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Editors’ Introduction

 We are pleased to present to you the seventh issue of Boston College’s Undergraduate 
Sociological Journal: SocialEyes. SocialEyes was first published in 2009 under Boston College’s 
Sociology Department in order to showcase scholarly talent within the undergraduate 
community, as well as to promote a dialogue concerning the many sociological issues that we 
face today as citizens of a dynamic society.  

 Sociology is the study of human relationships, institutions, and structures of society. But 
this definition is not sufficient; the matters covered in sociology are diverse. From family to 
government, from crime to religion, from race to economics—sociology covers it all. Sociology 
forces us to think critically about aspects of social life that we usually take for granted. In this 
way, it investigates the causes and consequences of fundamental human interactions and social 
structures that organize our lives. By better understanding the social processes that exist in every 
segment of our lives, we are then able to challenge those that are harmful. Sociology engages in 
careful research and analysis in order to develop theories and cultivate solutions.  

 This issue of SocialEyes



�7



The Looking Glass
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important it is to love yourself in order to truly love those around you. 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The Looking Glass

It was clear, cool to the touch, smooth.

The light shined off, erasing the abundance of colors produced by the springtide.

She came slowly, draped in black garments.

Her sharp body allowed the fabric to cling at its corners, slightly obscuring the skeleton 

protruding through the cloth.

Reaching the end of the pathway, she approached the looking glass.

Distorting the truth, it turned reflection into imagination.

She hunched inwards, her back turning into a cat’s spine. 

A delicate curve that attempted to hide her remaining flesh.

She was blind and too weak to see the culprit of her desires.

It was addictive, powerful, a drug.

Her eyes bore into its surface.

It gave her the lies she craved. 

She needed freedom. It told her to control every last minute.

She needed sustenance. It told her to starve.

She needed inner peace. It told her to watch others.

Weak, reliant, obsessed, broken.

She would return tomorrow.

It would never go away.
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The Looking Glass

A Note from the Author

My inspiration for “The Looking Glass” came from personal and friends’ struggles with 
disordered eating. Particularly in modern Westernized countries, the media, fad diets, and the 
fashion industry encourage girls to be as thin as possible.  The ideal beautiful woman is 
underweight, which convinces people this attribute will make them happy, powerful, admired, 
etc. I wanted to demonstrate how this subjective definition of beauty is irrational and 
addictive, and causes people to have distorted views of themselves. When they look in the 
mirror they don’t see reality, they see a reflection twisted by their own lens. Similarly, I 
wanted to portray that disordered eating is not just about maintaining a certain physical 
appearance, but having control and order. By limiting food intake, one is able to have control 
over what goes into their bodies, but this need for control doesn’t end there, and starts to seep 
into their lives, harming relationships, jobs, school, etc. 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Fat Girls

 Diseases attacking internal organs are generally considered to be independent from 

lifestyle choices and conditions that are symptomatic of personal decisions like smoking or 

unprotected sex are not typically visibly stigmatizing. One the other hand, those suffering from 

obesity are instantly recognizable and therefore are more subject to public criticism, regardless of 

race, class, gender, or any other social identification. However, there is a lurking sentiment that 

obesity targets the deviant and quite literally, the physically ‘unfit’, and this thought process 

works to pathologize obesity, especially for women. By citing the body as a place where a person 

can and should exert control, society generates the axiom that identity and perception of self is 

shaped through physical appearance. The immediate consequences of embedding health with 

moral significance are negative body image, unrealistic body expectations, extreme dieting, and 

eating disorders; consequences that target women at rates much higher than males. The long 

term, coercive, structurally hidden consequences are a set of social norms that only benefit the fit 

and healthy and work to police and punish non-dominant, stigmatized groups like women into a 

singular definition of attractive, healthy, and normal. 

