly favored brand that sells the image 

teenagers want (“sexy” being the most used term).  Although I would like to think that I am not 

so shallow that being “sexy” is the only thing that matters to me, the peer pressure I am often 

surrounded by promotes that image and does influence my mind.  This pressure to fit the 

“teenage image” has influenced my views of what is “cool” and what is not, and Abercrombie & 

Fitch fits the “cool/sexy” criteria.  So despite being an anti-consumerist, I also like the A&F 

brand for their products.  As a teenager influenced by my peers, I like what the company is 

selling and tend to view A&F favorably.  In order to prevent this bias from clouding my view of 

my object, I try to look at Abercrombie & Fitch as a business and focus on the image the policies 

of the company and their actions create, not based on the products the company sells. 

 

Evidence of the Different Views of  

Abercrombie & Fitch (A&F) 

 

 One way companies try to build images for themselves is the use of advertisements, such 

as commercials.  As evidence, I have selected an A&F commercial called “Our Own Island,” 

which aired on television in the United States in the summer of 1999 (Ingle).  The fact that it is 

from 1999 is also important because it was made before controversies about the company’s 

employee and marketing policies were brought to public eyes, causing A&F to be more cautious 

about its public image.  However, due to the age of the commercial, I have been unable to 

determine the advertising agency behind it, as well as how many times it was seen when 
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originally aired.  But it did air on television in America, giving it a possible audience in the 

millions of viewers.  The video on YouTube has received approximately 86,000 views between 

being posted in 2008 and the present date.  

 Every company has a CEO (Chief Executive Officer) who can determine the policies of a 

company and what that company’s objective is.  This is why I have selected an interview with 

the then CEO of Abercrombie & Fitch, Mike Jeffries, by Benoit Denizet-Lewis, as evidence 

(Denizet-Lewis).  Mike Jeffries became CEO of A&F in 1992 when the company was struggling 

to be successful.  Within a few years, he turned A&F into the multi-billion dollar company it is 

today and defined the modern image of A&F.  However, amid controversies over company 

policies and declining stock value, he resigned as CEO in 2014.  The interview with Jeffries was 

posted on the news Web site Salon.com and was exclusive to the site.  The Salon Web site is part 

of Salon News Group, which began in 1995 with a focus on U.S. politics.  The site is very 

popular among people from the democratic political party and is estimated to regularly receive 

millions of viewers, most of whom are middle-aged college graduates (“Salon Media”).  The 

interview is significant because Jeffries, as CEO, holds large sway over the meaning the 

company tries to give to itself in the public eye, and he himself can be seen as a representative of 

the company’s image.  It is also important to consider because it was an exclusive interview.  

This was the first open interview with Jeffries, and no other personal insight into his view of the 

company was available at the time.  This evidence is the only perspective that goes straight to the 

top of A&F’s corporate ladder.     

 The sociological perspective known as functionalism views popular culture as an 

essential means of self-reflection.  Objects and their images in pop culture can tell us about how 

we view the world, ourselves, and our own moral convictions.  Abercrombie & Fitch is very well 

known in society, but its “reflection” can cause insecurities in people’s self-image, as well as 

anger at the company (as was my experience with A&F).  In his book Mix It Up, sociologist 

David Grazian explains that “rituals of rebellion” are an important aspect of culture by which 

people can mock and express their anger towards those above them on the social ladder without 

drastically overturning society” (Grazian 38).  Rituals of rebellion allow people to safely blow 

off steam without upsetting the balance maintained in society, and these rituals can take the form 

of satire, humor, or irony to criticize public objects.  For these reasons, I have chosen a video 
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made by MADtv that parodies Abercrombie & Fitch’s stores as evidence (“MAD TV 

Abercrombie”).  “MADtv” is a sketch-based comedy show that parodies everything from movies 

to stores (“MADtv”).  The video is important because it represents public criticism of the 

company’s image at the store level and can be seen as a mainstream perspective of A&F.  The 

video has been viewed on YouTube over 250,000 times, with an unknown number of viewers for 

its television airing.  The fact that this falls under the category of “rituals of rebellion” also 

makes it an important piece to consider because of these rituals’ before-mentioned function in 

maintaining societal balance.  

 The employees of a company also influence the company’s public image, as well as 

create their own meanings for the company.  I have selected the official press release about the 

lawsuit EEOC v. Abercrombie & Fitch Stores, Inc., retrieved from the Equal Employment 

Opportunities Commission Web site (“EEOC Agrees to”), combined with an article about the 

case that was published by the New York Times, written by Steven Greenhouse (Greenhouse), as 

evidence.  The lawsuit was filed on 10 November, 2004, against A&F, and was based on another 

lawsuit against the company by employees of A&F.  This evidence is important because it 

originates from the workers within the company.  As employees of the store, they have a unique 

perspective of A&F that the general public does not have.  This evidence also significantly 

affected A&F’s image in the public eye and drastically changed its policies regarding employees 

at the store level.  This case was covered extensively by news outlets across America when the 

suit was filed and is still alluded to and mentioned in nearly every article about A&F today.  I 

have selected the NY Times article along with the EEOC’s press release to cover the story around 

the lawsuit and not just the outcome of it.  The article is also important because the NY Times is 

one of the largest newspapers in America, further emphasizing the attention drawn by this 

lawsuit.  The lawsuit had enormous impact on the how people viewed the company after its 

settlement and is important to consider as evidence.  

 It is important to me to find evidence that is directly (almost fanatically) opposed to my 

favorable view of A&F.  I searched for articles that expressed an anti-consumerist’s view of 

Abercrombie & Fitch for this reason and have selected as evidence a column entitled 

“Abercrombie & Fitch Is an Exemplar of Anti-Consumer Practices.”  The column was posted to 

the University of Missouri’s online student paper, themaneater.com, and written by Rivu 
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Dasgupta, a staff writer (Dasgupta).  The Maneater was redefined in 1955 by its then editor Joe 

Gold to take an aggressive approach to journalism and has since become an independent paper 

(Heisel).  This column is useful in analyzing the meaning groups outside of Abercrombie & Fitch 

give the company, especially because it comes from someone who is identifying with one of my 

sub-cultures.  It is important because it is a perspective outside A&F and because it is a 

perspective from one of my biases.  However, it is not a mainstream view and is also important 

for its representation of an extreme view of the company.  

