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Acct-001-01 

12/06/16 

Stock Project Assignment: Verizon vs. AT&T 

 Verizon Communications, Inc. and AT&T, Inc. are leading the market in wireless 

communications in the United States (U.S.).  Both companies are holding companies with 

subsidiaries and affiliates that operate in communications and entertainment products.  In this 

report, I will try to analyze both companies by taking into account the data on historical earnings, 

forward earnings growth, control on costs and revenues, debts and liabilities, and the potential 

for growth and to pay dividends.  

 Verizon wireless provides data and phone services and sells equipment mainly in the U.S.  

Verizon also has another segment of the company, Wireline, which provides wired service to 

businesses and government customers, broadband data and video, cloud services, phone services, 

and Internet Protocol (IP) networks.  The company spends significant amounts of capital 

acquiring wireless spectrum: 

 Spectrum is the range of electromagnetic radio frequencies used to transmit sound, data, 

 and video across the country.  It is what carries voice between cell phones, television 

 shows from broadcasters to your TV, and online information from one computer to the 

 next, wirelessly. (Spectrum Dashboard)   

 The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) manages the limited amount of 

spectrum that is available, which keeps it in demand because more spectrum will help expand a 

network capacity.  This competition between Verizon, AT&T, and other carriers resulted in 

$44.9 billion dollars in sales at the FCC’s annual spectrum auction held in January 2015 

(Selyukah and Nayak).  Although news sites, such as Reuters, claim AT&T spent the most 

money bidding, Verizon’s annual report claims that it won the highest bid on 181 spectrum 

licenses, for which they paid $10.4 billion (“2015 Annual Report,” Verizon).  According to its 

annual report in 2015, Verizon purchased AOL for $3.8 billion and paid $50 per share for all the 
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outstanding shares of common stock of AOL.  This year Verizon will be buying Yahoo for $4.83 

billion (“2015 Annual Report,” Verizon).  

 In 2015, Verizon sold its landline business and FIOS high speed Internet services in 

California, Florida, and Texas to Frontier Communications Corporation for approximately $10.5 

billion.  Verizon has also sold 162 towers and leased 1300 more to American Tower 

Corporation.  In October 2016, Verizon sold 29 data centers in the U.S. and Latin America to 

Equinix for $3.6 billion.  These sales helped offset some of the costs for acquiring the spectrum 

licenses, as well as the recent mergers.  Verizon wireless has increased its sales profit of 

equipment due to the rising prices of smartphones and other wireless devices.  

 Verizon lists various types of market risks in the annual report that may negatively affect 

the company’s future stock performance.  Some of the expected risks that Verizon is exposed to 

are foreign currency exchange rate fluctuations, interest rate changes, changes in corporate tax 

rates, changes in investment and equity, and commodity prices.  Other risk factors for its 

particular market include changes in the regulatory environment, including an increase in 

restrictions to operate the networks, breaches of network or information technology security, 

natural disasters, or other things that may result in a negative financial impact that is not covered 

by insurance.  Verizon’s high level of indebtedness is a concerning factor, especially since it is 

purchasing other big companies, such a Yahoo this year.  

 Like Verizon, AT&T operates in the communications and digital entertainment service 

industry: AT&T wireless, Wi-Fi, satellite, IP networks, and fiber optics.  Last year, AT&T 

advanced its debt levels to higher than ever before when it purchased DIRECTV, making 

entertainment the second largest segment of the company and making it the third largest pay TV 

provider in the U.S. and the world (“2015 Annual Report,” AT&T).  This year AT&T will be 

merging with Time Warner (not to be confused with the cable network).  Along with these 

acquisitions, AT&T has invested over $140 billion into acquiring wireless spectrum and 

advancing the wireless segment of the company.  AT&T specifies in its annual report plans to 

use all its cash flow for the next three years, after dividends, to pay down debt. 

 AT&T is expanding globally, specifically in Latin America.  This exposes the company 

to risks regarding international regulations and violating the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act 

(FCPA) when not being able to control foreign companies.  AT&T also faces competition with 

smaller companies that may have lower costs due to a lack of, or reduced level of, regulation.   
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Among other risks AT&T mentions in its annual report is its litigation with the Federal Trade 

Commission (FTD) for reducing the download rates on unlimited data plans.  AT&T admits it is 

“party to numerous lawsuits, regulatory proceedings and other matters arising in the ordinary 

course of business” (“2015 Annual Report,” AT&T), but claims that this will not affect the 

company financially.  It was also shared that at the end of 2016, the contracts for 16,000 wireline 

employees and union workers will expire.  Benefit contracts for approximately 40,000 

employees will also expire.  Although strikes are not expected, this is something that could affect 

the bottom line as AT&T mentions “adverse changes in medical costs…could materially increase 

the benefit plan costs” (“AT&T Quote & Summary Data”).  As for expected risks, AT&T states 

more of the same operational market risks that Verizon states in its annual report. 

 

Verizon’s Stock closing price for December 6, 2016:  $50.50 

Previous Close:  $50.36 

Earnings per share: $3.44 

Price Earnings Ratio: 14.94 

Share Volume:  16,223,244 

(Nasdaq.com) 

 

AT&T’s Stock Closing Price for December 6, 2016:  $40.49 

Previous Close: $39.35 

Earnings per share: $2.35 

Price Earnings Ratio: 17.21 

Share Volume: 32,890,860 

(Nasdaq.com) 

 

 After reading the annual reports of both companies, analyzing their stocks on 

NASDAQ.com, and researching news on the new mergers both companies are involved in, I’ve 

determined that I would buy Verizon stock instead of AT&T stock.  I feel that AT&T is involved 

with too much litigation trying to fight the regulations from the FCC and FTD.  It also has been 

buying a lot for companies that don’t exactly fit with its core business.  Time Warner will be a 

great avenue for marketing and advertising, but it operates on a different level of distribution.  
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Verizon’s annual report concentrated on advancing in technology and focusing on the U.S. 

market.  AT&T seems focused on expanding globally and towards the entertainment market, but 

that could spread them too thin.  Shareholders may be harmed with the company’s increasing 

debt load.  I find AT&T stock more unpredictable, and therefore I would not buy it. 
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Introduction 

 “Strange, isn’t it?  Each man’s life touches so many other lives.  

When he’s not around, it leaves an awful hole…” 

                                                       —It’s a Wonderful Life 

 

Throughout the time of man, storytelling has been a vital creative tool used in the 

communication or transmission of the challenges, struggles, and lessons that continue to this day 

to shape what we understand as the human experience.  One such classic story (or movie in this 

case) is It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) with Jimmy Stewart.  It is a tale about the value of the 

individual and community and of the powerful role that interpersonal communication plays in 

shaping the relationships that bind the two together.   

For those unfamiliar with this story, the main character, George Bailey, a very kind and 

self-sacrificing man who is very connected within his community of Bedford Falls, experiences a 

personal and social crisis when his family’s building and loan company and the well-being of the 

community are threatened by a malevolent force (the villain, Mr. Potter), who is driven by greed 

and domination (what some may define as “progress”).  Compounded by his own disappointment 

of unfulfilled personal dreams, he is pushed by an unfortunate event to the point of wishing he 

had never been born.  On Christmas Eve, believing that he would be worth more dead than alive 

to those he loves, George is granted a “gift” by his guardian angel and given the opportunity to 

travel though his past to witness just how much he has touched or influenced the lives of those 

within his community, and they him, in ways he was never aware of.  He sees moments in which 

he has played a pivotal role in shaping the lives of others, moments when the community has 

stood together to support him and each other during times of struggle and opportunity, and the 

subtle but deeply transforming nature of their interactions over the years that had been 

instrumental in orchestrating and nurturing such close bonds among them all.  He came to learn 

that his being born mattered greatly to the whole.  He reflected as an individual all that was 

valued amongst the community, which, in turn, helped to shape him into the man he was.  

Following in the tradition of storytelling and the role it plays in our culture and in our 

relationships, It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) teaches us of our humanity and of the strength and 

enduring nature of the interpersonal relationships and sense of community we create throughout 
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our lives, shaped through the power of meaningful communication and our innate (or biological) 

capacity and desire to bond or connect with and care for those beyond ourselves. 

 The purpose behind the telling of this particular story is to help illustrate what continues 

to be a relevant and personal subject to us all: the important roles that social interconnectedness 

and communication (as well as biology) have played within the story of our evolution as a 

thriving and highly social species.  This inherent need or drive to connect within the hominin 

species—or more simply, modern human—is more than a basic survival mechanism.  It has not 

only shaped the nature of our relationships with one another and who we are to become as 

individuals, but it has led to our ability to create closely-bound communities or societies, culture, 

and strategies of effective and meaningful communication that facilitate or nurture our capacity 

to do so.  This dynamic interplay between individuals and culture or society throughout human 

history—possibly only through our enhanced biology and capacities for communication—has 

enabled the creation of (ideally) healthy and productive individuals and more complex social 

structures that reflect stable, cohesive, cooperative, supportive, and humane societies.  Without 

the evolution of culture and complex communication (nonverbal and verbal, specifically 

language), we would have probably not only failed as a species, but we would not have further 

developed the unique or defining qualities that make us truly humane: our capacity to empathize, 

to laugh and cry with one another, and to genuinely care about the well-being of others and 

desire to help one another.   

 But is the culture today continuing to support this course of human evolution?  As we 

become more connected socially through globalization, advanced technology, and mass media, 

there has been a growing concern within the American culture that these fast-paced 

developments—despite the benefits that they obviously provide—are contributing to an 

observable increase in “individual disconnecting” behaviors: (a) a decline in social gatherings, 

resulting in fewer face-to-face interactions; (b) poorer social and emotional communication skills 

(i.e., deficiencies in self-regulatory behavior, self-awareness, and awareness of others, accuracy 

in the interpretation of emotional/social cues); (c) an increase in self-focused behaviors (e.g., 

narcissism); and (d) a decrease in altruistic or helping behaviors that stem from our evolved 

human capacity to empathize, experience compassion, and generally care about the well-being of 

others.  Because many would agree with the premise that we are socially and culturally 

dependent creatures, products of the world we ourselves have created, these changing social and 
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personality features may in fact be reflective of a conflict or struggle between a fast-evolving 

culture and the needs of the individuals that make it up.  The sense of community–with the 

“Georges” and other characters like those found in Bedford Falls–may in fact become nothing 

more than a thing of the past, a melancholy remembrance captured in classic movies and books 

of how close people and society used to be.  Will It’s a Wonderful Life simply become an 

outdated notion or story of a period in time in which people actively joined together in times of 

struggles and prosperity, and when time, effort, care, and even joy, was put into the keeping of 

relationships and community?  Might the importance and beauty of close interpersonal 

communication and connection be lost within our contemporary world, forgotten, perhaps to the 

detriment our species?  If our hominin ancestors could see us now, how might they tell the story 

about the evolving nature of our culture, about our relationships with one another, and what these 

dynamics are shaping us into? 

 

A Brief Overview of What Makes Us Human 

           “Dear George— 

Remember no man is a failure who has friends.  Thanks for the wings! 

                                                                                          Love, Clarence 

                                            —Guardian Angel from It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) 

 

Throughout our evolutionary history, humans have experienced a deep, underlying need 

to connect with others: to belong, to identify with, and to find individual value within a larger, 

supportive group.  This stems from the premise or evidence that we were essentially wired 

through the dynamic interplay of biological (Darwin’s natural selection), environmental, and 

cultural forces to be highly social creatures, a very significant principle (most will say truth) that 

has led to our ultimate survival and success as a species.  While we may observe some basic or 

fundamental behavioral similarities with our non-human primate cousins, nature appears to have 

favored the evolution of more highly adaptive biological and cognitive capacities within our 

hominin species.  Spanning over the thousands of years in human evolution, these distinct and 

seemingly spontaneous biological adaptations made it possible over time for us to develop more 

complex forms of (a) nonverbal (or body, facial, tonal expressions) and other forms of symbolic 

communication, encompassing mainly language, but also visual, written, and performance forms 
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of communication (including art, dance, and music, often used in rituals); (b) interpersonal 

relationships or more closely-bound, emotionally reinforced personal dyads or small groups 

maintained within a larger group; (c) “deep” social networks and structures managing and/or 

organizing the dyads; and, above all else, (d) culture, more specialized technology and “a 

society’s shared and socially transmitted ideas, values, and perceptions or worldviews, which are 

used to make sense of experience and are reflected through ascribed norms of behavior 

(Haviland, Prins, McBride, & Walwrath, 2014, p.7).  

Aside from the unique feature of habitual bipedalism, the most significant of these 

aforementioned characteristics that divided us from the other primates as a uniquely evolved 

species involved the development of language and culture, with language being what many 

researchers believe to be one of the most important features to facilitate the “great jump” forward 

in our evolution.  This extraordinary adaptation would eventually lead to our ability to develop 

cumulative culture, a body of knowledge built through the process of learning–through the 

strategies of imitation, observation, and teaching–and the innovation of new, more complex 

adaptive practices, tools, and techniques that could be modified over time and transmitted 

throughout future generations through the process of enculturation (Henrich, 2011).   

Culture was to become the primary “environmental” force and the most highly adaptive 

strategy to shape the history of mankind, diffused more effectively through the development of 

language and other forms of symbolic and nonverbal forms of communication.  The coevolution 

of these two systems (culture and communication), in tandem with biological shifts in response 

to these evolving processes, would continuously redefine and shape the very nature of our 

interpersonal relationships and the social structure and systems, or networks, that, in turn, would 

shape them.  Within this dynamic dance between the elements of interpersonal communication, 

culture, and biology, not only were strong social bonds, group cohesion and security, 

cooperation, reciprocity, and the altruistic behaviors (empathy and helping behaviors) that would 

come to define us as humans being nurtured and formed amongst smaller groups within a  larger 

societies, but the individual was ideally being nurtured, supported, and shaped emotionally and 

socially (i.e., a healthy sense of self and sense of others) so that he or she, too, could take part in 

the larger culture.   