 The framing of obesity as a problem characteristic of the lazy, the undesirable, and the 

degenerate creates an environment of fat-hatred that advocates for a very narrow definition of 

what a healthy self-image for women should be. Men certainly deal with adverse effects of the 





Fat Girls

to exert control on a body society dictates they cannot have control over. Consequently females 

are taught that there is only one acceptable place through which she can exert control: her body. 

Yet simultaneously, it is not socially appropriate for women to have control over anything, 

especially that body. To actively acknowledge this paradox or any of its manifestations like 

eating disorders or fatness is socially inappropriate, thus rendering “the regulation of desire ... an 

ongoing problem, as we find ourselves continually besieged by temptation, while socially 

condemned for overindulgence” (Bordo 1993: 199). For a contemporary example of how truly 

inconsistent and baffling these expectations of self-control and womanhood are, we should look 

to an entire clan of women, the Kardashians. 

 The Kardashian women are idolized for various reasons, among them being their 

notoriously curvaceous bodies: bodies with large breasts and thick bottoms, paired with 

impossibly skinny waists and, most importantly, wealth – bodies that within the past decade have 

fallen into society’s ideal of beautiful. In a recent People Magazine article the eldest and most 

often attacked about her weight, Khloé, discussed her relationship with her body and her 

motivations to lose weight. She credited her newfound fitness ambitions to her recent divorce 

from basketball player Lamar Odom. On her own self-image and lengths she would go to get her 

body in the best shape yet, Kardashian disclosed to People
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skinny would make her feel better after her divorce because she could control something during 

a time in her life when all else was chaotic. By framing this thought process as empowered, 

People is encouraging its large constituency of female readers to associate happiness and high 

self-esteem with physical fitness. Coincidentally, linked at the end of this article is another article 

titled, “RELATED: The One Workout Move You Have to Do to Get Kim Kardashian’s Second 

Most Famous Asset.” It is safe to assume that the first asset is her wealth, but readers can do little 

on their own accord to attain such wealth. What readers can do is have a body like hers, which 

People advertises as the next best thing. By associating physical fitness with wealth and a high 

quality of life, the publication is inherently associating the opposite, obesity and lack of physical 

fitness, with a poor quality of life while simultaneously suggesting a woman’s worth is 

equivalent to her body. 

 Khloe also brings up extreme weight loss procedures like surgery as an option. Weight 

loss surgery too is gendered, with a disproportionate number of women undergoing procedures 

(Newhook et al. 2015) but because she inhabits such a healthy mental state, because she ‘loves 

herself,’ she decided becoming physically active would be a better alternative. Although she 

seems to be promoting a healthy body image here, she is actually perpetuating established social 

conventions surrounding women and weight. She is insinuating that if a woman did not like the 

way she looked then she should start to love herself first. This is a common ideology that women 

become fat because they hate themselves and in order to alter their situations they should start to 

like themselves. However that line of thinking is fundamentally backwards. Overweight women 

are taught to hate themselves because they deviate from strictly enforced social norms of beauty. 

Again another contradiction is set up for women. In order to like your body, you should be 
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Fat Girls

skinny. If you are not skinny you need to like yourself before you can become skinny because 

only women that like themselves can be skinny. Therefore, being fat and liking your body or 

general existence as a human being become mutually exclusive. Happiness is reserved for skinny 

girls only. 

 Fat women are allowed no social identity or social space to inhabit. Fat women 

cannot participate in the same social world as those who are physically fit. A fat woman must be 

in transition. She cannot just exist as a fat girl, but she has not earned skinniness as a state of 

being either. Those who are not in that transitional stage can attempt to carve out some social 

space among the skinny by behaving in a certain way. However, these accepted behaviors force 
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Encouraging women to adhere to the idea that a whole, stable identity can be based on self-

change is an epidemic far worse than obesity. 