 In order to challenge my bias as an anti-consumerist against A&F, I also searched for 

evidence of how the company has tried to change with the public criticism it has received.  This 

is why I have selected the Web site A&F Cares as evidence (A&F Cares).  The Web site is run 

by Abercrombie & Fitch and is important because it represents meaning the company is trying to 

give itself.  Some of the symbols used on the site itself appear to be opposite to the symbols used 

by A&F in my other evidence, the “Our Own Island” commercial, and would be important in 

contrasting the two different evidences, for both the symbols themselves and the meanings that 

can be attributed. 

 With these selected sources, my paper analyzing the evidence will include many varying 

views of Abercrombie & Fitch, Inc.  This evidence encompasses mainstream and extreme 

perspectives of A&F and the varying meanings these groups attribute to the company and its 

products and the meanings the company tries to create for its own image.  The combined view of 

these different perspectives will limit my own personal biases toward A&F and create a balanced 

view of A&F’s image in society. 

 

Analysis of Evidence: Differing Views of 

Abercrombie & Fitch  

 

       The chain retail company Abercrombie & Fitch (shortened to “A&F”) is a well-recognized 

brand with many different meanings in popular culture. Any object in pop-culture that is a social 

expression of meaning, for both good and bad, is a cultural object (Grazian 9).  In my previous 

paper, “Abercrombie & Fitch: Different Perspectives of a Retail Giant,” I chose the company 

A&F as my cultural object to study the different meanings given to it in pop-culture.  I selected 

many different pieces of evidence that showed different views on the company’s public image, 

and I have selected two of these sources for analysis in this paper, two videos, one a commercial 
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for A&F (Ingle) called Our Own Island, the other a comedy sketch mocking A&F (“MAD TV 

Abercrombie”) to study and determine what meanings are being attributed to A&F through both 

videos.  The commercial for A&F represents the image that the company is trying to create for 

itself in the public eye.  The comedy sketch, done by the comedy group MADtv, mocks that 

image and expresses the negative ways A&F’s mainstream image can be interpreted.  These 

videos express positive and negative views of the company and its products.  In the Our Own 

Island video, A&F is shown as being exclusive to the young, attractive, and carefree.  It is a 

brand for those who can enjoy the easy life.  The MADtv parody mocks A&F by saying that 

those who fit the brand’s image are stupid and shallow, and only rich, white frat boys can have 

that lifestyle A&F says it offers. 

 

Evidence and Its Interpretations 

 

        Some of the symbols that stood out in the “Our Own Island” commercial were the words 

“Summer Dreams,” flashing as a person says, “Sailboat, beach, friends” at the beginning of the 

video, before the video turns to black and white.  The videos focus on a small group of twenty-

year-olds running around on a private island, among whom are several romantic couples.  I 

thought the showing of these people playing football also seemed significant.  All of these 

performers are shown taking naps and relaxing before going sailing.  But the commercial 

deviates from this standard beach motif as it shows a large tent on the island with camels around 

it.  Throughout the commercial, the males are constantly shirtless, and the females’ shirts are 

often wet.  The whole commercial has a constant soundtrack of what sounds like 90s techno 

styled music.  The commercial uses the “Performer Sequence” of images, defined by sociologist 

Karen Cerulo, Ph.D., as a sequence of images beginning with the person who is performing some 

kind of action.  This sequence is used to show that the actions portrayed are acceptable (qtd. in 

Hersh).  

 The opening words of “Summer Dreams” and the fade of color to black and white set a 

tone that this is a leisurely dream.  The following images of the actors napping and carelessly 

running around the beach can be seen as further emphasizing that people who wear A&F don’t 

have any troubles or worries.  Life seems to be a leisurely dream to them.  The use of the black 

and white filter in the commercial is a photography method to focus audiences on abstract 
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aspects of what is shown.  In this commercial, it can be interpreted that the abstract aspect being 

focused on is sexuality.  The fact that the males in the commercial are almost always shirtless 

and that no specific product of A&F is present helps emphasize that the commercial is about 

selling sex appeal.  The added absurdity of there being camels on an island can be viewed as 

further reinforcement of the commercial’s being a dream.  The presence of football seems to 

emphasize that A&F is for the best people America has to offer.  The music in the commercial is 

also the type that would play at clubs and parties at that time, symbolic of the party scene and fun 

lifestyle being pushed forward in this video.  The overall message of the commercial can be 

interpreted as showing that A&F is for the young, attractive, and carefree.  A&F is for people 

with an almost unreal life of leisure, and people who wear A&F never have to worry about being 

alone or “uncool.”  

 The second video, MADtv’s parody of A&F, uses the “Victim Sequence” of images, 

beginning with a victim of certain actions, to show that such behavior is bad (Hersh).  In the 

video, a man and his wife are shopping at A&F, where the man remarks that he hates 

Abercrombie & Fitch and points out how expensive a torn pair of jeans is there versus at another 

store.  He also points to a picture in the store of someone fishing while shirtless, which the man 

says seems ridiculous.  When the man asks a store employee to open another dressing room, the 

employee, named Dutch, says no because he doesn’t have the key.  After asking two other 

employees, named Carpenter and Storm, the first one realizes that he had the key all along.  