This interplay between the individual and larger social group can be seen in the story of 

George and the characters of Bedford Falls.  He would not have developed his gentle and caring 
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nature, his sense of belonging and moral responsibility, and ability for effective communication 

had it not been for this type of continual guidance and support of family, friends, and community 

as he grew.  Because of these influencing factors, he would become the man who cared enough 

for the well-being of his community that he would provide his own honeymoon money to loan 

out what little each of them thought they would need to help them get by until the bank crisis 

was resolved.  He would become the man who provided homes for the hard-working, deserving 

members of his community who did “most of the working and paying and living and dying in 

this community” (It’s a Wonderful Life, 1946).  The community, in turn, would come to his 

rescue when he most needed it.  This evolutionary dance between these essential elements of 

man that drives the need, desire, and necessity for interconnectedness between us has not 

changed. 

 

The Biocultural Evolution of Mankind 

“We are what we think.  All that we are arises with our thoughts.  

With our thoughts, we make the world.” 

                       —Buddha  

 

 The world and who we have evolved into as a species may in fact differ greatly from the 

beginnings of our hominin ancestors about 200,000 years ago, but the core adaptive mechanisms 

underlying the dynamics that got us here remain comparatively the same.  Many neuroscientists, 

including Doige (2007), have concluded that our modern human brains genetically resemble 

those of our earlier Pleistocene hunter-gatherer ancestors in terms of the basic or generalized 

core brain modules and neural circuitry.  In fact, “our neurons are basically identical to those of 

chimps [with which we share 98 percent of our DNA] and even marine snails” (Doige, 2007, p. 

294).  What did change was the emergence of several dramatic biological and cognitive 

adaptations that occurred intermittently throughout the span of these years, including increased 

brain size (particularly within the cerebral and frontal cortexes), greater encephalization, and 

more sophisticated neural circuitry connecting differing areas or modules of the brain (e.g., 

mirror neurons, which will be addressed later) (Barrett, Henzi, & Lusseau, 2012; Haviland et al., 

2014; Ramachandran, 2011).   
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 More significantly, what appears to differ the most between us and non-human primates 

is how many neurons our brains will ultimately create (controlled by a regulatory gene) and how 

these neurons would continuously “reorganize [their] structures and functions in order to respond 

to changing conditions” within the environment and through our personal interactions (Doige, 

2007, p. 294)1.  This is known today as neuroplasticity, or the ability for the brain to modify 

itself through learning over time.  Even non-human primates exhibit a level of this plasticity.  

Essentially, the human brain evolved into a highly adaptive or reflexive tool, a byproduct of 

“gene or bio-culture and socio-cognitive co-evolution,” that provides the foundation for what 

Henrich (2011) and many others defined as the necessary mutations or modifications that would 

ultimately separate us from other primates and lead to our capacities to develop the unique and 

highly adaptive strategies mentioned: cumulative culture, language, and complex interpersonal 

communication systems that facilitate and manage social connection, structure, and the success 

and survival of our species.  As Homo sapiens (or modern humans) continued to evolve and 

adapt, we would not only come to be completely dependent on the culture and the social 

networks or structures that we created, but we would become forever shaped (biologically, 

cognitively, and socially) by the ongoing interplay between these dynamic systems (Barrett et al., 

2012; Ferretti, 2007; Gowlett, Gamble, & Dunbar, 2012; Henrich, 2011).  The most significant 

of these adaptive strategies that would perpetuate the coevolution of these systems, our complex 

social nature and our eventual sense of humanity, is effective social communication. 

  

The Evolution of Language and Nonverbal 

Communication 

 

In It’s a Wonderful Life, we watch what the power of George’s communication can effect 

in diffusing the fear within the community (and a potential economic ruin), by calming and 

uniting the people with an “impassioned speech” (D. Pieper, personal communication, April 

2016), about how they needed to stand together against the villain Potter and how their money 

was in fact not actually in the Building and Loan Company, but out there helping their neighbors, 

                                                 
1 A fun bit of trivia: The human brain has roughly as many neurons as the Milky Way Galaxy has stars, around 100 

billion neurons, with each capable of forming up to 10,000 connections.  The number of possible connective 

pathways is almost infinite, “making the human brain the most complex known object in the universe” (Doige, 

2007, p. 294).  Imagine that—a universe within our heads! 
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each other.  Communication has always been an important factor within all the animal kingdom, 

but especially among social creatures like the primates.  The most primitive forms observed 

within non-human primates involve vocalizations (including sounds that might sound musical) 

and gestures (nonverbal).  These are used to attract mates, alert others to danger, express 

emotion, enforce social structure, resolve conflict among group members, and facilitate social 

bonding and group cohesion (Haviland et al., 2014; Whiten & Erdal, 2012).  Grooming (a 

calming form of physical contact or touch) is a common form of communication among non-

human primates, one that many believe became an inefficient means of communicating as 

hominins or archaic homo sapiens (early humans) evolved and began developing larger, more 

complex dyads or social groups (Barrett et al., 2012; Dunbar, 2003; Gowlett et al., 2012).   

Whether these larger social groups and variations emerged from the development of our 

larger cortical brains, or would have “necessitated” brain expansion and complexity, is debatable 

(many believe the two factors coevolved or influenced each other’s advancement), but what is 

agreed upon is that the development of more effectual means of communication would become 

vital in the management of such growing populations and social networks (Gowlett el al, 2012; 

Jurmain, Kilgore, & Trevathan, 2012).  Most researchers believe that these systems of 

communicative behavior that we originally shared with a common ancestor (e.g., gestural and 

vocal communication) provided the very scaffolding for the evolution of language and other 

symbolic, more complex forms of communication (e.g., writing, art, dance, music) (Barrett et al., 

2012; Gowlett et al., 2012; Massey, 2002).  This social and cultural adaptation would not only 

provide a more effective means of transmitting culture onto future generations, but provide a 

more effective mechanism for decreasing uncertainty and conflict amongst the growing 

populations and promoting social cohesion, cooperation, bonding, reciprocity, and the continued 

evolution of more complex social structures (e.g., hierarchical) (Ferretti, 2007; Massey, 2002). 

While language is viewed as one of the most important adaptive communicative 

strategies to have evolved within the hominin species, nonverbal communication (expressed 

through face, body, tone, etc.) has played a longer and often underestimated role in the evolution 

of social dynamics.  It often expresses the emotional content of communication that is not only 

observed but felt in face-to-face interactions (Goleman, 2006; Ramachandran, 2011).  In fact, the 

evolution of the “emotional brain” predates the development of our uniquely human rational or 

“reasoning brain” and continues to be the first “unconscious” responder (by a third of a second) 
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to environmental sensory input, in particular, from each other (Massey, 2002).  Each form of 

communication, be it verbal or nonverbal, plays an important adaptive role in navigating and 

maintaining complex and meaningful social relationships.  Scientists have recently identified a 

special neuronal system, known as the mirror neuronal system (MNS), that many believe might 

have been one of the most important biological adaptations that resulted not only from our social 

nature and the quality of our interactions, but may have acted as a significant agent in the 

evolution of the social brain (Dunbar, 2003; Ramachandran, 2003).  This special system may 

also be the key facilitating force behind our development of language and the ability for the 

transmission of cumulative culture (e.g., learning through imitation) (Barrett, et al., 2012; 

Dunbar, 2003; Ramachandran, 2011).   

On a more personal or deeper level, this system is believed to have essentially wired us 

with the capacity to connect with others mentally and emotionally: to detect the intention and 

mind states of others (i.e., theory of mind or “mindreading”), to feel another’s emotions, and to 

develop and express the altruistic traits or behaviors that define us as human, especially our 

capacity to empathize and to help others (Goleman, 2006; Ramachandran, 2011).  Even the 

villain Potter used this to his advantage in an attempt to emotionally manipulate or sway George 

into working for him by expressing that he understood how trapped George felt, describing him 

as the guy “who hated the Building and Loan, hated being stuck in this town while his friends 

left and lived lives” (It’s a Wonderful Life, 1946).  Potter exhibited great mindreading ability and 

the powerful role it plays in communication and influence.  It almost worked… 

 

Mirror Neurons and the Social Brain 

“When you smile at life, half the smile is for your face, 

the other half for somebody else’s.” 

                                       —Tibetan saying 

 

 Now we are going to shift to a slightly more personal perspective when it comes to the 

discussion of mirror neurons, because the their very nature and how they work make it possible 

for us to experience an intimate connection with others: It is very likely that without them, we 

could not relate to each other on such a significant, emotional, and deeply interpersonal level.  

Our sense of self, our humanity, and the quality of our communication and relationships are 
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shaped and defined by them.  To help illustrate this (with visuals), we will return to George and 

his family. 

 During these scenes, George has come home from the fateful event, slumping down into 

the chair, pulling his son Tommy to him, and crying quietly.  “Mary realizes that something is 

seriously wrong, and breaks off,” trying to distract the kids who have picked up on the fact that 

daddy is not okay (excerpted from the script of It’s a Wonderful Life). 

As we might see in the images of George and his 

family, George’s distress is picked up or felt by his 

family around him.  As viewers, ourselves, merely 

grabbing a 

glimpse of 

George and the 

family’s facial 

expressions can 

pull us into this emotional moment, allowing us to feel a 

small part of this experience with them, simply by 

observing the pictures (watch the movie if you want to feel 

the full intensity).  

 This is the power of mirror neurons: We cannot 

simply look and not feel something ourselves.  Our minds and bodies instinctively recognize and 

relate on a deeper level.  Neuroscientist Ramachandran (2011) has gone as far as to call these 

particular neurons that contribute to this ability to empathize or experience another’s emotional 

state as “‘Gandhi neurons’ because they blur the boundary between self and others—not 

metaphorically, but quite literally, since the neurons can’t tell the difference.”  This mirror-

neuronal system (MNS) works beneath our awareness, traversing what has been dubbed the 

“low-road” of unconsciousness: the dynamic underlying the contagious nature of a smile and 

laughter, or anger and sadness; the mutual or “in sync” understanding and feelings underlying a 

stimulating and meaningful conversation with a good friend; the ability to detect the intention of 

another; the ability to share in joy and happiness; and the distressed feeling experienced by 

presence of an upset mindset (in this case, George) or a threatening individual.  This is how we 
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are able to interpret nonverbal cues in communication, adding another depth or level of 

emotional understanding and connection within our interpersonal relationships. 

But how is it that one person’s emotional state–or groups for that matter–can affect others 

so deeply, personally, and efficiently?  Simply, as stated, as highly social creatures, evolution 

evidently favored the biological adaptation of wiring us with this particular neuronal system 

(found on a lesser degree in most primates) to “instinct[ively] imitate one another: to synchronize 

our bodies, actions, [emotions], even the way we speak to each other” because, for the most part, 

it feels good (Iacoboni, 2008).  Interestingly, there is what appears to be a “natural selection” 

phenomenon known as the “Happy Face Advantage.”  Based on observations, “the shortest 

distance between two brains is laughter” (Goleman, 2006).  Many researchers agree that these 

shared or contagious feel-good emotional experiences associated with sympathy, laughter, joy, 

happiness, love—as well as “secondary,” more negative emotions, such as shame and guilt, 

which underlie or motivate most of our behavior—were put in place to specifically influence the 

creation and maintenance of our “sociality and solidarity” as a species (Gowlett et al, 2012).  In 

fact, neuroscientist V. S. Ramachandran (2011) proposed this specialized MNS may be one of 

the most important evolutionary features contributing not only to our unique ability to feel 

another’s internal state (empathize) and interpret nonverbal behavior, but also to our capacity to 

“adopt another’s point of view” by “constructing a mental modal of another person’s complex 

thoughts and intentions in order to predict and manipulate his behavior.”  With the help of the 

MNS, we can connect with, experience, and influence each other on a wholly different and 

significant level. 

To provide a little background as to how this “connective” mirror system works, it was 

stumbled upon in 1996 when researchers Giacomo Rizzolatti, Vittorio Gallese, and Leonardo 

Fogassi of the University of Parma in Italy were conducting research on the neural firing patterns 

of the grasping action within the premotor cortex of macaque monkeys.  Surprisingly, they found 

these same areas fired when the monkeys simply observed one of the researchers picking up a 

displaced raisin, “mirroring” in their own brains the action of the man (Goleman, 2006; 

Ramachandran, 2011).  Further research over the years has confirmed that the human brain 

contains an even more concentrated, connective network of these mirror neurons throughout 

differing regions or modules (i.e., premotor cortex, frontal lobe, inferior and posterior parietal 

lobes, superior temporal sulcus, insula, and anterior cingulate, just to name a few), particularly in 
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those associated with movement, perception, hearing, touch, emotion, and language (Goleman, 

2006; Ramachandran, 2011).  Because of this complex system, one unconsciously mirrors the 

gestures or movements of others through a type of virtual mind simulation, essentially causing 

the same areas of the brain to fire (i.e., neuronal impulses) in the observer as the one being 

observed.  Perhaps more simply put, when observing another engaging in some intentional act or 

when looking into the face of another, the brain unconsciously “mimics” or reflects back (hence, 

“mirror neurons”) the perceived action or what the other face is projecting: Our bodily muscles 

will contract in primal unison, our facial muscles will twitch into an unseen smile or frown, 

thus—and most importantly—triggering the associated emotions (via the limbic or emotional 

system) to be felt.2  In an instant, this “brain-to-brain bridge links [us] up” (a.k.a. “neural Wi-Fi”) 

to whomever we engage with (or observe), making us all impressionable and responsible 

architects of not only our own emotional and reasoning minds, but those of others (Goleman, 

2006).  This is also why, through the act of simply observing, we are able to become so absorbed 

into a good or scary storyline of a movie (if the actors are good at what they do); why we feel our 

skin crawl when we see a spider crawling up the arm of an actor; or why we cry, jump or scream, 

and laugh with them at the most moving or climatic moments during a scene.  We (i.e., our 

brains) are literally experiencing those moments with them.  