 So what does the fat girl do? She should not have to do anything. Perhaps if obese 

women were taught to strive for healthy rather than skinny, they would have better chances of 

living healthy lives and losing weight in responsible ways. Perhaps if overweight women were 

encouraged to adopt more self-accepting models of behavior, attainment of happiness could lie in 

other social realities women had a hand in creating. If being an overweight female could be 

included in the social definition of femininity or personhood then millions of women would have 

the opportunity to feel less stigmatized about their weight, less pressured into eating disorders, 

and encouraged to stop attaching happiness, health, and fulfillment to weight loss and their 

physical appearance.  

REFERENCES 
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It’s Hard for a Mixed Girl

Angela Arzu is a freshman majoring in Sociology with an African 
Diaspora Studies minor. Her extracurricular activities include BC 
Bigs and the FACES forum. She enjoys baking, listening to music, 
and playing tennis. She is originally from Wappingers Falls, NY. 
Angela would like to thank her parents; her dad, for instilling in her a 
love for social justice and an ever-growing passion for racial equality, 
and her mom for teaching her to conquer all in love. 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It’s Hard for a Mixed Girl

everyday I feel the pull from  
one side to another
6th grade
prep school
they tell me, “you’re not black,
you’re more white than me”
and it stings deep inside 
because I can’t figure out where
I identify-
with my mom’s fair completion
or my dad’s darker side

Freshmen year
University 
I’m here and yet there’s a part of me
that’s unsure where to stand-
with the white kids I grew up with
or the black family pulling my hand
saying, “come over here, 
this is where you belong”
but sometimes I feel 
like they’re all singing a song and 
I’m off key
Don’t know the lyrics or the tune but
I try to blend my voice in because 
that’s what I’ve been taught to do
You look like me, you act like them
What are you?



It’s Hard for a Mixed Girl

A Note from the Author

This piece expresses some of the pressures I face as a biracial woman, and my struggle to find 
a secure sense of my racial identity. Since race is a social construct, it seems that society 
doesn’t know what to do when two races mix together. I feel a pressure to conform to one race 
or the other; its difficult to be seen as the unique mix that I am, and even harder to accept this 
myself. This piece was originally written as a slam poem, and my inspiration came from a slam 
poetry showcase I attended during the fall semester on campus. 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Generation S for Stress

 If I had to pick a statement that is most commonly heard among my peers, “I’m so 

stressed out!” would definitely make the short list. Everyday life for the contemporary college 

student requires more from an individual than any generation before. Not only do students have 

their grades to worry about, but additionally, there are so many other new pressures that take a 

toll on students’ mental health. There is pressure to choose the right major – you don’t want to be 

out of a job come graduation. There is pressure to participate in the right clubs in order to be able 

to network with the right people in the future. There is pressure to get a proper internship in order 

to pad one’s (most likely) already impressive résumé, at least impressive by the past’s standards. 

The list goes on and on. In addition to these academic pressures, students of Generation Y are 

pressured by social media sites to “prove” to all of their online friends that they have an active 

and thrilling social life on the side. These compounded factors lead to millennial students putting 

immense pressure on themselves, which ultimately creates an unsustainable generation of 

stressed out young adults. 

 Regardless of the era, college students have undoubtedly always faced certain pressures. 

However, today’s generation of college students has been cultivated to ensure that every 

individual is exceptional in their own right. It is no longer enough to have good grades and test 



Generation S for Stress

They are the most honed and supervised generation in human history. If they are group-

oriented, deferential to authority, and achievement-obsessed, it is because we 

achievement-besotted adults have trained them to be. We have devoted our prodigious 

energies to imposing a sort of order and responsibility on our kids' lives that we never 

experienced ourselves (Brooks 1999). 