When the man finally enters the dressing room, one of the employees tries to walk in with him, 

to help, calling the man “teammate.”  All three employees also stopped and posed for “glamour 

shots” upon their introduction, and all speak with thick surfer accents.  They also stand around 

and talk about how they went to cabins, mention their lacrosse and polo teams, and also brag 

about how they took showers with their whole teams.  One even mentions that they all gave each 

other hand-jobs.  Later, when the man is now wearing full A&F garb, his wife thinks he doesn’t 

look good.  But the store employees think he looks good, causing the man to side with them 

against his wife, who makes an odd and ugly face to reinforce his decision.  The man and all 

three employees proceed to play football, rolling around together suggestively, while repeatedly 

saying “sixty-nine” as a football cadence.  
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 The man’s remark about the price of the clothing in the store, combined with the lack of 

sense in what they model for (the man fishing while shirtless), implies that A&F’s image is 

ridiculous and full of itself.  The employees’ incompetence when helping the man also suggests 

that A&F’s employees, who are called “models,” are stupid and inept, hired only to reinforce 

A&F’s desire to seem like the epitome of attractiveness.  The employees’ surfer accents and 

short, frat names imply that A&F is for this crowd of cool frat kids who are also viewed by many 

as being attractive but stupid.  This is also reinforced by the fact that the sports they participate 

in, lacrosse and polo, are not common sports for most people and are generally reserved only for 

upper-class people.  Then A&F’s image of masculinity is also mocked with implications that 

their models representing that image are homosexuals.  The one employee’s eagerness to step 

into the dressing room with the man, their collective approval of group showers and sexual acts 

with other men, uniting against the man’s wife to praise the man’s looks, and repeated saying of 

the number “sixty-nine” (reference to a sex position) all imply that they are gay.  

 

Closing  

 Abercrombie & Fitch, by its own advertisements, tries to create the image that its 

clothing is exclusively for the attractive and cool American youth.  The parody done by MADtv 

points out how conceited and bigoted this image of A&F comes across in the public and suggests 

that A&F’s emphasis on the male physique is homoerotic.  But the parody, even by mocking it, 

reinforces the idea that A&F is for the popular and good-looking, and all of these interpretations 

of the two videos are completely subjective.  Different people can view this evidence and reach 

entirely opposite conclusions.  The only limit to the meanings that can be given to any object in 

pop-culture is in the mind analyzing it.  Despite wide-spread criticism of Abercrombie & Fitch’s 

image, the brand is still a highly successful business in the United States. 

  



T h e  C o p p e r  P e n n y  |  4 8  

 

 

 

 

Works Cited  
 

A&F Cares. anfcares.org. Abercrombie & Fitch, Inc. n.d. Web. 14 April 2015.  

 

Dasgupta, Rivu. “Abercrombie & Fitch Is an Exemplar of Anti-Consumerist Practices.”  

 maneater.com. 18 September 2013. Web. 17 March 2015. 

 

Denizet-Lewis, Benoit. “The Man behind Abercrombie & Fitch.” salon.com. 24 January 2006. 

 Web. 18 March, 2015. 

 

“EEOC Agrees to Landmark Resolution of Discrimination Case against Abercrombie & Fitch.” 

 eeoc.gov. 18 November 2004. Web. 17 March 2015. 

 

Grazian, David. Mix It Up: Popular Culture, Mass Media, and Society. New York: W.W. 

 Norton, 2010. Print. 

 

Greenhouse, Steven. “Abercrombie & Fitch Bias Case Is Settled.” nytimes.com.  

 17 November 2004. Web. 21 April 2015. 

 

Heisel, Chris. “A Man-What?” themaneater.com. 19 March 2015. Web. 16 February 2001. 

 

Hersh, Stacey. “Violence May Be in the Telling.” rutgers.edu. 19 February 1999. Web. 

               10 May 2015.  

 

Ingle, Nick. “Abercrombie & Fitch, Summer 1999.” youtube.com. 3 July 2008. Web.  

              14 April 2015. 

 

“MAD TV Abercrombie & Fitch Skit.” youtube.com. 25 August 2008. Web. 19 March 2015.               

 

“MADtv.” imbd.com. n.d. Web. 19 March 2015. 

 

 “Salon Media Group Network.” quantcast.com. 19 April 2015. Web. 19 April 2015. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Faculty Sponsor: Mike Danza 

Sociology 4 Sociological Analysis and Critical Thinking 

 

 



T h e  C o p p e r  P e n n y   | 49 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Families Torn Apart: How the Military and Prison Institutions 

Affect Families Through Separation 

Kali Poulin 

  



T h e  C o p p e r  P e n n y  |  5 0  

 

 

 

 

The personal troubles of afflicted families enduring certain situations can be better 

understood viewing them through a bigger lens to see that many personal issues can be better 

comprehended as public ones.  Take the temporary loss of a family member.  Though every 

single family would experience separation in unique ways, generalizations can be found to 

compare what the families go through.  Two examples of this would be seeing how Army 

deployment and incarceration can have similar effects on families.  Why compare Army and 

prison families?  Using the sociological imagination, the effects of separation that both cause can 

be more objectively understood on a grand social scale.  Though very different in circumstances, 

both have comparable implications on families that extend into communities and ultimately 

affect society as a whole.  Comparing how prison and the Army, through its deployment 

practices, alter the family structure and its part in the social sphere, can illuminate structural 

transformations that are needed in order to produce social change that would lower the 

occurrence of individual troubles.  

Family holds major importance for both active military members facing certain 

deployment and those who become incarcerated.  Coincidentally, since the 1990s, there has been 

a large increase in both deployment and incarceration rates.  Due to the Global War on Terror, 

the operational tempo is high, with deployments becoming longer and more frequent—no longer 

a matter of if, but when (Booth et al., 2007).  On the same note, the prison system has seen a 

“four-fold increase in incarceration rates over the past generation” (Travis, 2011, p. 519).  

Because of this increase, the impacts on families are being felt on larger scales as the burden 

extends out to entire communities.  Both situations show how elements of similar situations are 

shared among two different groups, and their differences highlight the discrepancies in our law 

and policy, making that either do or do not take families into consideration.  Both Army 

deployments and incarceration have detrimental effects that cycle through phases that consist of 

pre-separation, during separation, and reintegration after separation, and place the greatest 

impacts on spouses/significant others, children, and finally, the communities from which they 

came.  