 Throughout the process of our evolution, not only have we been continuously and 

actively reshaping the environment and the relationships around us (through a big feedback loop 

system), but we have also been perpetuating the continuous and future development of the MNS 

within each of us by nurturing within each other our individual and social potential through our 

day-to-day experiences, interactions, and communications with one another, for better or for 

worse. 

    

The Development of Social Intelligence 

 From an evolutionary perspective, awareness of who we are and how we feel and act in 

relation to others (our social and personal “selves”) has not only been shaped by our culture’s 

overall worldviews, beliefs, values, prescribed behaviors, norms, and socioeconomic structure, 

                                                 
2 As stated earlier, the emotional or limbic system has been in play long before our reasoning or “neomammalian 

brain” (neocortex) developed.  It is part of what is called the “mammalian brain,” the second evolutionary step in the 

development of the human brain, preceded by the first and most primitive “reptilian brain.”  Many may be familiar 

with the basic emotional “fight or flight” instinct associated with this area. 
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but also by the quality of our interpersonal relationships and ability to communicate effectively.  

As discussed, not only do we influence each other’s emotions, thoughts, and biology, but we 

support each other, through our connections as a social group, towards the actualization of our 

greatest individual and social potential.  But to reach that potential, we must acquire a certain 

level of Social Intelligence, defined as “the capacity to be aware of, control, and express one’s 

emotions, and to handle interpersonal relationships judiciously and empathetically” (Goleman, 

2006).  Basically, we need to develop a degree of self-control that stems from the development 

of self-awareness and, in turn, use this to help us get along with others, within and beyond our 

own group or society.   

 Because social interactions are so complex, social psychologist Sara Konrath (2012) 

pointed out the importance of face-to-face communication in the development of such skills, 

stating that we may need regular practice in a “multisensory environment to hone our empathy 

and social skills.”  This type of environment or interactions “exposes us to a wide array of 

[nonverbal] signals from conversation partners, from visual (e.g., clothing, facial expressions, 

posture, fidgeting, eye contact) to auditory (e.g., actual words, tone of voice, speed) to tactile 

(e.g., distance from self, touch) to chemical signals (e.g., olfactory cues, pheromones)” (Konrath, 

2012).  

 Social intelligence, then, requires the development of certain essentials skills to navigate 

such an environment effectively.  They are broadly grouped under the headings of (a) “Social 

Awareness” (i.e., primal empathy, attunement, empathic accuracy, and social cognition) and (b) 

“Social Facility” (i.e., synchrony, self-presentation, influence, and concern) (Goleman, 2006).  

The first component of social awareness is primal empathy, our ability “to feel with and sense 

nonverbal emotional signals and intentions of others,” which has been recognized as a critical 

survival skill throughout our human evolution.  It allows us to detect the intention of others and 

any potential threats through subtle detection of facial expressions, body language, and vocal 

tones.  Primal empathy has also played a key evolutionary role in the forging of emotional bonds 

and the development of a sense of group cohesion, cooperation, and security, and the decrease of 

potential conflicts and feelings of uncertainty that may have threatened the likelihood of group 

survival.  Throughout human history, we have seen this at work, especially in times of struggle: 

The periods during and following the World Wars and the Great Depression are good examples 

of this pulling together as a community.   
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Much like glue, empathy is the emotion that binds our pieces of knowledge and 

experiences together, creating a comprehensive and meaningful narrative of a group’s and 

individual’s life story.  The components of attunement and empathic accuracy entail the capacity 

to “really listen to and understand another person’s thoughts, feelings, and intentions,” while the 

final component of social cognition is simply defined as “knowing how the social world works” 

(Goleman, 2006).  Understanding and practicing social awareness does not mean we are going to 

be successful in handling interactions or creating meaningful relationships.  This requires the 

development of the elements underlying Social Facility: synchrony (i.e., smooth nonverbal 

interactions); effective self-presentation (i.e., the ability to influence others and our own 

circumstances); and genuine concern for the well-being and sensitivities of others.  Without 

these, an individual can become emotionally or psychologically lost in the social or cultural 

currents of our postmodern world. 

 

The Impact of Technology and Social Media 

 “The effects of healthy social connections extend beyond the individual benefits to people 

 and to society at large…Imagine a society in which everyone was highly egotistical and 

 were only concerned with caring for themselves.  That society would not be very 

 functional in the long-term, and many social institutions would collapse.”  

—Sara Konrath, Ph.D. (social psychologist) 

 

 In light of increasing globalization, mass social media, and the emergence of the 

“technoself” (i.e., the technologically mediated self), Konrath (2012) and her team of researchers 

began conducting longitudinal studies on data, measuring the changing trends in personality 

traits and social behavior across American generations in correlation to the growing 

technological changes and media usage since the 1960s, particularly amongst the youth.  They 

have identified a significant decrease in certain altruistic or helping behaviors over the years, 

including empathic concern and perspective taking and moral reasoning, and an increase in self-

focused behaviors associated with the personality traits of high self-esteem (not to be confused 

with healthy self-regard), individualism, and “dispositional” (non-clinical) narcissism in relation 

to the changing media climate (Konrath, 2012).  The most significant changes appear to parallel 

the dramatic electronic and social media advances beginning in the 1990s and exploding with the 
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age of the Internet in 2000.  By then, media usage had increased to an average of 11 hours a day, 

a great difference from the 10 hours a week that was observed in the 1930s (Konrath, 2012).  The 

reasoning behind the corresponding personality and social behavioral changes is that less time is 

spent engaged in actual face-to-face interactions, which facilitate the development of social and 

emotional intelligence, or skills, and promote moral reasoning and empathic behavior that is 

connected to the well-being or interest of others and society as a whole.  More time spent in a 

“anonymous” virtual or technological world appears to promote “deindividuation” or a 

disinhibited state that “makes it easier to ignore the feelings of the interaction partner” because 

of distance, encouraging more self-focused behaviors that not only decreases such empathic 

concern for others, but also decrease the ability to “accurately imagine the world from another 

person’s point of view” (perspective taking), an important component of social intelligence and 

effective communication (Konrath, 2012).   

 Today, “the Internet and social networking sites are seen as a hall of mirrors,” says 

Konrath (2012), “magnifying the ego because of their increasing personalization, shallow 

interpersonal interactions, and short information life…creating some concern that the cost of a 

technologically mediated self is necessarily a decline in deep and meaningful social connection.” 

Because of this lack of attachment, we may become more focused on our own personal interests, 

emphasizing our uniqueness, separateness, individual traits and abilities, and inflating our own 

self-worth (narcissism or unhealthy level of high self-esteem) at the expense of experiencing a 

“greater sense of rootedness within social communities and structures,” and “harmonious social 

interactions” or connections to others (Konrath, 2012).  

With these concerns in mind, we still cannot ignore the benefits that this technological 

culture has provided.  Expanding social media has not only provided a means for us to connect 

globally with family, friends, and like-minded others, but it has also become a diverse platform 

for individual, social, and political expression.  But as a social species whose personal and social 

growth has been evolutionarily regulated by the very nature of our relationships with each other 

and our ability to connect and communicate effectively within the contexts of meaningful face-

to-face interactions within a supportive and stable society, the concern is real, particularly for the 

well-being of today’s youth and those of the future. 
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Conclusion 

 “This great leap forward for mankind suggests that there was indeed a genetic change in 

 the brain, but ironically, the change freed us from genetics by enhancing our ability to 

 learn from one another.  This unique ability liberated our brain from its Darwinian 

 shackles, allowing the rapid spread of unique inventions…culture, the seeds of our 

 civilization [and our humanity].” 

 —Neuroscientist V. S. Ramachandran, Ph.D. 

 

The story of our human evolution emphasizes the importance of human connection.  The 

innate need for such connection was originally shaped through the process of natural selection, 

providing us with the biological and cognitive adaptations that would eventually lead to our 

capacity to develop increasingly complex social systems, a rich culture including language and 

art and meaningful interpersonal communication that would continue to shape the very nature of 

our humanity and the world around us.  Central to our success as a highly social species is the 

unique ability for complex verbal and nonverbal communication that promotes group cohesion, 

emotional bonding, cooperation, reciprocity, and other altruistic or helping behaviors that not 

only reduce uncertainty in the world and connect us socially, but provide the means for the 

creation of a cumulative culture that provides structure, support, and a continual influence in the 

shaping of the nature of its members.  As we have seen, we shape the world around us through 

the means of culture and interpersonal communication within our relationships, which in turn, 

continue to shape us biologically, emotionally, and socially.  

In today’s fast-paced and technologically advanced culture, it has become more difficult 

to connect with each other in deeply meaningful ways.  Technology or social media distract us 

from directly engaging with one another, creating some potentially serious biological, 

behavioral, and social consequences for not only individual social and emotional development, 

but for the stability of society and our overall sense of humanity as well.  Today, we can walk 

down a bustling (or not so bustling) street, campus, or into a store and have a difficult time 

making eye contact with another person for the smart phones, iPads, and daily stress or worries 

that pervade a fast-paced, time-consumed culture, leaving many unaware of their surroundings 

and of each other.  Online groups like Facebook and other social media sites may provide a 

platform for meeting people and alleviating loneliness for many (e.g., those with social anxiety), 
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but when viewed as the leading lifeline to society, they can actually promote a deeper sense of 

isolation or estrangement from the real world of rich human interaction, communication, and 

connection.  The potential for individual and social growth becomes stunted within this type of 

environment.  Unlike the very interconnected life experienced by George and others in Bedford 

Falls, the life today experienced through social media is devoid of significant emotional and 

biological stimulation.  In comparison to the experience of real human interactions or warm 

connections, technological gadgets are cold and lifeless, leaving many with long-term exposure 

or chronic use feeling much the same way.  Now, knowing how we have evolved as a species, 

and the powerful role we play in shaping each other through such meaningful face-to-face 

communication, perhaps we might each make a conscious effort to become more aware of those 

around us and become more active agents in not only the shaping of the world around us, but in 

each other and the future of our humanity. 
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 The word “communication” elicits visions of oral conversations and sounds to the mind.  

The other form of communication that is forgotten about has been the only language used 

throughout most of the history of primate and human evolution.  Nonverbal communication has 

proven to be a beneficial factor for primates and humans and their complex evolutionary history; 

biological advancement has been and is still dependent on social evolution.  According to Hall, 

Hall, and Ferarro, “The language includes your posture, gesture, facial expressions, the way you 

walk, even your treatment of time and space and material things.”  The ability to communicate 

greatly affects social cohesion, social reproduction, and enculturation of animal species that live 

within a community.  Nonverbal communication has been the primary interaction to contrive 

translation between many species, conjointly humans.  The phrase “body modification” evokes 

images of alterations and mutilations to the human body, when in reality the word 

communication should come to mind. 

 Body modifications are part of a permanent costume that represents the individual and his 

or her culture.  Across history and geography, there are multiple definitions of body 

modifications; “in the simplest terms; ‘body modifications’ means to deliberately alter one’s 

physical appearance” (St. Leone).  Body modification is a form of communication that appears in 

diverse societies and is used for a variety of culturally specific purposes.  Different forms and 

methods of body alterations are used in multiple civilizations across the world for reasons like 

social stratification, assimilation, group cohesion, and self-awareness.  Enculturation (the gradual 

acquisition of the characteristics and norms of a culture or group by a person, another culture, 

etc.) of a community will dictate whether the modification will stand in or stand out in the 

society.  Individuals have used body decoration to tell others about themselves; it can be about 

the tribe and their beliefs or used to display an individual’s personal identity.  Each alteration 
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remodels the way others see that person, which is a way of communicating without saying a 

word. 

 Every civilization has a different perspective on manufactured mutilation; however, there 

are cultural universals that blur the lines: ancestry, art, religion or spirituality, memorials, and 

ceremonials, as well as pain.  These items can be showcased in personal ways with the human 

body.  Using flesh as a canvas can grow an individual’s bond to his or her clan or to his or her 

own entity.  Either way, the individual gains self-awareness, which gives him or her a stronger 

sense of identity.  When this happens, that individual becomes a stronger member of society. 

 These examples are prevalent in past Native American societies, as well as in 

industrialized and modernized societies.  To these two people, “these practices become a way to 

use the body to comment and act on the world” (Sinclair 300).  The major difference is the 

Native American tribes have practices in place for people to identify their position in their clan, 

as well as to be able to identify themselves blatantly to others’ eyes.  Meanwhile, in America, 

people turn to body modification to find themselves and create a place in society for themselves; 

it is more a path of discovery to their true identity than a path to follow as it is for Native 

Americans.  “There is no a temporal, fixed ‘core’ to a person’s identity…outside the acts and 

gesture that constitute it” (Joyce 145).  For example, in 1742, “a warrior of the Lenape nation 

and Monsey tribe” (Sinclair 392) astonished people with previous arrow wounds and “some 

drawing relative to his achievement” (Sinclair 391).  This man, later named Michael after his 

baptism, had a memorial:  

On his whole face, neck, shoulders, arms, thighs, and legs, as well as on his breast 

and back were represented scenes of the various actions and engagements he had 

been in, in short, those of his nation and was such that all who heard it thought it 

could never be surpassed by man. (Sinclair 392)  

 This man was a mobile memorial; he showed his past, his tribe, and his battles to anyone 

who gazed upon him.  This practice is still present today, tattoos to communicate important dates 

and scenes with images on the skin.  Recently, Mike Featherstone interviewed modified people 

and was informed by a young female that tattooing “has…a lot to do with memory” because it 

“will always remind you of the time…you had it done” (Featherstone 69).  Featherstone recounts 

her decision: “Although she had wanted a tattoo for some time, she finally decided to get it done 

on her 21st birthday, both as a marker of adulthood and as a celebration of the event, itself” 
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(Featherstone 69).  Because the young lady lives in America, naturally the tattoo is more for her 

self-awareness; however, it still states to the public her life events. 

 Another similar reason that the two groups share for body modifications is ancestry.  On 

the side of the Native Americans, “for many tribes the women used it for ornament, all of them 

would naturally have some mark, and the tribe mark would be on all the men” (Sinclair 391).  