 The pressures that millennials face are unique to our generation due to the fact that 

expectations for every aspect of this generation’s life are higher than previous generations. As a 

high school student who plans to apply to college, days are filled with sundry sports, clubs, 

volunteer and research programs, and more in order to help differentiate a student from the 

overwhelmingly large applicant pool. Top colleges get more competitive to get into every year; 
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Generation S for Stress

social media sites, and the ways in which young adults use them. Social media is more than 

prevalent in the lives of millennials. It is extremely uncommon to meet a Generation Y student 

without at least one social media site that they regularly spend time on. While social media and 

the new technologies that make it so accessible, such as smartphones, help connect our 

generation in a way that was previously impossible, it also adds certain societal pressures to the 

lives of college students. Not only are college students expected to get stellar grades, find a job, 

and participate in numerous non-academic activities, but they are also expected to find time on 

the side to have fun. The connectedness that goes along with social media brings about a certain 

sense of competition in that students can see their friends’ lives through pictures, and no one 

wants to look like they’re the one that is having the least fun in college. A study at Stanford 

University found,  

…the way people tend to conceal their negative emotions while broadcasting their happy 

ones makes the rest of us feel somehow ‘less than’…Social media sites like Facebook 

and Twitter seem to have made these comparisons even more harmful by providing the 

perfect venue through which people can perpetually present a perfect version of 

themselves (Szalvavitz 2011). 

Frequent exposure to other people’s “perfect” lives leads to stress over whether one’s own life is 

up to standards. There is now an added pressure to prove to one’s friends list that one has an 

active and thrilling social life on top of all the academic responsibilities that one is attending to.  

 This sense of connectedness is a defining characteristic of social media sites and the new 

technology that goes along with them. In previous generations, once college students left their 

hometowns behind, they all but completely lost touch with their high school friends. The only 
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Generation S for Stress

way that they could speak to them was through writing letters or expensive long distance phone 

calls. Now, college students see their home friends’ lives splashed all over their newsfeeds on a 

daily basis, and it leads many to wonder if their college lives measure up to those of their peers. 

There is an unspoken necessity to put up “party pictures” and artificially mold one’s social media 
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life of a college student. Students cry about getting B’s and forfeit their Saturday nights to an all-

nighter in the library. The fear of failure weighs on all students constantly. Additionally, it is 

difficult to enter into an environment where everyone around you is stressed out. Oftentimes, 

students feel even more stressed when they realize how stressed out their peers are. Millennials 

are significantly more stressed out than other age groups in the United States, with a score of 5.4 

versus the national average of 4.9 on a measure of 1-10 for how stressed out they are (Reinberg 

2013). Constant exposure to an environment of stressed out peers leads to pressure to work even 

harder, as students see fellow classmates doing copious amounts of work for the same 

assignment and begin to fear that they aren’t doing enough.  

 The vast amounts of stress that accompany the college selection process, college itself, 

and finding a job are often made even worse by the pressure that students put on themselves. The 

aforementioned outside pressures that students have are more than enough to deal with, and they 

have also lead to increased expectations for oneself. Undeniably, one should put at least some 

pressure on oneself in order to achieve goals and try to do the best one possibly can. However, 

students are putting such massive pressure on themselves that it is taking an extremely unhealthy 

toll on their mental well-being. If one is to live their whole lives expecting impossible things 

from themselves in every aspect of their lives – academic, social, work, love, etc. – it will only 

lead to one being far more down on oneself than is healthy. The millennial generation is one of 

the most stressed generations mankind has witnessed thus far, and the effect that this could have 

on the mental health of the generation is likely to lead to many unforeseen problems in the 

future, in addition to those problems which have already arose from the situation. 
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Generation S for Stress

 The increased stress levels that the millennial generation exhibits is undoubtedly a source 

of social conflict. Expectations of young people have changed drastically over the last century. 
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work together in groups, in my experience, it has been every man for him or herself. The rivalry 

that the always-present competition breeds amongst millennials is something that will 

undoubtedly be carried with the generation as they graduate from college and move on to their 

careers. An individualistic generation is not always a problem, but in the case of Generation Y, it 

is likely to become one, as many in the generation could potentially have issues working 

together, and could continue the trend of putting high amounts of pressure on oneself and one’s 

coworkers. 