 “A strong and satisfying marriage is an important source of social support and well-

being” (Booth et al., 2007, p. 104).  Marriage may be the bedrock of family, and when 

determining how spouses or significant others deal with a separation caused by either 
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deployment or imprisonment, it’s very existence determines how well those involved fair and 

cope with such.  Both predicaments are met with a sense of uncertainty and fear of what the 

spouse is about to undertake, as well as the stress of added expenses, child care, etc. (Booth et 

al., 2007; Travis, 2011).  Initial environments between the two situations are quite different.  

Families dealing with incarceration typically live in neighborhoods where it is not unlikely, 

while Army families come from neighborhoods that have a strong military population or from 

base installments.  In those neighborhoods with high incarceration rates, marriage is not as 

common as it is within Army families.  Communities that face high incarceration rates have what 

is known as a “gender imbalance,” where there can be as few as “62 men for every 100 women” 

(Travis, 2011, p. 522).  Because many of these men cycle in and out of prison, women are 

reluctant to get married, which causes a high number of female-headed households (Travis, 

2011).  Men leave more often in both situations, leaving women to come to grips with acquiring 

an additional role that belonged to the absent male.   

 Unlike prisoners’ spouses, Army spouses have access to an abundance of formal support 

that helps them sort their affairs before deployment occurs, such as “obtaining a soldier’s will, 

power of attorney,... and direct bank deposit of the soldier's pay” (Booth et al., 2007, p. 31).  

These steps mitigate high levels of stress, yet departure dates can be changed, leading some to 

complain about “the lack of time to get affairs in order” (Booth et al., 2007, p. 30).  In some 

ways, a prisoner’s family may have the advantage of knowing exact dates, through scheduled 

court or sentencing hearings.  A can-do attitude and belief in a mission can help further alleviate 

stress on Army spouses before deployment, two things that seem somewhat impossible for 

spouses dealing with the stigma of their significant other having to serve a prison sentence 

(Booth et al., 2007).  

 Once deployment or a sentence has begun, spouses/significant others of both share major 

concerns.  The first thing to affect both similarly during absence would be distance.  Distance is 

an important issue, as deployment generally occurs overseas, where there is no chance to see 

one’s spouse until the end of the deployment, and prisoners are generally housed in facilities that 

are over 100 miles away from their homes (Booth et al., 2007; Travis, 2011).  Since prisoners are 

housed within the same country, some do get to see spouses at some point, but many families 

dealing with someone imprisoned lack the financial means to make the visits (Travis, 2011).  On 
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top of that, “it is difficult to get simple information on visiting procedures” (Travis, 2011, p. 

530), and prisons do not facilitate the ease of such things.   

 Second, being able to communicate is key.  Both Army and prisoners’ spouses find 

difficulty in staying in touch with their loved ones (Booth et al, 2007; DiZerega, 2010; Travis, 

2011), mostly due to the unfair expense of such communications.  Collect calls from prison can 

average between $1.00 to $3.00 a minute, with prisons getting a large cut from the phone 

companies, making “families the unwitting funders of the prisons holding their loved ones” 

(Travis, 2011, p. 532).  Phone calls are also expensive for military families, yet fortunately, 

unlike families of prisoners, they have the advantage of technology, using e-mail and instant 

messaging services as main communication outlets (Booth et al., 2007).  Both types of spouses 

also deal with the added difficulty of needing additional child care, working more, maintaining a 

household on their own, or having to quit a job or going to school (Booth et al., 2007; Travis, 

2011).  

 Loneliness is practically a universal feeling that comes from the separation (Booth et al., 

2007).  A positive outcome both share is that separation can make one more self-sufficient and 

independent, though this can lead to more complications when the spouse returns (Booth et al., 

2007, Travis, 2011).  As with pre-deployment, Army spouses have a plethora of formal support 

to aid them during a deployment.  Groups such as the Rear Detachment Command and the 

Family Readiness Group help maintain a direct link to the deployed spouse (Booth et al., 2007, 

p. 40).  Income generally does not decrease; if anything, it is increased when a soldier is 

deployed (Booth et al., 2007).  The Army also provides many other additional formal support 

groups that help assist in providing more informal support with services and recreation where 

friendships can be forged (Booth et al., 2007). 

 Re-entry from prison and return from deployment bring just as much stress as joy.  There 

are “changes in the family dynamic upon return” (DiZerega, 2010, p. 9) that cause a reevaluation 

of each other and readjustment of roles in the family (Booth et al., 2007; Travis, 2011).  Strained 

relationships can further be burdened.  Prisoners are unlikely to be able to contribute financially 

(Dizerega, 2010), and military spouses must deal with the psychological impact on someone who 

has been to war (Booth et al., 2007).  For prisoners who are returning, spouses and family are the 

primary source of support, relying heavily on them to cover basic needs, such as shelter, 
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transportation, and money (DiZerega, 2010).  Once again, Army families dealing with return 

from deployment have formal support accessible to them in order to make the transition as 

smooth as possible, including some training that is mandatory for soldiers before arriving home 

(Booth et al., 2007).  The only formal support that ex-offenders typically receive is in the form of 

some kind of probationary supervisor (DiZerega, 2010).  These experiences felt by spouses 

extend further and have implications beyond them, especially when there are children involved. 

 Children are another susceptible group when it comes to dealing with the loss, even if 

temporary, of a parent.  Many people who are deployed or sent to prison leave behind at least 

one child, and the environments that these two groups of children come from beforehand are 

probably very different, just as with spouses from the two groups (Booth et al., 2007; Travis, 

2011).  Those in the Army with children tend to be married and able to provide a more stable 

lifestyle than those who have prisoners as parents.  “Prisoners’ family structures rarely conform 

to the two-parent model” (Travis, 2011, p. 526), and the “stress and dysfunction within these 

families” (Travis, 2011, p. 524) lead to a childhood that can be filled with violence, drugs, abuse, 

and mental illness (Travis, 2011).  Prison has a much more drastic impact on children than 

dealing with a deployed parent.  Though both must endure a change in parental roles and daily 

routine to some extent, “prison places an indescribable burden on the relationships between... 

parents and their children” (Travis, 2011, p. 519).   