These markings represented where they came from and who they were: “as the Quapaw, a 

roebuck, the Chippewa, a crane” (Sinclair 397).  In those times, many tribes knew other tribes’ 

symbols, and it was easy evidence to identify an ally or an enemy.  Now it is not common to use 

ancestor talisman against anyone, but rather to bond.  Another interview that Featherstone 

orchestrated with a gentleman from America explained that “he regarded the two Native 

American designs on his upper-arms as a commitment to (him) self” (Featherstone 69).  This 

man used his ancestry to center himself, as well as tell onlookers his background and beliefs. 

 These two communities also have the quest of spirituality and religion in common.  For 

the Dakota people, “it is necessary for each Dakota, during his life to be tattooed either in the 

middle of the forehead or on the wrists.  In that event his spirit will go directly to the Many 

Lodges” (Sinclair 396).  These designs ensure the people of their culture that they will safely 

pass on.  Outsiders may not understand, and if they did, they would see a devout person.  As in 

present times, people tattoo crosses and scriptures to feel more faithful, and it is a daily reminder 

to be strong.  Erica Nicole Skadson uses body alteration to find her own spirituality, unlike 

Native Americans and modern Christians, who use it for group strength:  

By studying cultural anthropology, creating jewelry based on ancient designs, 

wearing stretch earlobes, and spreading the awareness of different ethnicities, I 

show my appreciation to others whose ways seem much more wise, much more in 

touch with the earth, with themselves and their communities than I have found in 

my own culture. (Rosenblatt 289) 

 These people use body modification to stabilize their spiritual beliefs and wear their faith 

emblems on their body to tell the population their beliefs, and beliefs tell a great deal about the 

person’s morals and decision-making. 

 Since pain is universally understood, the people who endure constant tremendous pain 

gain a type of respect from humanity.  The Native American’s method of tattooing was to prick 

the skin, usually with fish bones, and rub in charcoal or another dye created by Mother Nature in 
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order to have the design, mainly an animal, be more visible and to last longer (Sinclair).  These 

practices were kept for the strong, people who have proven themselves.  For the Koakies 

(Osages), “it is a kind of knighthood, to which they are only entitled by great actions.  These arks 

multiply with their achievement in war” (Sinclair 388).  Chiefs are also labeled in this tribe: “The 

chiefs were tattooed around the neck with a ring of points, then another ring lower down which 

came down on the chest.  Only chiefs had that, and after they had struck down an enemy” 

(Sinclair 394).  Not only did the engravings explain the valiant warriors’ deeds, but also who was 

wise enough to become a leader who should be feared.  Tattoos were sacred and had meaning, so 

if someone tried to deceive with an unearned marking, “undeserved tattoo-marks were erased 

partially by rubbing them down with the juice of green corn as a disgrace” (Sinclair 389).  Most 

of nature’s dye would be partially washed away, as a sign of shame.  Today, industrialized 

societies do not have degrees of qualifications to gain body modifications besides age and 

monetary standards.  On the other hand, getting scarred, branded, pierced, or tattooed is a very 

painful journey, so there is a gaining of respect from mankind for going under the needle in the 

public’s eye. 

 A prison gang member also gains respect when he or she goes under the needle because it 

connects that individual to a commitment or a deed that has been accomplished.  For example, 

this is beneficial to other gang members and correctional officers.  During imprisonment, prison 

guards use the art on an individual’s body to classify the association of gang, the allegiance of 

the members, and their crimes committed.  Michael P. Phelan and Scott A. Hunt were able to 

acquire information about a Mexican mafia, named the Nuestra Familia, by Phelan’s going 

undercover as a prison guard.  “From tattoos and other non-verbal symbols, Phelan learned the 

inmates’ religious beliefs, ethnic culture, girlfriends’ names, number of kills, and criminal 

specialization” (Hunt and Phelan 282).  Gangs communicate mainly without speaking; members 

use “clothes, hairstyles, jewelry, eyewear and other adornments” (Hunt and Phelan 292).  

However, these are stripped away during incarceration.  Tattoos make it possible for prison 

guards to house inmates safely, as well as to know how to act towards each member. 

 Tattoos are part of the process from the beginning of joining the Nuestra Familia.  People 

who are interested in integrating into the Nuestra Familia get tattooed.  The tattoo is an image of 

a Latina woman with a rifle and flag that symbolizes northern identity, as well as the initials of 

their juvenile delinquent correction centers.  This illustration is placed in a public place on the 
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body to show everyone they come in contact with.  This way, gang members and workers of the 

prison system know they have a record.  If the interested party gets selected, he is to become an 

initiate.  The Nuestra Familia has ranks similar to military structures.  During the initiate stage, 

the drilling aspects of the gang’s regulations begin.  At this time, members gain another 

mutilation to their body, as well as information to the ways of the mafia.  It is almost similar to 

the military’s boot camp in that if an initiate cannot make it through the trial period, he is 

dismissed; however, in the Nuestra Familia, a member must vouch for the initiate and the phase 

lasts only thirty days (Hunt and Phelan). 

The initiate’s tattoo is a rose.  This design signifies danger, and correctional officers use 

caution with these men because they are trying to prove themselves during this phase (Hunt and 

Phelan).  The next stage is the membership of the mafia.  “The member has successfully 

demonstrated his ability to fulfill the requisite moral obligations, but has not necessarily 

accomplished any remarkable deeds on behalf of the gang that warrant advanced status” (Hunt 

and Phelan 287).  This stage requires another tattoo; however, the member has approximately 

seven options to show his allegiance.  A veteran of the Nuestra Familia has either teardrops or 

stars on his face or hand.  These symbols signify murders or prison sentences (Hunt and Phelan).  

“A ‘wise’ correctional officer in that situation might take precautions to avoid giving such an 

inmate a chance to move up in rank” (Hunt and Phelan 290).  Superior rank tattoos are incredibly 

rare because of the lack of wanting recognition.  There have been a few cases of seeing a 

“Mexican male with a large moustache, rifle, bandolier, and a sombrero that covers his face and 

hides his identity” (Hunt and Phelan 291).  Also, the correctional officer and other gang 

members should notice that “the number of bullets on the bandolier represent how many kills the 

person has to his credit” (Hunt and Phelan 291).  Any lieutenant or general needs five bullets to 

be promoted to captain.  Therefore, it is in anyone’s best interest to proceed with caution with 

this inmate (Hunt and Phelan).  This usually does not happen because this emblem is put in 

hidden places, so they are not murdered because of competition.  “Deciphering each other’s 

tattoo’s meaning can maintain safety and balance, as well as save lives” (Hunt and Phelan 293).  

Hunt and Phelan demonstrated that tattoos are a form of identity work that involve symbolic self-

completion and convey a sense of a wearer’s moral career and social order.  Body modifications 

aid in prison gang member identification and maintenance of stratification. 
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 The people of Maisin of Oro Province of Papua New Guinea use body modification for 

social stratification, as well as social reproduction.  The civilization went through modifications 

after colonization.  Their culture involves ceremonies and celebrations after tattooing 

adolescents.  The Maisin people believe in marking their people at a young age because of their 

genesis tale: “when the heaven and earth appeared and the Maisin people emerged from the 

ground far to the west” (Barker and Tietjen 219).  The details are unclear, but it is the reason for 

the facial tattooing among women, according to the indigenous people (Barker and Tietjen).  

Today, it is the last puberty ritual in this society that requires bodily alterations.  “There were 

three kinds: tattooing for girls, a small induction rite introducing all boys but first-borns to the 

insignia rite of their clans, and a large public ceremony for first-born boys and girls” (Barker and 

Tietjen 226).  There are many factors to deciding the start of the puberty ritual, the parents’ 

decision, the girl’s choice, but mainly her body: “The onset of menstruation and the enlargement 

of the breasts signal that the girls should be tattooed” (Barker and Tietjen 221).  The Maisin 

culture begins the process, so women know their place in society, as well as become more 

appealing to potential mates: 

First, the parents must secure a tattooist (not always easy because only a few 

women possesses the requisite skills).  Second, tattooists and their clients prefer to 

undertake the tattooing of girls in groups of two or three at a time, rather than 

singly. (Barker and Tietjen 221)  

 The Maisin like to do it this way for the ceremonies; also, it creates a bonding experience.  

These girls will live together, experience an enormous amount of pain together, and try to 

understand their new roles.  “The process takes from a month to six weeks to complete” (Barker 

and Tietjen 222).  The girls will live in their tattoo artist’s home but will receive no guidance, 

just pain from the art on their face.  This is true nonverbal communication; all the girls know the 

pain is meant to prepare them for their new gender role.  “Tattooing takes place in the cool hours 

of the early morning and late afternoon” (Barker and Tietjen 222).  Since the method can be so 

painful, some young ladies have to be constricted, so they do not squirm and destroy the design.  

The illustrations are left up to the artist’s imagination, but they are consistently “elaborate, 

curvilinear tattoos that covered their entire faces like veils” (Barker and Tietjen 217).  This 

distinguishes them as “Tufi women” (Barker and Tietjen 217).  Even though the “face swells up 

badly,” the tattoo artist provides no medicine to comfort the girls (Barker and Tietjen 217).  
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When the pain subsides from the last session, the tattoo is reapplied with more ink, and this 

continues until the artist is satisfied with her work. 

 Once finished, the artist calls the girl’s parents to look at her, and then the ceremony 

begins after the girl is decorated for her “puberty ceremony” (Barker and Tietjen 224).  The 

ceremony is necessary to show off the tattoo because “tattooing thus marks the transition of girls 

from a pre-sexual to an actively sexual state, makes them ‘beautiful’ and tests their ‘strength’ 

(wenna) as they approach the rigors of child-bearing and women’s labour” (Barker and Tietjen 

225).  The girls modify their faces to prepare for their future roles, as well as to make themselves 

more attractive. 

 The tattoos are meant to entice a possible suitor; this is why many people get tattoos.  In 

America, some women get black lines under and/or above their eyes to always have the 

appearance of eyeliner.  Tattooing color on and/or around the lips to look like lipstick can also 

give the illusion of bigger lips.  Men also use tattoo art to become more tempting.  Balding men 

use tattoos to create stubble.  Social reproduction is a necessary component for the survival of 

humans, and people depend on body alteration to find mates as the Maisin and American people 

do. 

 By using body alterations, the Yoruba identity was preserved.  In Africa, “prior to the late 

nineteenth century, the people now called Yoruba were divided into multiple opposing 

ethnicities” (Ojo 348).  When the “christening” colonization began, many of the Yoruba did not 

convert because their beliefs were embedded in their flesh.  However, the Yoruba homeland did 

“experience enslavement and population displacement and mixing, which resulted in the 

construction of new identities” (Ojo 348).  The Yoruba used tattoos and scarifications to show 

“class, age, gender, and fashion” (Ojo 367).  Additionally, “tattoos also formed part of the 

Yoruba chieftaincy and medical rites” (Ojo 367).  Unfortunately, the pressure of foreigners in 

their land caused the Yoruba people to come together; “population contact increased cultural 

adaptations such as the spread of certain religious rituals and scarification, brand to places where 

they previously did not exist” (Ojo 349).  The Yoruba people were known to be slaves; their 

markings exposed their status, which was an advantage to them.  In this location, men gained 

power and wealth based on the number of wives they had, causing men to be attracted to Yoruba 

women.  Body modifications allowed marriage negotiations to happen after just a glance at a 

woman.  This process made alliances, which saved the Yoruba people’s cultural identity: 
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“Hence, through inter-ethnic marriage and redefinition of links between ethnicity and tattoos, 

new ideologies came into place that boosted the quest for a geocultural ethnic identity that 

became Yoruba in the period after 1860” (Ojo 349).  Once the blood mixed after generations, the 

people needed to find new ways to show their identities to others. 

 Scarification, branding, and tattooing are crucial to this society because these people want 

to show who they are and what they do based on appearance.  After all the inter-marriage, people 

needed a new system.  It became a concern, which is stated by a leader in 1886: “We have 

become one people with them by inter-marriage so that it is very difficult for us to separate” (Ojo 

363).  The assimilation of the five different ethnicities caused tension, and body modification 

was the solution.  “Body markings constituted one way of defining African cultural identities” 

(Ojo 367).  Now, the main focus when getting tattooed and scarred was “geopolitical 

specificities” (Ojo 369).  For instance, “by willingly submitting to scarifications, a foreigner 

could become a naturalized citizen” (Ojo 369).  Also, it is used “as a form of punishment and 

disenfranchisement, criminals sometimes had their marks militated akin to tracking devices of 

North America” (Ojo 373).  As a result of the colonization of Africa, the Yoruba people had to 

become united.  Soon, even the body markings began to look similar: “Tattoos spread as wives, 

especially in the absence of a father, decided when and what tattoo a child got” (Ojo 373).  The 

cultures had to assimilate in order to survive the pressure of foreigners, and people started 

sharing modification styles because leaders became more united, and “fathers” (meaning leaders) 

were not guiding them in these aspects anymore; rather, the fashions blended together.  Body 

modifications were signals for bonds, which salvaged their identity and culture. 

 Body modification is a type of nonverbal communication, and “nonverbal 

communications signal to members of your own group what kind of person you are” (Hall, Hall, 

and Ferraro 24).  Many cultures use body modifications in diverse ways based on what the 

people of that civilization need.  While that could separate people, Hall, Hall, and Ferraro urged 

people to become more aware of these symbols because “this society’s diversity can be a source 

of great strength rather than a further- and subtly powerful- source of division” (Hall, Hall, and 

Ferraro 24).  Body modifications give hints of a person’s character and a chance to learn more 

about another lifestyle.  Glancing at the artwork done on the skin is a passage into the personality 

of that individual.  One can discover that a woman is ready for adulthood, as in the Maisin 

providence, or learn about a man’s tribe for the Native Americans—even know their past 



T h e  C o p p e r  P e n n y  |  3 8  

 

 

 

 

experiences, as for many modern people.  The use of body modification to help the assimilation 

of Yoruba shows resiliency, as well as the blatant facts about themselves, or the inmates’ tattoos 

that scream caution to anyone “wise” to learn the meanings.  Body modifications transform 

human beings into human canvases, which tell the world about the individual, if the world has 

the correct tools to read the flesh.  
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Don’t Mourn Organics Yet: Prematurity and Presumption  

in Paarlberg’s Ideas on Organic Nutrition and Safety  

USDA organic certification is commonly perceived as a nutritional catch-all, 

guaranteeing the consumer the absence of any bad stuff and assuring the highest possible 

nutritional content (White).  But is this the safe bet so many assume it is?  Those who follow the 

media know the topic of organics is hot—and hotly debated, and anyone familiar with the major 

scientific studies conducted on organic nutrition knows the results are anything but singular in 

their findings.  Considering this, is it a waste of money to pay more for organic products?  Are 

organic fruits and vegetables really more nutritious and safer than those grown or raised by 

conventional standards?  Is consumer confidence in the organic label unfounded?  Is certainty 

even possible?  