 As previously mentioned, the prevalence of social media in all aspects of life is another 

condition that leads to conflict. This is not to say that social media doesn’t have its benefits. It 

allows old friends to reconnect, high school friends to stay in touch at far away universities, and 

an easy, accessible way to check up on people that you know. However, it primarily leads to 

conflict for college students, as there is an added social stressor when your life is no longer 

private, as it is on social media. The desire to look like one is extremely social in addition to 

being a high-achieving student puts a lot of pressure on college students. In addition, more and 

more employers are using social media as a tool when checking out potential employees. 

Oftentimes for college students, this is more harmful than helpful. The message of keeping one’s 

internet profile clean has been hammered into millennials’ minds since the invention of social 

media sites, but the added desire to look cool in front of one’s peers often clouds one’s judgment. 

This could potentially lead to an employer passing over an applicant due to how they portray 

themselves online. In previous generations, one’s personal life outside of the workplace remained 
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were likely not too different than today’s generation, they were not splayed all over the Internet 

for the whole world (and office) to see. 

 The fact that stress levels are at an all-time high creates an incredibly unstable situation 

for young people, making their current situation one of social conflict. At the current rate, it is 

predicted that by 2020, stress-related deaths will be the second highest cause of death, only after 

cardiovascular disease (Manocha 2012). Additionally, as the current generation of young people 

are growing up in the most high-pressure environment of all time, the frequency of people with 

stress-related disorders is climbing (Manocha 2012). An entire generation that is raised with such 

high levels of stress doesn’t only impact those who are in that generation itself. The disorders 

that potentially grow from constant exposure to stress in one’s environment impacts every living 

generation, and those to come. As millennials are going to be the next generation in control of 

the governments and businesses of the future, it is highly unsustainable for an entire generation 

to have such high levels of stress when such dangerous circumstances can come of it. The mental 

well being of the generation that will soon be prominent in worldly affairs is incredibly 

important, and if it continues as it is in its current state, it will be harmful for all people living 

and the generations to come.  

 As time has progressed, there have been many wonderful changes in technology and 

certain aspects of culture that have eased the stress of many. However, along with these changes 

has come an increase in the expectations of young adults. Far more young people are expected 

go to a decent college, graduate, and get a job that will make them as much money as is possible. 

The added stresses of more difficult college admissions, a tough economy and job market, and 

the lure of proving one’s worth via social media give a bigger boost to creating an environment 
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that already was well on its way to being the most stressful of all time for a generation to 

blossom in. The untenable setting that this is creating for young adults is creating an epidemic of 

stress that is proving to be just as deadly as any real disease. Already, stress has become a $1 

trillion health epidemic (Robinson 2013). Campaigns are beginning to take on this problem; 

notably, a campaign known as Smash Stress is working to raise awareness of the dangers of 

stress as a public health emergency. The pressure that young adults are under is harming their 

mental well-being and hatching a generation of competitive and highly stressed individuals. The 

problems that this could lead to for millennials in the future, in addition to the generations that 

could come after them, are unfeasible but extremely alarming. Generation Y needs help in 

lowering levels of stress in order to make for an easier, happier, and healthier future for all. 
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Student Debt in America

large amounts of debt were financially burdened but able to secure jobs that facilitated long-term 

payment. Once the economy faltered, recent graduates lost their jobs or could not find work. It is 

the juxtaposition of the lack of employment opportunities with the goal of college students—

namely to find work in a given field—that has caused the rising cost of education to be 
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terms of the housing bubble. Media reports on the supposed “student debt bubble”, although 

explicitly denied by scholars like Avery and Tucker, placed blame on three specific incidents: the 

growth of for-profit colleges, the failure of the economy to properly employ graduates, and the 

rising cost of education. In the Washington Examiner’s article, the inadequate education offered 

by for-profit institutions leads many students to default on their loans. Schools like Strayer 