 While the Army embraces traditional family models, the exact opposite can almost be 

said for those who come from neighborhoods experiencing high incarceration.  In these 

neighborhoods, the majority of households with children are female-headed with “more than 

three-quarters of the families [having] a father absent” (Travis, 2011, p. 524).  But “even absent 

fathers can provide emotional and financial support prior to their incarceration” (Travis, 2011, p. 

524) so that the loss is still felt.  Another factor that differentiates children from either group is 

that with prison, which parent a child loses makes a difference.  Mothers who go to jail have a 

greater and more serious impact on their children, whereas “a child whose father is sent to prison 

is significantly less likely to experience a life disruption, such as moving in with another family 

member or placement in a foster home” (Travis, 2011, p. 528).  A child whose parent is facing 

deployment often has the situation explained to him or her (Booth et al., 2007), but a child whose 

parent faces prison often is given little information, if any, about what is occurring and faces a 
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social stigma that is attributed to prison inmates (Travis, 2011).  These differing situations create 

varying responses as to how children deal and cope once the loss of the parent happens. 

 Absence of a parent from either deployment or imprisonment affects children in much the 

same manner as spouses: Distance, communication, and dealing with restructuring of the family 

unit are major issues typically felt by all.  And, just as with their spousal parents, Army kids have 

the benefit of an abundance of formal support that children who lose parents to imprisonment 

don’t, such as recreational facilities, the Army Family Action Plan, child care, and various youth 

programs that help Army kids cope with the deployment of a parent (Booth et al., 2007).  Longer 

deployments, as well as longer prison sentences, yield worse results for children, yet overall, 

Army children do not face the same dire consequences as those who experience losing a parent 

to crime (Booth et al., 2007; Travis, 2011).  Perhaps due to the differing environments they come 

from, children with a parent incarcerated tend to have more behavioral problems, cycling into the 

criminal justice system themselves, and “may suffer from trauma, anxiety, guilt, shame, sadness, 

and fear among other conditions” (DiZerega, 2010, p. 8).  A frightening possibility is that a child 

can lose his or her parents forever due to termination of parental rights with extended prison 

sentences (Travis, 2011, p. 526).  Upon return, children, just as spouses, must learn to adapt to a 

new routine, to re-establish parental roles, and to deal with any changes that might have occurred 

to the parent who was absent (Booth et al., 2007).  The impacts that spouses and children feel 

from both separations have lasting consequences that bleed into the fabric of the neighborhoods 

and communities they inhabit. 

 Families that endure either deployment or imprisonment generally reflect the 

neighborhood and communities that they are a part of.  Here is where similarities start to 

disappear, and the backgrounds of specific families converge to form very telling truths about 

certain communities within the larger society.  Army families have a strong community to fall 

back on (Booth et al., 2007), and deployment does not typically alter it, except to add to the 

social support a family can access.  On the community level, Army families find both informal 

support (through friends, coworkers, neighbors, fellow spouses, etc.) and formal support in such 

things as the commissary and Morale, Welfare, and Recreation programs, which are the most 

used (Booth et al., 2007).  Military installments are typically built with a “company town” feel, 

providing everything a family would need, right there on base (Booth et al., 2007, p. 106).  These 
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social networks are very much needed.  As previously mentioned, many formal support 

programs are offered by the Army, yet not nearly used as much as they should be.  An ongoing 

challenge for the Army “is to channel support resources for those who need them most” (Booth 

et al., 2007, p. 44).  Lacking in formal support, ex-offenders typically find informal social 

support the only kind (DiZerega, 2010).  Yet old friendships may be problematic, and single men 

released from prison only add to a vicious cycle that high-incarceration-rate neighborhoods face. 

 The “gender imbalance” previously discussed affects even those women who have no ties 

with the criminal justice system, proving that “the reach of our incarceration policies thus 

extends deep into community life” (Travis, 2011, p. 522).  The same stigma and ostracism that 

spouses and children deal with “can be imposed...on an entire neighborhood or community by 

the larger society” (DiZerega, 2010, p. 7), driving out more stable families and businesses that 

take economic growth and job opportunities with them.  The economic strains created by such 

cycles burden the social welfare systems.  All these consequences are derived from the high rates 

of recidivism that may occur because an offender cannot maintain contact with his family unit, 

which, newer research is beginning to show, may be the most important aspect for keeping them 

out of crime (DiZerega, 2010; Travis, 2011).  “Fortunately, a number of communities have 

implemented programs designed to overcome the barriers of distance, cost, and correctional 

practices that reduce contact between prisoners and their families” (Travis, 2011, p. 533).  

Organizations such as Hope House and Girl Scouts Behind Bars help children to spend time with 

parents who are locked up, not only to better the offender outcomes, but to better the next 

generation.  

 Policy plays a major role that trickles down to determine how individual family members 

deal with separation from a spouse or parent.  The Army has made a great number of changes in 

its own policies over the last few decades to become more family-oriented, offering up a diverse 

and wide array of programs of all kinds to aid in all the many different ways Army wives, 

husbands, mothers, daughters, and sons may need.  But it isn’t perfect, and the Army leaders 

would do well “to recognize their personal responsibility to demonstrate concern and provide 

support to the families that share in the service and sacrifice of their soldier” (Booth et al., 2007, 

p. 124).  On the same note, recognizing that “families play an important role in improving 

outcomes” (Travis, 2011, p. 527), “corrections agencies must acknowledge responsibility for 
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maintaining their prisoners’ familial relationships” (Travis, 2011, p. 533).  Ongoing family 

support will assist in both situations, eventually having better and better outcomes.  As there are 

similarities between how spouses, children, and communities feel the effects of either 

deployment or incarceration, similar steps can be made so that better individual outcomes can 

lead better societal outcomes as a whole. 
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Abstract 