Professor and author Robert Paarlberg in his essay “Attention Whole Foods Shoppers” 

seems confident in his evaluation of organics—or at least confident in what consumers shouldn’t 

do: We shouldn’t believe organic methods will be part of the solution to world hunger (240), or 

consider organic products safer (244), or think they are more nutritious (244).  Considering the 

growing popularity of organic foods and the steady stream of studies still being conducted on 

organic nutrition and safety, might Mr. Paarlberg be premature in drawing conclusions with such 

finality?  He’d have us believe the issue has basically been decided, that we can all go back to 

saving a few dollars by buying from corporate farmers and big agriculture because their produce, 

dairy, and meat is every bit as healthy and safe as the organic alternative.  Well, don’t give up on 

organic food quite yet.  Professor Paarlberg may believe the show’s over and the curtains have 

dropped on organics, but the scientific findings continue to roll in, and the latest studies may 

prove to be a surprise encore—or the beginning of a whole new act.  One fact is clear: Answers 

to the debate over organic nutrition and safety are, as the newsman says, developing.  
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Mr. Paarlberg begins his essay by chiding health-conscious Western shoppers for being 

trendy.  “Eco-foodies,” he calls them, “are full of good intentions.  We want to save the planet, 

help local farmers, fight climate change—and childhood obesity, too” (240).  Later, he adds, 

“We need to de-romanticize our view of preindustrial food and farming” (242).  It’s easy to level 

criticism at modern consumers that we are gullible subjects to clever food industry tactics.  It’s 

true that well-intentioned shoppers sometimes get seduced into emotional purchases; glossy 

packages depicting sun-drenched fields and farmhouses soothe our sentimental pastoral notions, 

and phrases like “all natural” and “nothing artificial added” seem to emanate an almost palpable 

warmth, bidding us to relax, smile, and trust that our desired product is full of only good stuff.   

Okay, sure, we may show our gullible underbellies at times, but the reality is people have to eat, 

and more than ever Americans are attempting to stock their cupboards intelligently.  

Unfortunately, navigating the nutritional landscape is about as easy as navigating a blizzard; a 

chaotic swarm of facts, fads, and endless opinions makes the simple search for a middle ground 

of nutritional consensus, well, not so simple.  

Perhaps Professor Paarlberg should grant shoppers confused by these advertising tricks a 

little latitude.  Advertisers are really good at what they do, and to make matters worse, the media 

seem as polarized and confused as consumers are.  For example, a 2014 LA Times article citing a 

recently released study announced that organic foods were nutritionally superior (Morin).  That 

headliner was followed only a few weeks later by an opinion piece from CNN.com, reacting to 

the same study, which doubted organic products were any more nutritious than their non-organic 

counterparts (Carroll).  Widely varying opinions in the media shouldn’t surprise anybody.  

Controversy sells.  But considering Professor Paarlberg’s apparent certainty about organic 

nutrition, you’d think at least the science was unanimous.  In truth, there has been much 

disagreement among the major scientific studies—that is, up until recently. 

In his essay, published in 2010, Mr. Paarlberg references the widely reported American 

Journal of Clinical Nutrition, released in 2009.  That study surveyed 107 articles (the original 

selection of 162 was cut by 55), which reported comparisons from field trials, farm surveys, and 

market basket studies, and concluded “there is no evidence of a difference in nutrient quality 

between organically and conventionally produced foodstuffs” (Dangour et al.).  The 2009 

analysis came from a sizable body of studies, was published by a reputable journal, and was 

therefore among the most authoritative studies on organic nutrition at the time.  But, that 
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wouldn’t last long.  Not two years later, in 2011, a finding in favor of organic foods (albeit 

cautiously—the paper appealed for further scientific inquiry) was released in an analysis 

published by the Wageningen Journal of Life Sciences.  The authors concluded:  

Comparative studies showed lower nitrate contents and less pesticide residues, but 

usually higher levels of vitamin C and phenolic compounds in organic plant 

products, as well as higher levels of omega-3 fatty acids and conjugated linoleic 

acid in milk from organically raised animals. (Huber et al.) 

Then, in 2012, the Annals of Internal Medicine released a study by a Stanford Medical School 

team that, unlike the Wageningen study, concluded “the published literature lacks strong 

evidence that organic foods are significantly more nutritious than conventional foods.”  

However, concerning food safety, the study concluded that “consumption of organic foods may 

reduce exposure to pesticide residues and antibiotic-resistant bacteria” (Smith-Spangler et al.).  If 

the 2011 and 2012 studies managed to reinject any new energy into the organic nutrition and 

health controversy, the study that would follow blew the debate wide open again.  

Arguably, the most significant research conducted to date came in 2014.  It was the 

largest meta-analysis of its kind, comprising a staggering 343 peer-reviewed papers—over 200 

more than the 2009 analysis conducted by Dangour et al.  It was released in the British Journal 

of Nutrition in July of 2014, but by then the media buzz had already begun.  An international 

team of 18 researchers found “statistically significant and meaningful differences in composition 

between organic and non-organic crops/crop-based foods” (Barański et al).  As summarized in a 

press release from the Newcastle University Press Office, the new study concluded: 

Concentrations of antioxidants….were between 18-69% higher in organically-

grown crops….nitrogen concentrations were found to be significantly lower in 

organic crops….[and] substantially lower concentrations of a range of the toxic 

heavy metal cadmium were also detected in organic crops (on average 48% 

lower).  The team found that a switch to eating organic fruit, vegetable and 

cereals—and food made from them—would provide additional antioxidants 

equivalent to eating between 1-2 extra portions of fruit and vegetables a day. 

(Newcastle, Organic) 

Strengthening the findings of the 2014 study, in February 2016, the British Journal of Nutrition 

released a pair of meta-analyses by a team of 25 researchers, one analysis that considered 196 
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published studies comparing the nutrient content of organic and conventional bovine milk 

(Leifert) and another analysis of 67 papers that looked at compositional differences in organic 

and conventional meat (Średnicka-Tobera et al).  The Cambridge University press release 

summarized the results of both studies, finding organic milk (including dairy products like butter 

and cheese) and meat contain around 50% more beneficial omega-3 fatty acids than 

conventionally produced products.  They also found organic milk and dairy contain 40% more 

conjugated linoleic acid, which has been linked to preventing heart disease, obesity, and certain 

cancers.  They found lower concentrations of two saturated fats in organic meat and determined 

organic milk had slightly higher concentrations of iron, Vitamin E, and some carotenoids, and 

contained less iodine (Newcastle, Study).  

Wherever he is today, Professor Paarlberg has no doubt noticed the turning of the 

scientific tide in favor of organics.  Maybe he’s noticed the change in tone in the media and 

among journalists; there’s a general confidence in organic nutrition and safety that didn’t exist a 

decade ago.  Perhaps in light of the new science, he has softened some of his positions.  The fact 

is, intellectually honest academics can no longer claim, as Mr. Paarlberg did in his 2010 essay, 

that organic food offers no significant health benefits.  As a preponderance of the science now 

weighs in favor of organics, the burden of proof is on the critics, big agriculture, big farming, 

and Professor Paarlberg—if he remains steadfast in his convictions—to respond to the new 

evidence.  

To be fair, Robert Paarlberg’s essay is broader in scope than his statements about organic 

food safety and nutrition.  “Attention Whole Foods Shoppers” is an argument for industrial 

agriculture and the green revolution and ponders the larger issues of the sustainability of 

commercial agriculture and solutions to world hunger (Paarlberg 242).  He argues organic 

farming methods won’t work on an industrial scale without resulting in environmental 

destruction via mass deforestation (245).  However, if there is a lesson to be learned from what 

seems like the all-but-proven status of organic nutrition, it’s this: Don’t count your chickens 

before they hatch.  When science turns an interested eye toward something, and resources are 

applied and great minds become focused, prevailing beliefs are in jeopardy.  Now that strong 

evidence shows organic food is safer and healthier, perhaps research energy can be diverted 

toward solving the problems related to industrial scale organic agriculture.  Innovations to raise 
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yield, find safe biocides, and utilize alternative nitrogen sources would go a long way toward 

implementing organic farming practices on a greater scale. 

A Radiohead song begins with the line “Fitter, happier, more productive” (Yorke).  This 

seems like an appropriate description of so-called millennials, the generation that came of age 

around the year 2000.  Millennials are tech-savvy, eco-conscious, socially aware, on-the-go, and 

concerned about their health and the health of their families.  They know about the potential 

dangers of Genetically Modified Organisms and processed diets and want to eat as smart as they 

can, even if costs a little more.  Up until a few years ago, consumer confidence in organic 

certification had waned due to the older studies that appeared to show no health benefits from 

organic foods.  Today, shoppers can again purchase organic fruits, vegetables, dairy, and meat in 

relative confidence.  Yes, organic foods have been shown to be safer and more nutritious than 

non-organic foods, but wisdom dictates we remain patient and flexible; we are in the infancy 

stages of understanding the benefits of organically produced foods, and more will certainly be 

revealed.  Despite Professor Paarlberg’s outdated views, we can return to our farmers markets 

and Whole Foods stores confident that, if there is a catch-all that ensures we’re getting the best 

foods possible, organic is it. 
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My First Memory 

 What is the first thing I remember?  I think my first memory was of walking down a 

sidewalk on a warm day.  I saw a large group of children on the sidewalk ahead of me.  The 

children smelled like cookies and candy.  They were happy to see me and picked me up and 

petted me on the head.  One of the children carried me inside this large building where the warm 

sun went away and was replaced by bright lights.  One of the adults in the room got up from her 

chair and walked over to the child who was holding me.  The adult took me out of the child’s 

arms and ordered the child to go do something.  The children left, and the adult then took me 

back outside and opened a large green door, placed me inside the room, shut the door, and left.  

As I sat there alone, I began to worry.  I didn’t want to go where the bad dogs went.  I wasn’t a 

bad dog; I was a lost dog.  I began to hear footsteps approaching the door.  As they got closer, 

the footsteps became louder, until they reached the door and stopped.  I could hear the keys 

being placed into the lock and turned; then, the door opened.  I saw a man wearing a big blue hat, 

who smelled like sunscreen.  The man then removed a small box from his pocket and pointed it 

at me, and then there was a bright flash.  After that, I heard the door shut, and the man walked 

away.  As I waited for what seemed forever, I heard the footsteps again, and as the door opened, 

I saw the man with the blue hat again.  He stepped in, picked me up in his arms, and took me out 

of that room and back into the warm sun.  It was then I knew I had found my forever home. 
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Eng. 50.04 

10/28/15 

What Is a Leo? 

A Leo is the fifth zodiac sign.  Leos are hard to miss because they love to be in the 

limelight.  Making an impression is a big deal to them, and because Leos have a personal 

magnetism, it’s easy for them.  Leos are very ambitious, and their strength of purpose allows 

them to achieve goals.  The fact that Leos are creative makes their efforts enjoyable for them and 

everyone else.  The warmth and enthusiasm that a Leo has make being around them pleasurable, 

and they love that.  The symbol for Leo is the lion, symbolizing the king or queen of the jungle, 

and Leos consider themselves rulers of the universe and the zodiac.  Also, like lions, Leos are 

prone to be dignified and strong, and it’s this sense of their power that allows them to get things 

done.  To have a Leo on your team is a good thing, since lions are eager to see their tasks to the 

end.  Leos are also known to be natural-born leaders; however, they may be upsetting to others 

since they can be domineering and somewhat autocratic.  Leos are very independent, and they 

need someone to admire and appreciate them.  They’re fine on their own, but they prefer to not 

be alone.  The Sun is part of the Leo sign because, like the Sun, Leos have warmth and bring life 

to those around them.  Leos crave being the center of attention like the Sun is in the center of the 

galaxy.  Being one myself, this is a brief definition of what a Leo is. 

 

 

Works Cited: Astrology.com  
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Vehicle Maintenance 

 Vehicles almost resemble the human anatomy.  In order to maintain a healthy lifestyle, 

you need to have a diet that consists of food with nutrition.  The same idea also pertains to a 

vehicle’s fluid viscosity and octane rating.  When the human body consumes food that is not 

healthy, the body will begin to experience fatigue and nausea.  That is when some people begin 

to detox to eliminate all the toxins from their systems.  Vehicles would also need to go through 

the same process for them to operate in top performance.  You will need to flush out the previous 

fluids in the system of the vehicle and replace them with cleaner fluids.  If a person neglects his 

body from detoxing all of the toxins, the liver will begin to fail, along with other organs.  

Vehicles also experience the same dilemma under poor maintenance.  The filter is like the human 

liver; it can only filter and take so much diet and debris until it begins to fail, along with all the 

vehicle’s components, just like human organs.  Humans also go through stress and exhaustion 

when they are overworked, which will cause them to deteriorate in a certain way.  Vehicles also 

endure stress and exhaustion when they are overworked to their maximum capability.  Vehicles’ 

owners should be aware of their vehicles’ capability in order to properly operate and prevent 

them from future damages.  The bottom line is, take care of your vehicles as you would your 

own body. 
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Human Instincts  

 Human beings use instincts that are hard-wired survival skills to help them adapt to 

environmental situations.  We may think that we are in control over our instincts, but, in fact, we 

are not.  Here are some instincts that I found interesting.  One survival skill is our fight or flight 

reaction to dangerous or stressful situations.  When we are in fight or flight mode, our adrenal 

glands send the brain a signal to produce a hormone called adrenaline.  Adrenaline increases 

heart rate, dilates blood vessels, and opens air passages so that all your cells get more oxygen.  