University and the University of Phoenix do little to prepare students for the careers they hope to 

attain (Lawler 2015). While graduates of these schools often find themselves struggling, their 

classmates that did not graduate face dire circumstances. With large loan balances and no college 

degree, these students are abnormally likely to default. To lessen the potential for loan defaults 

and steer students away from for-profit schools, the Washington Examiner implies a systemic 

solution. By emphasizing the importance of high school to students who wish to receive a higher 

education degree, the number of atypical college students will decrease. It is these atypical 

students, often without traditional high school credentials, that have to opt for private, capitalized 

universities. If students are encouraged and supported in high school, they are more likely to 

graduate with the credentials needed to attend non-profit colleges. With graduation rates far 
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the financing system is beneficial to the student, but stipulate that the economy forces students 

into underemployment and makes student loans burdensome. In The New York Times’ 

“Graduating Into Debt” (McDonald and Orr 2012), filmmakers highlight the economic struggles 

of recent SUNY New Paltz graduates. Despite attending an affordable, public college, these 

students struggle to pay off the loans they took out. These students, unqualified for federal loan 

assistance while in college, are saddled with high interest private loans while working service 

jobs. A far cry from the opportunities promised them when they attended SUNY New Paltz, these 

jobs not only pay barely enough to afford interest payments, but could be done by someone 

without a college degree. The New York Times makes direct links between the depressed job 

market for recent graduates and the financial crisis of 2008, describing how the expectations 

students had for the use of their degree was shaped by the booming mid-2000s economy 

(McDonald and Orr 2012). Once the market collapsed, the value of their education diminished 

and graduates were stuck in an endless cycle of debt. The inability of these students to find high 

paying work prohibits them from paying off the principle of their loans and directly contradicts 

the research of Avery and Tucker. Thus, they only pay off accrued interest and cannot escape 

indebtedness. Similarly, Forbes cites the economy’s inability to offer proper employment to all 

graduates as the root of the crisis. Arguing that American culture is “selling people 

indiscriminately on a level of education that employers don’t seem to be asking for”, Forbes 

states that the relative benefit of a college degree diminishes as more people have them (Bowyer 

2014). Instead of offering graduates the high paying jobs they were expecting, students struggle 

to pay off loans or, as the Times video suggests, pursue a graduate degree to defer loan payments 

and gain credentials that employers supposedly value. Yet, Forbes explains that 59% of master’s 
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program graduates are underemployed (Bowyer 2014). This, a clear indication of the economy’s 

inability to handle droves of graduates, demands a solution unique to these media outlets.  

 While media outlets clearly define the economic shortcomings of the student loan system, 

their solutions are limited and operate within the traditional educational system. An economic 

source of blame for the debt crisis leads media outlets to suggest that rising college students 

consider alternative educational paths. For some students, particularly in fine arts, it may be 

financially responsible to skip college altogether. Rather than attending college and graduating 

into an unfavorable job market, indebted high school graduates can work in their field of choice 

without the need for a very high paying job. Gaining experience in low paying jobs or through 

vocational high schools may not be a negative experience for some potential college students to 

have, especially if they are unencumbered by debt. Forbes and the Times also imply that 

indebted graduates facing underemployment should work in underserved economies. In countries 
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nearly every other expense Americans incur. As the price of colleges, especially privately funded 

universities, increased, the media placed blame on private banks. Students that exhausted their 

federal loan options were profiled to see how private loans had affected them. These private 

loans, offered by Discover, Sallie Mae, and others, decentralized educational funding and spurred 

large increases in borrowing for laptops, books, and other college related expenses in addition to 

tuition. The need for students to both maximize federal loans and take out high interest private 

loans has led to numerous media outlets recommending payment solutions. Exemplified by the 

Christian Science Monitor’s article on loan repayment plans, many media outlets believe in the 

value of a college education. Suggesting forgiveness plans and programs, the article implies that 

excessive tuitions are the cause of the debt crisis. By not suggesting that Americans explore 

protests or other atypical answers, the Christian Science Monitor encourages graduates to submit 

to the accepted path to repayment, even referring to the hope of loan forgiveness as “winning the 

lottery” (McGurran 2015). Similarly, The Washington Post published an editorial by Martin 