What family has come to mean in the 21
st
 century is vastly different than the views held just a 

couple generations ago.  The decline of the family is something that is not uncommon to hear in 

political rhetoric, as well as other social and cultural movements that recognize the unmet 

challenges American society is facing.  The changes and evolution that have occurred since the 

transitional period around the 1950s has created increasing tensions on a political realm that has 

divided conservatives and liberals as to why there is such a decline and what solutions and 

policies are needed in order to save a bedrock of human existence.  Evaluating these changes 

through marriage and partnerships, divorce, children, the economy, and the gender equality 

movement, conservative and liberal ideologies seem to be competing to evaluate the history of 

family and what it means today.  Yet the traditional view that conservatives hang onto seems to 

be incongruent with the reality of things, and liberals are attempting to logically create structural 

changes to keep up with the way society in America is evolving by looking forward and 

understanding that the evolutions that have occurred are seemingly natural processes that cannot 

be fought against, yet rather embraced so that a better situation can occur on the macro level.  
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Confronting Family in the Modern Age: Addressing  

Conservative and Liberal Ideologies of Family 

 “The family is a site for the struggles between tradition and modernity, but also a 

metaphor for them” (Giddens, 2011, p. 28).  Today’s modern age has seen dramatic changes over 

the previous few generations that have led many to claim that there has been a decline in the 

family and what it represents in American culture.  The reasoning behind these changes though 

differ through different ideological lenses.  For the purpose of simplifying something so complex 

as family on a macrocosmic level in the United States, it serves purpose to view the two 

contrasting ideologies that are held by conservatives and liberals.   

 Conservatives, according to Janet Giele (2011) in “Decline of the Family: Conservative, 

Liberal, and Feminist Views,” see the decline as caused by a moral weakening in the culture, 

which has become a culture of tolerance and poverty, leading to high divorce rates and unstable 

family conditions, further accentuated by a selfishness that seems to pervade the overall 

individual perspective.  This, along with “an expanding welfare state that undercut[s] self-

reliance and community standards” (Giele, 2011, pp. 60-61), leads to a “breakdown in family 

values...[where the solution is to] revitalize and reinstitutionalize marriage” (p. 63).   

 The liberal ideology, on the other hand, Giele (2011) explains, embraces a more 

sociological recognition of structural deficiencies that have yet to support the evolutions that 

have occurred, pinpointing “economic and structural changes that have placed new demands on 

the family without providing countervailing social supports” (p. 65).  “Liberals attribute the 

dramatic changes in the family to the intrusion of the money economy rather than on cultural and 

moral decline.  In a capitalist society, individual behavior follows the market” (p. 66).  

 Conservatives wish to return to a way things used to be, as if shoving the modern family 

into the traditional definition will solve all the individual problems that families are facing, 

despite the fact that the world is vastly different now, and, as liberals point out, there are other 

societal factors that are to blame for what may appear as a cultural decline.  Conservatives 

appear to hold onto the myth perpetuated by traditional thinking, as Steven Mintz (2011) puts 

forth so bluntly, of the “home as haven and a bastion of stability in an ever changing 

world...[yet] throughout American history, family stability has been the exception, not the norm” 

(p. 298).   
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 With family consisting of many alternative forms now, traditional views seems to deny 

reality.  Mark Regenerus, a conservative sociologist, even recognizes that this “is not the 1950’s 

(for which I am glad), where one could bank on social norms, extended (and larger) families, and 

clear gender roles to negotiate and sustain early family formation” (as cited in Talbot, 2011, p. 

158).  As conservatives seek to save what they see as a failing institution, taken over by 

government and a culture with loose morals, liberals seek changes to the structural organizations 

that should support all the definitions of what family is today.  Evaluating the roles of marriage, 

relationships, children, the economy, and an increase in gender equality can show whether the 

conservative or liberal ideology best defines family in the 21
st
 century. 

 According to the conservative ideology, marriage is no longer meaningful, “emphasizing 

the breakdown of individual and cultural commitment to marriage and the loss of stigma for 

divorce and illegitimacy” (Giele, 2011, p. 62).  Conservatives “point to rising divorce rates, 

increased levels of cohabitation, the advent of gay marriage, non-marital childbearing, and the 

fact the Americans spend fewer of their adult years married (Kefalas, Furstenberg, & Napolitano, 

2011, p. 173).  Yet marriage still remains popular.  Much sociological research refutes these 

notions.  Though several economic and gender-related factors do contribute to reprioritizing 

marriage, it continues to be an important aspect of people’s lives, something that is now more 

intentionally planned out and considered among the myriad conditions of living (Kefalas et al., 

2011).  Sociologist Andrew Cherlin (2011) argues that “given the many alternatives to marriage 

now available, what may be more remarkable is not the decline of marriage, but its 

persistence...Although marriage has been transformed, it is still meaningful” (p. 190), noting that 

its practical value may have declined, but “its symbolic importance has remained high and may 

even have increased” (p. 197).  Kefalas et al. (2011) in “Marriage Is More Than Being Together” 

show the “vast majority of Americans still hold on both to the ideal and the practice of 

matrimony...[citing] the fact that demographers project that at least four out of five of today’s 

young people will marry, hardly a sign that marriage is in retreat” (p. 173).  

 It is true that people today are waiting longer to get married, postponing until things feel 

right, but not because of the selfish mentality that conservatives claim.  The current atmosphere 

permits those pondering marriage to be more discerning.  “Delaying marriage until personal and 

professional goals are achieved is a rational response given the reality... about whether marriage 
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will indeed improve their economic and social fortunes” (Kefalas et al., 2011, p. 173).  So, if 

marriage has not become less meaningful, why the rise in divorce?  Back in the traditional and 

transitional eras that preceded the revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s, “everywhere in the 

developed world there was a tremendous, pent-up demand for divorce” (Friedman, 2011, p. 222), 

as American law professor Lawrence Friedman explained, which “finally overwhelmed the 

forces that held traditional views” (p. 225).  There was no ideological divide among those who 

sought divorce.  Even with the advent of the “No-Fault” divorce in California in 1970, it failed to 

become a compounding problem.  