This means that you will be more alert and more prepared for any dangerous situation.  Another 

important survival skill is to reproduce.  Most people think that physical attraction is the way 

they determine their partners, but it is actually their nose.  The way it works is that humans smell 

specific genes in a potential mate that will improve the immune system in their offspring.  It 

turns out that opposites really do attract!  One more survival skill that humans possess is greed.  

Humans think of greed as a bad thing, but without greed, they would not feel the need to gather 

necessities to stay alive.  As much as we all hate to admit it, we are designed to be selfish in 

order to survive.  We might think that we have control over our instincts, but, in fact, this is just a 

distraction in order to survive.  
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Breaking Glamour 

 Young girls are constantly exposed to sexualized images, whether it’s an advertisement 

or television show.  When reading “Little Girls or Little Women? The Disney Princess Effect,” I 

was reminded of my girlhood.  I wanted to be a part of the Disney Princess fad, and so many 

girls do fall into this desire to be a princess.  The Disney Princess effect starts young and gets 

carried out to teenage years, not that girls want to be princesses when they turn 14, but the fact is 

they want to be sexy.  Disney princesses sometimes wear sexy dresses, and most of them have 

skinny figures.  This is the start for girls to feel like they need to be perfect like the character or 

person they saw on T.V.  In this essay, Mary Finucane, a mother, decided to research the Disney 

Princess effect, and she found that it leads to “self-objectification to cyberbullying to unhealthy 

body images” (Hanes 483).  Young girls respond to these things whether they know it or not, and 

they grow up feeling as if they need to be something they are not.  Girls fall prey to television 

sexualization, Internet sexualization, and sexualized body image. 

 It starts with television.  Young girls see pretty princesses and want to be like them.  I 

remember wanting to buy the dresses of my favorite princesses and the tiara to go with them.  

Along with Disney making a profit with its princess movies, there are also shows like Toddlers 

in Tiaras that glamourize being sexualized at young ages.  In the essay “Toddlers in Tiaras,” 

Skip Hollandsworth states, “The promise of a tiara has always been a fast, easy sell to young 

girls who pine to be princesses—just ask Disney, which reportedly makes approximately $4 

billion annually from its more than 26,000 princess related retail items” (491).  The industry is 

making a lot of money from parents of young girls.  When the girls get older, they start watching 

television shows that are way more sexualized than what Disney and pageant shows intend.  The 

reality shows are the worst when it comes to sexualization, shows such as Keeping Up with the 

Kardashians and Jersey Shore.  I have not watched either of these shows, but I know many 

young girls do.  I looked into what these shows portray, and I found some information about 

both, starting with the most popular: 
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Keeping Up with the Kardashians features the life of a family that spends a great 

deal of time and money on appearance, with a consequent rise in fame and 

popularity of its girls and women.  Their Instagram pages, often followed by 

young fans of the show, are full of “selfies,” bikini and modeling photos. Photos 

that feature their “ordinary” everyday lives are highly sexualized, including the 

pages of the youngest teenage members of the family.  This practice perpetuates 

the notion that “real” people gain popularity and happiness by focusing on their 

appearance—and to be successful, personal image, even at a very young age, 

should be laced with sexuality. (Peek) 

And there is Jersey Shore: 

The cast of the Jersey Shore spends an entire summer binge drinking to excess, 

participating in risky sexual behavior, engaging in physical altercations, and even 

being arrested.  Despite their obvious poor behavior and decision-making, their 

popularity continues to grow. (Peek) 

Young girls are exposed to this kind of television, and some want to look and be like the girls 

they see on T.V.  It is hard not to be subjected to shows like these and others because of their 

growing popularity.  It would be better to get girls interested in more educational entertainment. 

 This brings us to the Internet, where girls can look at Instagram or Facebook and see 

sexualized images.  In the essay “Little Girls or Little Women? The Disney Princess Effect,” 

Hanes talks about cyberbullying and the kinds of pictures girls are sharing.  Hanes shares a 2009 

poll: “One quarter of 14-to-17 year olds of both sexes polled by the Associated Press and MTV 

in 2009 reported either sending naked pictures of themselves or receiving naked pictures of 

someone else” (483).  There are a lot of young girls who feel they have a body imperfection.  

Young girls feel like they need to project a sexy image of themselves, and most do in some way 

online.  Then, there are the cyberbullies who make these insecure girls feel worse about 

themselves.  The impacts of bullying are the following:  

Kids that are bullied are likely to experience anxiety, depression, loneliness, 

unhappiness, and poor sleep,” explains Jennifer N. Caudle, DO, an AOA board-

certified family physician in Philadelphia.  Making the issue worse is the fact that 

such negative effects of bullying often go unnoticed, as many victims feel the 

need to conceal the fact that they are being bullied because they are embarrassed 
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or afraid of further bullying.  More often than not victims respond passively to 

bullying.  They tend to act anxious and appear less confident. They may become 

quieter in class and, as a result, the bullying can become a hindrance on their 

academic success.  Therefore, bullying is a problem that, if left unattended, can 

become a significant hurdle in a child’s development. (“Cyber-Bullying”) 

I have seen people get called fat or ugly online, and it does hurt that person’s feelings.  It is hard 

on girls to be exposed to sexual things online; they feel like they won’t ever be sexy or cute 

enough.  Sometimes girls send nude pictures online, and it backfires, resulting in being 

cyberbullied.  Young girls need to learn that they don’t have to be perfect, and sharing pictures 

online is not always a good idea. 

 Advertisements always show these perfect bodies, most of which are enhanced to make 

them unrealistically beautiful.  Young girls want to be sexy and have a hot body because of the 

sexualized body images in society.  Girls will do almost anything for that perfect body, and 

sometimes it’s not good for them.  The essay by Hanes also states: 

In 2010, the APA released a report on the sexualization of girls, which it 

described as portraying a girl’s value as coming primarily from her sexual appeal.  

It found increased sexualization in magazines, by marketers, in music lyrics, and 

on television—a phenomenon that includes “harm to the sexualized individuals 

themselves, to their interpersonal relationships, and to society.” 

Sexualization, it reported, leads to lower cognitive performance and greater body 

dissatisfaction….Research also connects sexualization to eating disorders, 

depression, and physical health problems.  Even those young women—and 

experts say there are growing numbers of them—who claim that it is empowering 

to be a sex object often suffer the ill effects of sexualization….“What’s different 

is just the sheer amount of messaging that girls are getting, and the effective way 

that these images are used to market to younger and younger girls,” says Lyn 

Mikel Brown, an education professor at Colby College in Waterville, Maine. 

(485) 

Girls are exposed to these things, and it is having negative effects on their lives.  I have known 

many girls with eating disorders.  I could never not eat, nor could I throw up.  I always feel 

dissatisfied with myself, and sometimes depressed with the way I look.  I don’t feel like I have 
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that unrealistic body image I see everywhere.  I know this affects girls everywhere, and it starts 

at a young age.  Young girls need to learn that they are beautiful and do not have to be perfect.  

 Of course, there will be the argument that television, the Internet, and advertisements are 

just for entertainment and marketing.  Hanes shows what Disney had to say about the princess 

effect: 

Disney, for its part, repeated to the Monitor its standard statement on the topic: 

“For 75 years, millions of little girls and their parents around the world have 

adored and embraced the diverse characters and rich stories featuring our Disney 

princesses…. [L]ittle girls experience the fantasy and imagination provided by 

these stories as a normal part of their childhood development.” (483) 

Yes, it is a part of growing up for most girls, but it also leads to girls’ being exposed to unhealthy 

body images and self-objectification.  It almost sets a role for girls in life, a role that a man has to 

come to your rescue, and you have to be sexy enough for his attention.  Advertisements will 

always look better than reality; there is no stopping that.  Whether it’s a sexy body image or a 

cheeseburger, you never get the perfection that the ad shows.  We need more truth in society. 

 “Little Girls or Little Women? The Disney Princess Effect” is a good eye-opener for not 

only girls, but parents.  We need to take control of what girls see and understand.  The essay 

states:  

Parents’ involvement is key, Levin says, but they do not have to act alone.  Over 

the past few years, a growing group of advocacy organizations have formed to 

help fight against marketing pressure and sexualization…..Schools can also share 

the burden.  Catherine Steiner-Adair, a therapist and educational consultant, has 

worked with school systems across the country for 30 years to develop curriculum 

that will increase social and emotional intelligence among boys and girls.  She 

says that programs where girls are encouraged to create and then delve into their 

own projects are often successful.  “Girls discover what it means to take their own 

interests seriously and to pursue them deeply and vigorously,” she says. 

She says that schools that can start focusing on these issues earliest have the best 

success....“Given today’s culture and the access people have and the lack of 

boundaries between home and school and between people and technology, you 

have to begin this work in first grade,” she says.  “The schools that are doing it in 
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first grade are very different cultures—they’re kinder, they’re more respectful, 

they’re less bullying.” (Hanes 488) 

I agree with this method of teaching girls and boys.  I know this is the best way to break the 

glamour of sexualization.  We can look forward to girls’ being happier in life and help them 

understand the differences between true and false expectations.  
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The Use of Social Structures to Implement 

a Successful Stress Relief Event 

The outcome of our project is to create an event that meets the needs of the Copper 

Mountain College (CMC) students, which is well attended by the students.  We divided our 

project into parts.  One student determined the stressors of the students and what they would 

describe as stress-relieving.  Another student determined what businesses within the community 

would be willing to participate in the event.  A third student collected data from other colleges 

that have provided these types of events.  I was responsible for investigating the social structure 

that would need to be activated at CMC to create an event that would be well attended by CMC 

students. 

It is important to understand the different groups/clubs within the college that make up 

the social structure and what part they play in activating the webs that connect one system to 

another.  Social structures are the relationships among people that connect them to each other, to 

systems, and then connect the systems to each other.  Each club within the campus is its own 

social structure with different connections, both strong and weak ties that reach out across 

networks.  Outside of the student structure are also the staff and faculty, each a social structure of 

its own.  When preparing an event, consideration must be given to space needed, appropriate 

date and time, money, and participation.  These things need to be looked at individually to 

determine what social structures should be approached first and which ones will collaborate with 

the others.   

Within every club there is a network of ties, most of them strong ties as they have a 

feeling of obligation and loyalty to the club and the people in it.  Amongst those people, there are 

also the weak ties that connect the different clubs together.  By networking across boundaries, 

we can activate various social networks, which in turn allows for everyone to work together for 

success.  The Inter-Club Counsel (ICC) meetings are a time when the people in key statuses of 

their groups get together and discuss upcoming events and other networking agendas.  By far, the 

most important thing is to become associated with a group of strong ties, so there is a feeling of 
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loyalty towards members and the event.  Once this has been established, it is time to reach out to 

the weak ties to elicit collaboration. 

I attended a meeting of the Phi Theta Kappa on campus and discovered that members 

tend to participate in several campus events.  The conversation during the meeting expressed the 

outstanding outcome of the blood drive and the increased support of the students and the Red 

Cross.  Needless to say, I was impressed.  They also discussed future events in which they would 

collaborate with the CMC Student Government, and a large event that would require the 

cooperation and activation of all the campus clubs/social structures.  Although Phi Theta Kappa 

has been very successful in relation to its events lately, it is important to acknowledge that as 

students graduate, they leave the roles within the social structures, and the people filling these 

roles/statuses may not fully understand their responsibilities or how the roles can best operate. 

After attending this meeting, I proceeded to have discussions with other members of 

various clubs on campus.  In asking questions about putting on our event, I found that being 

involved in the social structures directly was key, and the more involvement, the more likely that 

the event we wanted to propose would be accepted and embraced.  I was repeatedly referred to 

one of the CMC staff members, Jolie Alpin, for answers and how to proceed with an event.  My 

next meeting was with Ms. Alpin.  Our meeting was full of information and discussion about 

what it would take to activate all the networks on campus and how to spread the word of an 

event.  Ms. Alpin is not only the referee in keeping order on campus; she is the connector of the 

student, staff, and faculty networks.  Becoming a strong tie with Ms. Alpin would be very 

beneficial, but for now, weak ties will have to do. 

The CMC Student Government is the keeper of the money that is accumulated from 

student registration.  This money is available to be used for events if approved by the majority.  

Any request for funds is made via a form that is reviewed by Ms. Alpin and the Student 

Government.  If other funds are needed, a request can be made through the staff and faculty 

social structures.  As an example, the person with the highest status within a group (President or 

Treasurer) could request money from the Academic Senate, Academic Association, and the 

Foundation.  I would find it less likely to receive a positive outcome if just anyone were to 

approach these networks for money.  The request must be carefully thought out and able to show 

that the money would be used for the greater good of the students at Copper Mountain College. 
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Dissemination of information is required to ensure that all students are aware of the event 

so that it will be well attended.  Ms. Alpin is a gatekeeper for this.  Not only does Ms. Alpin keep 

things in order, but she also has multiple ties in every social structure, which allows her to spread 

information within the networks quickly and effectively.  Once the event is finalized and flyers 

are approved, e-mails are sent out to all students and ASCMC.  The CMC Web site is updated 

with the information, Facebook posts are created, flyers are placed throughout the school, and an 

advertising spot is sent out on Z107.7.  Now, it is up to us to reach out to the students by using 

strong and weak ties and spreading the excitement. 