O’Malley that blames student debt on tuition prices. Contrasting the financing of college today 

with his university experience, O’Malley laments that the “average tuition at a public college has 

more than tripled over the past 30 years” (2015). He further distances his argument from that of 

the New York Times and Forbes by calling for more college graduates. Believing that high costs 

are prohibiting potential students from attending, O’Malley challenges Washington to allow loan 

refinancing and cap loan repayments. Exemplified by O’Malley and the Christian Science 

Monitor’s article, recommendations of payment plans operate on the belief that the educational 

system needs to be maintained. Media outlets that suggest improving repayment options hope to 

continue the importance of education in American culture. However, these solutions imply that 
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 To understand the student debt crisis from a Marxist perspective one has to condemn the 

exploitation of students by banks and universities. Just as the wage system hides exploitation, the 

education system and the building of endowments forces students to pay far more than necessary 

for a college education. Students do not know what percent of their money goes to funding 

athletics, the endowment, or other auxiliary functions of their university. In such a system, 

students do not know the necessary amount of money their college would need to educate them 

without attempting to provide other services. This is indicative of Marx’s theory of deception in 

the wage system that produces profits for the capitalist. Marx believed that the “uncompensated 

labor of wage-laborers” was the “most powerful expression of appearances distorting 

reality” (Morrison 2006: 111). This distortion, creating profits for the capitalist, works in favor of 

colleges in the financing system. Colleges raise tuition to cover extraneous expenses through 

students’ academic careers, insisting that it is used for an educational product that never 

dramatically changes. For colleges, these profits are used to grow the endowment or facilitate 

athletics, which typically provide even more revenue for the school. While colleges profit from 

the high cost of tuition, the federal government and private banks profit from the loans taken out 
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system is beneficial to banks, the bourgeoisie, and Washington. As long as both the federal 

government and banks are profiting, the bourgeoisie’s power over legislation will not be used to 

structurally change the college financing process. To do so would violate the capitalist principles 

that banks and Washington were built upon. 

 Additionally, Marx would argue that the structural issues of the education system are very 

similar to the contradictions of the capitalist system. As the economy falters, there are less high 

paying jobs for recent graduates. The failure of these students to find jobs and pay off their loans 

will create continually larger economic crises as the cycle continues. In fact, the expectation of 

Americans to get a degree yet work in low-paying jobs is a direct contradiction to the educational 

system. Just as laborers realize that “the more he works the less wages he receives”, students are 

experiencing a labor market that, as Forbes and the New York Times explain, increasingly 

undervalues education (Tucker 1978: 225). The economy and wage system of the United States 

fails to adequately pay students who have been promised increased economic opportunity by the 

superstructure. Despite these promises, the capitalist system is not willing to pay workers more. 

Since debt can be paid off over time, capitalists are able to pay graduates just enough to facilitate 

minimum payments and afford to live. Since students are in a fully exploitable position upon 

graduation, capitalists can leverage the market’s general undervaluation of education to pay 

graduates lower and lower wages. 

 Marx’s theory of agency in social revolution is the only active answer to the student debt 

crisis. While banks and schools profit from student loans, students will continue to get frustrated. 

Eventually the changes in people’s access to education and the American dream will inspire 

students to demand change. Since students will not be able to pay their loans, they will not have 

�49







Student Debt in America

repayment plans to structural upheaval, the answer to the debt crisis involves changes from 

students, graduates, capitalists, and the government. Without these changes, the United States 

faces severe economic and educational stagnation. 
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employment, which is needed for the production process (Morrison 2006). Within the education 
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students are held to high standards in the labor market, due to limited employment opportunities. 