 Cherlin (2011) stated that “since the 1980s the divorce rate has remained the same or 

declined slightly” (p. 192) in stark contrast to what conservatives belie.  Ironically enough, 

divorce rates are highest amongst red, conservative states, as Margaret Talbot (2011) 

highlighted: “In 2004, the states with the highest divorce rates were Nevada, Arkansas, 

Wyoming, Idaho, and West Virginia (all red states in the 2004 election)” (p. 157), while those 

with the lowest were blue states.  Beyond that, red states also have the lowest median age at 

marriage while blue, liberal states tend to have the highest, making those that follow the “red-

state model...at greater risk for divorce; women who marry before their mid-twenties are 

significantly more likely to divorce than those who marry later” (p. 157).  Liberals may, Talbot 

explained, “tend to be unspoken or discreet” (p. 157) about marriage, but, overall, it works out 

better for them.  

 The child has become something else entirely compared to what it was a half century ago.  

Childhood and its definition have evolved in that time, becoming something apart from marriage.  

As families have changed into various forms, conservatives worry about the “breakdown in the 

two-parent family, saying that rising divorce, illegitimacy, and father absence have put children 

at greater risk” (Giele, 2011, p. 61) for a slew of problems.  Believing that “governments should 

cut back welfare programs which have supported alternate family forms,” Giele (2011, p. 63) 

explained how conservatives see government handouts as making “fatherless families a viable 

option” (p. 62), though many statistics on single-parent households do not take into account 

cohabiting parents.   

 Liberals, on the other hand, claim that “family values [must] be understood in a broader 

sense as valuing the family’s unique capacity for giving emotional and material support, rather 
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than implying simply a two-parent form” (Giele, 2011, p. 71), seeing “a lack of institution 

supports for the new type of dual-earner and other single-parent families that are more prevalent 

today” (p. 71) as being the source of instability for children.  The current economic situation lies 

at the root of the problem when it comes to children, according to liberal ideology, creating two 

types of poverty—material and, what Giele describes as “time,” poverty: “In 1965, the average 

child spent about 30 hours a week interacting with a parent, compared with 17 hours in the 

1980s” (p. 68), which could only be presumed to be even less today.  These two forms of 

poverty, argue liberals, are what put children at risk.  The economic hardships created from the 

cash economy that consumes American society make “children in the United States experience 

greater inequality of economic well being than children in most other developed nations” 

(Cherlin, 2011, p. 203).  

 Steven Mintz (2011) went on to state how “no other advanced country allows as many 

young people to grow up in poverty or without healthcare, nor does any other Western society 

make so poor a provision for childcare or for paid parental leave” (p. 300), which contributes to 

the time poverty that haunts the middle class.  Conservative ideology would argue that liberals 

are too open when it comes to their children, exposing them to natural parts of life that contradict 

a traditionally held view, such as letting sex be a part of growing up.  Yet once again, Talbot 

(2011) pointed out that the states with the highest teen pregnancy rates are all red states, while 

liberal states have the lowest teen pregnancy rates (p. 157).  Conservatives see a decline of the 

family lending to the decline of younger generations, and that as these younger generations grow 

up in non-traditional families, they learn to not value marriage and family.  Their focus is on 

policies that promote marriage and parenting.  “Consequently, a family policy that relies too 

heavily on marriage will not help the many children destined to live in single-parent and 

cohabiting-parent families” (Cherlin, 2011, p. 207).   

 Studies on how children of these generations embrace alternative family forms have 

shown that form, which is what conservatives argue to be of most importance, doesn’t matter as 

much as function.  Kathleen Gerson’s (2011) studies of young adults found that they “were more 

focused on how well their parents met the challenges of providing economic and social support 

than on what form their families took” (p. 103).  She also found that “whether or not their parents 

stayed together, more than nine out of ten [young adults] hope to rear children in the context of a 
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satisfying lifelong bond” (p. 108).  Conservatives make divorce out to be detrimental to children, 

but children’s resilience often allows them to overcome and still believe in the ideal of marriage 

when they are older.  Liberals would like to see more support for children and their mothers, 

believing that unlike marriage and parenting policies, conservatives focus on “the protection of 

children [as] the primary feature of legislation and public policy” (Giddens, 2011, p. 32).  What 

childhood should be, according to conservative ideology, is also perpetuated with myth, for 

“childhood has never been insulated from the pressures and demands of the surrounding society 

and each generation of children has had to wrestle with the particular social, political, and 

economic constraints of its own historical period” (Mintz, 2011, p. 291). 

 The economy is the main focus on the liberal ideology of family.  With historical 

consequence, the change from an agrarian economy to a capitalist one has created the major 

differences of life within the last century or less.  When the agrarian lifestyle ruled, families had 

to rely on each other, dependent on each member for the survival of the whole.  In that sense, the 

“traditional family was above all an economic unit” (Giddens, 2011, p. 28).  That economic 

necessity, as well as family and community cohesion, was erased as capitalism took over.  

Children are not as important now.  They are financial burdens, rather than contributors.  

Marriage changed as a result as well, since capitalism has made it no longer an economic 

necessity as it once was.  The evolution from an agrarian society to one ruled by a 24-hour 

service and cash economy has redefined marriage.  For liberals, the biggest problem that has 

contributed to the decline of the family has been this takeover and the repercussions of it.  

 The biggest consequence of American culture being dominated by the market has been 

the loss of jobs, especially for men.  Relying on one’s own family provided much more stability, 

but “jobs are not with an employer, not with the family business or family farm as in 

preindustrial times...The cash economy has, in the words of Robert Bellah, ‘invaded’ the diffuse 

personal relationships of trust between family and community members” (Giele, 2011, p. 66).  