So, how are we going to make this stress relief event successful and well attended by the 

students of Copper Mountain College?  First, we are going to plan an event based on the wants 

and needs of the students.  We are going to create strong ties within the compounds of a club or 

group, a social structure.  Once those ties have been established, we are going to find out who 

has weak ties into another social structure and have them elicit participation, which, in turn, 

should continue throughout all the social networks.  Next, we are going to request funds from the 

school and volunteers throughout the community to help put on the event.  This part may be the 

most difficult because it will require approaching the authority figures and explaining that the 

event will also benefit them in one way or another; we will need buy in.  We will go to the 

largest connector of networks on Copper Mountain College campus, Ms. Alpin, and request her 

assistance in approving and getting the word out to the students, staff, and faculty.  Finally, we 

will create hype about the event by using our social online networking, as well as all the strong 

and weak ties we have on campus.  Social networking within social structures of the school is an 

integral part of having a memorable college experience.  Activate the networks and watch the 

fireworks begin!  Stress free is what we’ll be! 

The following figure shows the social structure of Copper Mountain College as it relates 

the having an event that is well attended by CMC students. 
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Gold for the Nation 

 According to Investopedia, “The gold standard is a monetary system where a country’s 

currency or paper money has a value directly linked to gold.”  And with this standard, banks 

would basically give people notes that are in increments of how much gold they have, and people 

could exchange the notes for gold (Morah).  The idea that our scraps of paper, which pass for 

money, would mean something more than a creation of the government sounds pretty good.  But 

on June 5, 1933, President Franklin D. Roosevelt started buying the people’s gold to start the 

process of canceling the gold standard because he was afraid that the people would withdraw all 

their gold (“FDR Takes”).  Now, that may have been the right call in 1933, but is that still the 

right call today?  Right now, the government can print up money anytime it thinks it is justified, 

causing rising inflation and overspending, ultimately raising the national debt.  Also, there are 

many countries that do not accept U.S. currency.  In order for our country to continue to flourish, 

the gold standard should be reinstated throughout the nation because it would help to regulate 

inflation, would reduce unnecessary spending, and would help allow American currency to be 

recognized in foreign countries. 

 Throughout the nation, people have been plagued by the constant rise of inflation, but it 

has become especially bad in the last twenty years.  And according to Peter Ferrara of Forbes 

magazine, 2005 to 2012 were the “worst five years since the Great Depression.”  Also, in 2011, 

“the dollar’s purchasing power had been reduced to the point that it has the same purchasing 

power as 19 cents did in 1971” (“Gold Standard”).  When more money has the same value as 

less money, which is a definite sign of a negative economy.  But the inflation is only the start of 

the snowball effect.  First, is the inflation; then, minimum wage rises, and small businesses and 

large corporations start laying people off.  Re-implementing the gold standard would help 

regulate this because gold does not inflate as fast as printed money does.  
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 Renewing the gold standard would also reduce unnecessary spending in the government, 

as well as the general public.  The main reason for this is that gold is a limited resource; once it’s 

gone, it’s gone.  Having a limited resource be the heart of our economy would prevent the 

government from creating more money, force the government to re-evaluate the national budget, 

decide how much people in government should make, and how much the people should be taxed.  

It would also help to slow down our current descent into the bottomless pit of national debt.  If 

we truly needed more gold than what was available, one can turn quicksilver into gold by 

exposing it to 30,000 volts (“What”).  But this would probably never happen because it can be 

dangerous and expensive, and it creates far too little gold for it to be practical. 

 Another benefit of turning to the gold standard is that our money would, theoretically, be 

accepted in all countries.  For starters, a person could pull out some gold, bring it overseas, and 

exchange it there, thus reducing the difference in exchange rates that we currently face.  Then, if 

people wanted to bring their notes that proved they have gold, foreign businesses and banks 

would be more willing to do business with Americans, and if foreign businesses need some extra 

assurance, they could always contact the bank.  Also, if there was a difference in the value of 

gold between the country and the U.S., it would be insignificant compared to the difference in 

value of our current money system.  

 The critics of the gold standard do have some valid objections.  For starters, people could 

easily melt down their gold jewelry and mine for gold, adding non-registered currency to the 

economy.  This is very true.  But to combat this, the government would offer to buy these pieces 

of gold when it started to switch over to the gold standard and register all gold a person would 

“find” with a bank or the government.  By buying random gold, the people would still get the 

value of the gold added to their bank accounts, and by having to register gold that a person might 

“find,” the bank, or government, would then place its seal on the gold, making sure that no 

unaccounted gold is loose.   

 Another argument is that the entire process of switching out the old system for the new 

system would take a long time and would hinder business operations.  While it is true that the 

process would take a long time, it would not cause any permanent damage to businesses.  The 

creation of the new monetary notes would be done at the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, and 

the collection of gold would be done by another government organization, both of which 

operating outside of the public realm.  Then, banks would dedicate a certain amount of time that 
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they would promote switching out the old money for the new money and would even stay open 

later than they usually do during the promotion.  

 Gold has been a staple in American society since before the United States of America 

was even a thought, and it was a national disaster that caused the government to cancel the gold 

standard.  Gold has been used as a symbol of victory in sports events, as bondage in matrimony, 

and even in modern day electronics.  Americans can definitely live without gold, but should we?  

Yes, the economy has been rocky lately, but it has been almost 90 years since any major national 

disaster has happened.  Therefore, installing the gold standard nationwide would help resolve 

inflation, and the problems that are a result of inflation would make the nation think before it 

considers frivolous spending, allowing U.S. currency to be willingly accepted in foreign 

countries. 
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When It Is Live 

 As people, we enjoy and often seek strong, bold flavors.  We like the taste of sharp 

cheddar, dark chocolate, and the brisk flavor of a hot Starbucks coffee.  Have you ever wondered 

why this is?  I believe this is because these things bring us to the edge of our experience.  These 

things touch the limits of our senses.  This is also what good theater does.  But, unlike the sharp 

or intense taste of something where our response is automatic and involuntary, in theater we are 

called upon as an audience to voluntarily participate.  We must engage our minds. 

Our initial response with a live performance may trigger the same response as watching a 

movie.  We often place the burden of our response on the actors in a performance, as in the old 

idiom “Move me, preacher!”  After the strong initial introduction in the play Shylock, the burden 

of placing our engagement in the action of the play was broken after the audience was 

encouraged by Jon Davies to shout, “Boo!” to Shylock at the onset.  At this point, the audience 

felt a connection to the play, and through Davies’s conversation with the audience, using 

rhetorical questions, a firm relationship was established that would carry through the night and 

eventually to a question, which would take us to the edge of emotion, as we would struggle to 

answer it.  The fourth wall of the stage is broken, and the audience is brought on board fully as 

part of the play.  We, as an audience and individually, at this point, become a cast member.  This 

is a pleasant surprise. 

As I first sat in the theater, waiting anxiously for the curtain to rise, I wondered how I 

was going to be entertained.  Some plays will pull you into another time and place, a land of 

fantasy, and some will transport you in through intense feelings of emotion, carrying you up and 

down, and this play was unique.  It transported me through the realm of reason.  

As the play opened, Davies came boldly up to the audience in the character of Shylock, 

adorned in the full arraignment of a merchant Jew.  He says his lines from The Merchant of 

Venice, dripping with pride and arrogance and vengeance, that villain we have come to hate.  He 

recites the portion of the play where he says: 

Why sweat they under burthens? 
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 let their beds be made as soft as yours and let their palates 

Be season'd with such viands? You will answer 

‘The slaves are ours’: so do I answer you: 

The pound of flesh, which I demand of him, 

Is dearly bought; ‘tis mine and I will have it. 

If you deny me, fie upon your law! 

There is no force in the decrees of Venice. 

I stand for judgment: answer; shall I have it? (Shakespeare) 

 

I appreciated the strong opener, and I was also surprised at this point because I 

understood that there would have to be a climax.  I could not help but wonder, How is he going 

to top that bit of incredible acting?  At this point, little did I know how much more intense the 

power of an internal argument could be.  This argument was not something that the audience was 

blatantly aware of from the onset; it was relayed to us gradually through a course of events.  

After such a riveting opening, the actor began to peel away a layer of his costume.  His beard and 

his turban first came off, and later he would shed his thick black robe and belt.  This symbolism 

was at first confusing but would become clearer to me as the play progressed.  Part of me asked, 

What!  Is he done acting already?  That was short.  This motion began to transition him from the 

actor of the play Shylock to the character of the play, Jon Davies.  As Davies, he began to discuss 

the “stir” that his production was having amongst the general public.  It seems that this 

“talkback” had been inspired by the assault on this Jewish actor, who was being condemned by 

his own community, for his portrayal of the notorious Shylock in the play The Merchant of 

Venice by Shakespeare (Shylock).  In his conversation, I soon forgot about his introduction and 

began to think about the reasons of public outcry.  Surely, what I had just witnessed was not 

enough to stir any public outcry.  It was just a play wasn’t it?  Or was it?  I would soon have to 

judge for myself. 

We are brought into this argument in stages.  First, we are asked to reason the need to 

portray a play closely as possible to an author’s original intent.  The reasoning for this, as 

described by the actor, is made to clear to us.  When the intent of the author’s play is changed, 

the meaning of the play gets skewed in the process.  The audience is quick to realize this, as 

different scenarios are presented.  We are asked to imagine Shylock presented as a fool in court, 

a jester who is not taken seriously.  We are then asked to imagine him as victim whom we should 

have pity on.  Through these exercises, we see that the true Merchant of Venice would be lost.  I 

myself imagined remakes of old songs.  Somehow they are never as good as the original.  The 
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audience flies though this “test.”  As the play continues, we are then asked to reason if we should 

be able to separate a writer, as a person with many personal flaws, from the brilliant work he 

created.  We are then exposed, through examples, to several authors with severe personal flaws 

who wrote brilliantly.  The list of examples he gave us was extensive, and some of these authors’ 

personal actions were quite atrocious.  Several favorite works are mentioned, and we then again 

realize that even though authors had some quirks in their personalities, their works are brilliant, 

and we would be at a loss without them.  The audience is left to make a really obvious decision.  

Through each of these arguments, we are engaged through the intellect.  We are also 

developing a pattern of positive response to the arguments.  We are proud that we are part of 

such important and elevated thinking.  We feel intense satisfaction that we have been called upon 

to help reason out such an important question as Are these people justified in their public outcry 

to shut down such a famous work as The Merchant of Venice because they do not agree with the 

casting of Shylock?  This pattern of positive response plays a crucial role in the persuasiveness 

of the third argument.  The third argument is the “grand finale.”  This argument is one in which 

we often already have a strong position.  

In addition to being asked to reason out this question of outrage, the author effectively 

uses conversation with the audience to bring about the climax of the play.  This conversational 

dialogue to me was captivating.  This is our normal form of communication, and after a few 

moments, I forgot that I was an audience participant in a play, and this conversation became 

reality.  This strategy was so effective upon me, that I did not realize until in retrospect of the 

play that I was watching a performance.  An example of this effective use of conversation is 

when the actor would transition from point to point in his conversation, he would lapse back into 

Shylock with his statement: “A pound of flesh” (Shakespeare), and then would peel off another 

article of his vestibule.  This repeated statement also reminded me of how often in a regular 

conversation a person will refer back to a situation that they are afterward discussing in order to 

emphasize a point, for example, in a conversation where the offended will repeatedly say, “I 

can’t believe he or she did this to me.”  This action also served to remind me of the argument at 

hand and also effectively placed a distance between the character of Shylock and the actor.   

 Another reason that the conversational tone of the play was so critical to developing this 

play is that we are subconsciously conditioned through conversation to respond in the “here and 

now.”  A decision must be made “post haste.”  This works in the play to move us along through 



T h e  C o p p e r  P e n n y  |  7 0  

 

 

 

 

our subconscious and also makes the audience a continual off-stage presence.  We feel that we 

are, as an audience, a vital part to the success of the play.  We must be there to answer the 

questions.  This is done so craftily through a live performance, engagement of our minds in 

reasoning, and through conversation that we do not realize we are being led.  As the author 

moves the conversation to the climax of the play, the subject of censorship, half of his battle to 

persuade us, is already won.  We feel at this point that we are strong thinkers because we have 

passed all of the “green lights.”  This last area of reasoning is by far the most personal.  Up to 

this point, the conversationalist has dealt with the intent of the author of a play, judging the 

character of the author and whether our opinion of the author’s personal life should taint the 

quality of his or her work.  This last argument hinges on our personal view of ourselves as an 

audience.  

The question is Should we trust ourselves as an audience to think through and reason out 

a subject which is intense or controversial or should we sensor the material and tell the audience 

what they should think on a given subject?  Do we trust our audience?  This argument is so 

strong because we do trust ourselves at this point.  To disagree would be to contradict our own 

performance thus far.  The intensity of this question and the ability to answer it correctly far 

outweigh the dramatic performance of the opener.  I could not help but sit in wonder and awe at 

this point.  This argument was so crafty that I felt myself at the mercy of the money lender 

Shylock.  How would I answer?  I myself had become Shylock.  I held my answer in my fist with 

my pride and my inflated ego.  Can I differentiate myself from my pride?  The answer is no.  

Shylock was so thought provoking, entertaining, and enlightening.  Much of this was 

achieved because it was “live” and in the moment.  It showed me that we can, through a 

challenge to our reasoning and the crafty use of conversation, be brought to the edge of our 

senses in a far more intense way than sharp cheddar, strong, flavorful coffee, and the succulent 

taste of dark chocolate.  We can be brought to the limits of our senses as we engage our mind 

and are entertained. 
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Expanded Brief 

Curing the Flaws Is Justice for All 

 There is something happening in America, so riveting that it captures the news headlines 

each and every day: crime.  Theorists and philosophers have come up with many different 

reasons why people commit crimes.  People are not born bad, but rather they are conditioned by 

their environments from birth into adulthood.  It is not a secret that most prison populations are 

made up of minorities, poor, disadvantaged, and uneducated individuals.  They are brought up in 

environments where stealing, drinking, drug use, and domestic violence are commonplace.  

There is no doubt that there should be consequences for one’s behavior, but there is another 

problem plaguing society as well, recidivism.  Society’s perception of criminals and the justice 

system today is not based on good information.  Society has been conditioned through the media 

and false reporting to fear all criminals, and society often continues to punish them socially, even 

after they have paid their dues.  Then society tries to complain about these “high” recidivism 

rates.  It is true, recidivism rates are too high, but until taxpayers can be convinced that 

government spending on inmate rehabilitation is investing in our nation’s future, nothing will 

change.  Recidivism, a severely flawed justice system, and lack of successful rehabilitation 

efforts create a cascade of failure that affects the ability of offenders to become productive 

members of society. 

  

RECIDIVISM 

Recidivism rates appear to be very high, which means being incarcerated may not be the only 

thing needed to make this world a better and safer place.  Some would argue that incarceration 

keeps crime off the streets, but it is a temporary bandage on a much bigger problem.  

Incarceration is not acting as a deterrent, and, therefore, something needs to change.  A study 

published by the U.S. Department of Justice states, “404,638 prisoners in 30 states were tracked 

after their release from prison in 2005.  Within three years of release, about two-thirds, (67.8%) 

of released prisoners were rearrested and within five years about three-quarters, (76.6%) of 
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released prisoners were rearrested” (Durose, Cooper, and Snyder).  These reported numbers can 

be frightening, but one has to question how accurate these reports are.  Also, the definition of 

recidivism has to be very clear and concise.  When it comes to measuring recidivism, the 

integrity of reported numbers are highly suspect because of the aforementioned issues.   

When researching the word recidivism, there are a few different definitions with certain 

criteria having to be met to be considered a recidivist, proving that definition alone could cause 

reporting information to differ.  The California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation 

(CDCR) defines a recidivist as “a person who is returned to prison for a new crime or for a 

parole violation within a three year period” (qtd. in Joyce).  The definition is still too broad in 

order to accurately compile a report.  There are many reasons for arrest; what kind of arrest 

would be considered recidivism?  One could argue alternate criteria to be considered for the term 

recidivism, in which an offender commits another crime, separate from the crime the offender 

was just released for.  There are plenty of reasons for a quick return to jail, such as technical 

violations, dirty drug tests, missed probation appointments, and being in the presence of another 

felon, just to name a few.  Technical violations should not be considered, when using the 

offenders’ information for recidivism reporting.  “In a study conducted by the Bureau of Justice 

Statistics they tracked persons released in 2005 and based their study off of arrests of those 

felons” (Bureau).  There is a big problem here that no one has pointed out.  The Bureau of 

Justice is basing these studies on arrests and not convictions; just because you are arrested does 

not mean you are guilty.  That alone renders these studies unreliable.  Whether studies are found 

reliable, recidivism is still a problem that needs immediate action in order for members of society 

to feel more secure in their communities and to change the lives of felons who need the help to 

get back on track. 

 

FLAWED JUSTICE SYSTEM 

An entirely separate paper could be written about the flawed justice system in today’s society, 

but in brief, there are many things that go into creating a justice system that is unjust.  A 

prosecutor’s job is to convict the guilty, but all too often it appears that attorneys are more 

interested in winning.  Prosecutors do not get ahead in their careers by losing cases.  One 

unethical way a prosecutor can “win” is through the use of threats.  “In America the prosecution 

can threaten to pursue more aggressive charges if a suspect does not plead guilty and wants to go 
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to trial” (Mathews).  Threatening someone with the potential of a more lengthy prison sentence if 

he or she chooses to go to trial, just so that the attorney can have another “win” under the belt, is 

dishonorable.  Americans often cannot afford to post their bail, so they will accept a plea deal for 

a crime that they may not have committed; therefore, they can get out of jail so they can take 

care of their responsibilities.  The reason behind this is that the 6th Amendment right to a speedy 

trial is something that does not happen for a majority of people behind bars.   

Another problem adding to the absurd inner workings of the justice system can be blamed 

on public defenders.  “Public defenders are often times overworked and underpaid” (Mathews).  

Public defenders have a high volume of cases come across their desks every month.  They often 

encourage their clients to plead guilty and accept a plea bargain upon the first meeting with a 

prosecutor just to get the file off their desks.  When processes like this happen, the client is 

getting an ineffective counsel.  Offenders often times don’t understand the repercussions these 

decisions will have in their future.   

Another flaw is a series of injustices and incompetent investigations that leads to citizens’ 

finding themselves behind bars.  They begin directly after a crime has been committed all the 

way through to trial, with investigators getting caught up in a “one-track mind” kind of mentality 

and the eventual use of circumstantial evidence to convict someone.  Oftentimes investigators 

will assume very quickly after a crime has been committed that a particular person is to blame.  

At that point, evidence pointing to someone else can be ignored or twisted in a way to point at 

the person originally suspected.  In carrying on with the investigation, if an eyewitness is 

uncovered, prosecutors may have the suspect participate in a line-up.  An article in the New York 

Times states that “research into the credibility of eyewitness accounts uncovered that 

eyewitnesses choose an innocent person in a line-up, roughly one third of the time” (Benforado).  

After that, a warrant can be issued for a person’s arrest that leads up to the injustices during trial.   

During the trial, prosecutors may heavily rely on circumstantial evidence when there is a 

lack of direct evidence.  Ted Yeshion, Ph.D. gives a simple definition of circumstantial evidence: 

“Circumstantial evidence is based largely on inference and inductive reasoning.”  Yeshion also 

quotes Arthur Conan Doyle, writer of the Sherlock Holmes mysteries: 

 Circumstantial evidence is a very tricky thing….It may seem to point very straight 

  to one thing, but if you shift your own point of view a little, you may find it  

  pointing in an equally uncompromising manner to something entirely different.  
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An example of circumstantial evidence in action is linking someone to a crime simply by being 

in the presence of someone already proven of committing a criminal act; he or she is guilty by 

association.  There is nothing scientific about circumstantial evidence, and it just adds to all the 

flaws in the justice system. 

 

LACK OF REHABILITATION EFFORTS 

Released offenders recidivate often because they are left with no other choice.  Newly released 

felons who are ready and determined to change their ways of life have an extremely hard time 

doing so.  There is a complete lack of social services and other supportive services available to 

felons post-release.  “To be a felon, automatically disqualifies the offender for welfare programs 

and food stamps in most places” (Valbrun).  Being ineligible for welfare services does not only 

limit access to money and food stamps, but also prevents felons from being able to take 

advantage of many other services offered, such as job search assistance, resume building, job 

readiness classes, interview preparation, and help with ancillary services to cover some costs 

associated with attending college.  Felons are also prevented from receiving financial aid and 

grants to further their education.   

The lack of access to funding for college also compounds another issue felons face, that 

is, the inability to obtain jobs in social work and public safety.  Their record and lack of 

education close many doors to jobs that they would in all likelihood excel in.  Because someone 

has made mistakes does not mean he or she lacks the intelligence and drive to perform many jobs 

that are in high demand.  Even if a felon was able to obtain the education and training for various 

positions, he or she is often passed up for jobs in which someone else of similar expertise has 

applied because of no criminal record.  It does not seem right that even one mistake could have 

such repercussions that a person may not be able to get a job in fields that are in desperate need 

of employees, such as nursing and public safety.  It is understandable that certain crimes directly 

related to these fields should not be overlooked, although there are many crimes that have no 

relation to these jobs that make an offender unhireable.  In cases of minor infractions and 

misdemeanors, a compromise could be made.   

A program could be implemented where a felon would have to obtain the education and 

experience that anyone else would be required to obtain in order to be considered for the job.  

Felons would also have to fulfill extra requirements, such as a specific amount of time elapsed 
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since their last offense, extra classes in the area of ethics, and letters of recommendation from 

judges, probation officers, professors, peers, and past employers.  People who have made 

mistakes, but sincerely want to better themselves, should be given the opportunity to do so.  

Successful re-entry into the community can be very difficult for felons, and if they are denied 

access to programs to help them achieve success, can the fault of re-offending be placed upon 

them alone? 

 Currently, there is a significant lack in effective treatment options in jails and prisons.  

One reason contributing to this is the lack of funding to get proposed programs off the ground.  

Some facilities do offer treatment and the ability to learn a skilled trade.  The problem with the 

facilities that do offer these programs is that they limit which inmates can be accepted into these 

programs based on their sentences.  Workshops, classes, and different treatment options could be 

offered based upon how long an inmate’s sentence is.  There are programs like this in place now, 

but the options given to an inmate based upon sentence length don’t always make sense.  In the 

Treatment Improvement Protocol, published by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration, an example of services offered to inmates is given (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 

Examples of Services Offered to Inmates 

Brief Short-Term Long-Term 

Level I (1-4 weeks) Level II (4-12 weeks) Level III (3 months or more) 

 

Motivational interviewing 

 

Relapse Prevention 

 

Employment counseling 

 

Orientation to 

treatment/treatment planning, 

and substance abuse 

education 

 

12-Step programs 

 

Therapeutic community 

 

Information on available 

community resources 

 

Basic cognitive skills- 

Identity and culture, strengths 

building 

 

Family mapping and social 

networks 

 

Facilitating access to 

community services 

 

Communication skills- 

Dealing with domestic 

violence 

 

Following through on 12 

steps 

Continued stabilization 

 

Community linkage and 

transition services 

 

Anger Management 

 

Cultural factors 

 

Psychotropic medication: 

education and compliance 

 

 

Problem solving 

Social skills training 

 

Criminal thinking 

Source:  The Center for Substance Abuse Treatment. “8 Treatment Issues Specific to Jails.” U.S. 

National Library of Medicine, n.d. Web. 27 Apr. 2016. 

 

 

As seen in Table 1, employment counseling is offered, but only available to long-term 

inmates.  Employment issues are something that all inmates will encounter directly after release, 

whether they are housed for a week or ten years, and therefore, employment services should be 

made available to all.  In a personal e-mail, reformed felon Max McGuinness explained the 

roadblocks to services: “In a few different prisons I did not hear of any classes or job training, 

but while in a facility in Norco, CA, I learned of skilled job training but it was only available for 

inmates serving a sentence of five years or more.”  It does not make sense that skilled trade 

classes are only available to long-term inmates; that does not seem fair to the inmate set to be 

released within a year.  If the inmate being released within a year were allowed access to these 
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classes, he or she would have a greater chance at successful re-entry into the community.  

Taxpayer money is spent every year on court costs to convict and house inmates.  Although it 

would not happen overnight, if more money were put into programs to help inmates succeed 

upon release, recidivism rates would be lower; since the rates would be lower, there would be 

less court and housing costs.  Implementing these programs may cost money now, but eventually 

money would be saved. 

 

PROPOSED IMPROVEMENTS TO REHABILITATION 

PROGRAMS 

 

There are many ways rehabilitation programs could be implemented in prisons across the nation.  

The first and biggest problem that needs to be addressed is assisting the prisoners to unlearn their 

deviant behaviors.  Labeling theory adds a little insight into deviant behavior.  “Such labeling, 

some criminologists believe, becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.  Someone labeled a ‘thief’ will 

begin to consider himself or herself a deviant and continue the criminal behavior for which he or 

she has been labeled” (Gaines and Miller 49).  To counteract such thinking, having psychiatry 

and therapist staff will help the prisoners understand that what they have learned growing up is 

not a way to live their lives.  Once they learn that, they need to be convinced that the mind is a 

powerful tool that they can use to better themselves.  Many criminals believe that they are 

worthless and are destined to live a life of criminal behavior.  Their self-esteem needs to be built 

up to motivate them to want to do better for themselves. 

 Various programs could be implemented to run concurrently with therapy.  As mentioned 

previously, prisons and jails could offer training in a skilled trade along with the opportunity to 

get a GED, certificates for various jobs, or college courses making it possible for inmates to be 

released with a college degree.  “Getting a college degree while in prison is the only program 

that has ever been shown to be 100 percent effective for years or decades at a time in preventing 

recidivism” (Gilligan).  Once felons are convinced of their personal value, they will be more 

inclined to invest in themselves.  We don’t motivate people by constantly telling them or treating 

them in a way that makes them feel worthless; we empower them by building them up. 

 The last policy to be implemented to help these programs come full circle and be 

successful is gaining the support of potential employers.  Tax breaks could be offered to 

businesses that agree to hire prisoners post release.  Businesses would be allowed to prepare 
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requirements that inmates need to fulfill during their imprisonment to be considered for a job 

after their release.  Parole officers could provide lists of businesses that would consider 

employing someone with a record.  In Travis County, Texas, tax credits seem to be working for 

the businesses and ex-cons.  “The ex-offenders in our program have demonstrated a commitment 

to leading an honest and responsible life.  Finding employment is not easy for them--once hired 

they are not likely to quit—They are highly motivated to become long-term employees” 

(Lockhart).   

Rehabilitation doesn’t end when the prison sentence ends; it should be offered while out 

on probation.  Inmates should be given the opportunity to continue with mental health services 

and assistance with continuing education.  Former inmates who have had success with their 

education, mental health, and employment post-release should be required to revisit the prison to 

counsel current inmates to provide an example to show that the rehabilitation programs offered 

can work for them as well. 

 Some would argue that implementing these programs is too soft or see it as rewarding the 

criminal.  The reality is that these prisoners will be released at some point.  One has to question, 

does society want these criminals released back into our neighborhoods, only to commit more 

crime, or do we want them to become productive members of society, therefore, limiting the 

threat of future criminal acts?  One may also question where the money is coming to fund these 

programs.  Eventually, with the success of these programs, less crime will be committed, and 

crime costs every taxpayer money.  Victims of crime want their perpetrator to be punished and 

they will be, serving their time with their freedom taken away.  As a nation that should care for 

and help its citizens, we should support disadvantaged individuals by giving them a hand up, not 

a hand out. 

 In order to lower recidivism rates, newly released felons must first be tracked, and new 

offenses must be recorded uniformly.  To bring about change is impossible if it is unclear where 

the problem actually lies.  Strong focus on rehabilitation is key to lower a felon’s likelihood to 

re-offend.  If someone can learn how to become a criminal, he or she can unlearn it as well.  

Implementing the various programs highlighted throughout this brief will help reduce recidivism 

and after some time will save taxpayers’ money.  Massive overhaul and justice system reform 

will benefit us all.  Every life is worth saving; by putting these programs in place, inmates will 

realize they are worth saving too. 
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