Any apparent moral weakening would seem to stem from the structural changes of the society as 

a whole.  Since the 1970s, the “loss of manufacturing jobs has had dramatic consequences for 

employment of young men without a college education and their capacity to support a family” 

(Giele, 2011, p. 66).  This led to women being pushed into the labor force and out of household 

duties.  As men without college educations found it difficult to find work, the income gap 
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widened, and poverty began to rise.  The culture of poverty that conservatives warn about is true, 

yet the causes stem from the economic instabilities in the last half century.  Men without jobs 

become not “marriageable” material, so illegitimacy rates rise among those in lower-class 

divisions.  For middle-class families, the need for more income created the dual-earner family, 

and both mothers and fathers found themselves having to work to support a family in the 

capitalist society that defines the 21
st
 century.  The economic hardship that is unique to this 

society 

 not only puts strain on the marriage but leads to harsh parenting practices and poorer 

 outcomes for children.  Thus, it appears possible that poverty may not just be the result of 

 family separation, divorce, and ineffective childrearing practices; it may also be the cause 

 of the instability, quarrels, and violence which lead to marital breakdown. (Giele, 2011, 

 p. 68) 

 

 While conservatives would like to see the federal government become much less 

involved in its social welfare programs, liberals argue that more aid is needed so that American 

society can still be seen as in a transitional period.  Family has changed and has become so many 

more things than what it used to be, and the U.S. needs to evolve its structural supports as well.  

Other countries that have undergone the same evolutions have not seen such devastating effects 

because their governments have provided “four key elements of social and family policy which 

protect all children and their mothers: (1) work guarantees and other economic supports; (2) 

childcare; (3) health care; and (4) housing subsidies.  In the United States, these benefits are 

scattered and uneven” (Giele, 2011, p. 73).  Though the economy today has led to great upheaval 

in the family, “the modern economy has also been a liberating force.  Women could escape 

patriarchal domination; the young could seek their fortune without waiting for an inheritance 

from their elders” (p. 66).  This liberation led to the gender equality movements that had a final 

say in redefining the modern family. 

 The remaining factor of changing family dynamics and definitions has been the rise in 

gender equality and the feminist revolutions since the 1960s that helped pave the way for 

blurring gender division lines, though Beth Bailey (2011) in “Sexual Revolution(s)” reminds us 

that it wasn’t so much “revolutionary, but evolutionary...We see the overt coming to terms with 

the covert” (p. 118).  As the battle for gender equality began to favor women, they found 

themselves setting out to make a life of their own, uninhibited from past societal constrictions.  
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“Gender inequality could not adapt successfully to modern economic and political institutions” 

(Jackson, 2011, p. 87).  Though women have made much progression in the last few decades, 

their independent sense and their need to mother struggles to find balance in today’s world.  

Conservatives would argue that this is because women have no place becoming independent 

career women, but the modern economy dictates differently, making today’s women juggle 

several aspects of family responsibility that would have never occurred before.  Giele (2011) 

concurred, saying that “women’s multiple roles suggest that uncertainty about the future has 

made women invest more strongly than ever in their own career” (p. 67).  

 As the change in economy shifted power away from the family and into business and 

government, the gender revolution gave women education, contraception, and new opportunities 

that had not previously existed (Jackson, 2011).  “Economic self-reliance and personal 

independence make it possible to resist ‘settling’ for anything less than a satisfying, mutually 

supportive bond” (Gerson, 2011, p. 110).  As women became more educated and recognized this 

fact, they started to delay marriage and take control of their own lives, creating the power shift 

between the genders.  As much as the conservative ideology would love to go back to a 

traditional era, it is a futile endeavor.  “Equality of the sexes, and the sexual freedom of 

women...are incompatible with the traditional family” (Giddens, 2011, p. 33).  Regardless of how 

prevalent a conservative ideology may seem, “surveys in the United States and Europe show that 

few want to go back to the traditional male and female roles, much less to legally defined 

inequality” (p. 33).  With family becoming many different things, compensating for what society 

today requires, gender divisions are not so strict, though men are still, generally speaking, 

struggling to embrace the complete egalitarian way of life that women are (Gerson, 2011; 

Hochschild, 2011).  But unlike the conservative view, the “clash between self-reliant women and 

neo-traditional men...stems from intensifying work-family dilemmas, not from a decline of 

laudable values” (Gerson, 2011, p. 113).  

 Facing the reality of modern families and maintaining flexibility, rather than rigid, 

traditional views, help “families prevail in the face of unexpected economic and interpersonal 

crises.  Inflexible responses, in contrast, [leave] families ill-equipped to cope with eroding 

supports for a strict division in mothers’ and fathers’ responsibilities” (Gerson, 2011, p. 104).  

Accepting the changes rather than denying that they have happened will aid in providing this 
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kind of flexibility to adapt to the modern family, no matter how loose the definition.  “The best 

hope...lies in creating social policies that will allow 21
st
 century Americans to pursue the 

flexible, egalitarian gender strategies they want, rather than forcing them to fall back on less 

desirable options” (p. 113). 

 Assembling this into a macrocosmic picture of the structural capacity of American 

society and culture, it is the liberal ideology that most correctly interprets history and is accurate 

in its depiction of the changes in family and what is needed today in order to align structural 

changes with what is actually going on.  Our modern situations will not be reversed, and 

adjusting policies, such as those put forth by liberals, are imperative to incorporate large portions 

of a nation’s people who have been dismissed by an outdated social agenda.  Traditional ways 

that conservatives long to go back to are long gone, and the improvements in society that have 

taken their place make it impossible to revert back.  The judgments of liberal ideology on the 

economy and its priority in our culture are not to be ignored, for understanding the importance of 

such a way of life removed from humanity may help deal with the implications of that very facet.  

“While many fear that American society has changed too much, the sad fact is that it has 

changed too little” (Mintz, 2011, p. 300).  The evolutions we have cycled through as a people are 

far ahead of the structures we have in place to support daily living.  Reverting back to a time 

when children were an economic necessity and women were relegated to the background will not 

stop the apparent decline of family.  We can start small to fix ourselves, but in order to heal an 

entire society, identifying with the liberal ideology can offer advice on where to move from here.  

“For too long, the conventional wisdom has been that social conservatives are the upholders of 

family values, whereas liberals are the proponents of a polymorphous selfishness.  This isn’t 

true, and every once in a while, liberals might point that out” (Talbot, 2011, p. 160).  Liberal and 

conservative do not have to be bad words, but recognizing a concept that is in tune with reality is 

the first step towards making the family better. 
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