Applying Marxist Theory

 Marxist political thought comes from a “structuralist” perspective. From this viewpoint 

power is seen as residing within social structures (Tucker 1978). “Study drug” culture can be 

analyzed from this perspective in relation to the larger structures influencing students’ behavior. 

The bourgeoisie of the education/”study drug” culture have the power to perpetuate certain 

norms through the superstructure. This is not to say that the contemporary proletariat (students) 

have no choice in how they behave. Students do not have to accept the normative practice of 

stimulant use and can resist it, but they face the risk of being sanctioned by the bourgeoisie if 

they do not meet cultural expectations of high achievement. This may mean being closed out of 

the job market if they do not meet the high standards of the job market put in place by the 

economic base. Utilizing study drugs to meet work demands is increasingly becoming a 

supposed “solution” for college and high school students. Undoing the normalization of study 

drugs could be an effective solution to this social issue. 

Undermining “study drugs” from a structuralist perspective: 

 According to Ford & Schroeder (2009) using these “homework drugs” as a study aide is 

socially acceptable in high schools and colleges (29). From a structuralist perspective, the way to 

end the culture of study drug usage is to dismantle the power hierarchies within social structures 

(Tucker 1978). Ending the existing class hierarchies and the subordination of students under 

capitalist values, could end the normalization of this ritual. While dismantling capitalism may 

seem like a drastic measure to end the use of stimulants, Marx contends that the proletariat has 

agency to challenge normative behavior through revolt (Tucker 1978). Marx discusses how the 
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Criminalization of People of Color

 The criminalization of black bodies has created a new panopticon, where people of color 

are constantly being watched and policed through discipline of their bodies. A panopticon is an 

architectural design with a single circular watchtower looking over a larger space that allows for 

visible, yet unverifiable surveillance of those being watched (Foucault 2003). This practice of 

systematic ordering and controlling of people began to be used on communities of color in 

America at the onset of the War on Drugs in 1971. The media has increased this panoptic effect 

for communities of color, locking minorities into a place of social inferiority and solidifying the 

idea of the black criminal further into social consciousness. Not only has the young, black body 

become associated with criminality, but the white body accused of similar crimes is associated 

with victimization. This phenomenon was created by the War on Drugs, where the introduction 

of “crack” cocaine and the media portrayals that ensued allowed the government to create and 

implement policies that were inherently more strict on people of color. 

 The United States government historically has used selective policing of specific drugs 

that are linked to racial minority groups to protect white Americans from the perceived harmful 

effects of these drugs (Cobbina 2008). As public concern about illicit drug use increased sharply 

due to the over-extensive media coverage on “crack” cocaine, President Nixon declared the War 

on Drugs in 1971 (“A Brief History of the War on Drugs”). In the forty years since the 

declaration of the War on Drugs the prison population in the United States has gone from 

300,000 to 2.4 million—the highest incarceration rate in the world. Most striking about this 

phenomenon is the racial makeup of those incarcerated. Seventy-five percent of those in prison 

for drug offenses are people of color. Because no other country incarcerates such a large 
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social and cultural perceptions created through media behind the mass incarceration of black and 

brown bodies (Alexander 2010). 

 Although the people of color do not account for a disproportionate majority of crime 

arrests or drug use, they are disproportionately convicted and incarcerated in this War on Drugs 

(Welch 2007; Alexander 2010). The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services has 
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action. This criminalization of people of color is still evident in today’s media coverage and 

police practices. 

 In a study drawn from a content analysis of The New York Times, the Chicago Tribune, 

the Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times from 1985-1987, Jennifer Cobinna, a criminal 

justice professor at Michigan State University, found that indirect and direct references were 

made to people of color 76 percent of the time when the article was speaking on the use or 

presence of “crack” cocaine. In addition, whereas black and Latino offenders were depicted as 

criminals and thugs for their addiction, white offenders were portrayed as victims (Cobbina 

2008). This portrayal of white victimhood can be seen in the story of former NBA basketball 

player, Chris Herren. Herren, a white man, while simultaneously celebrated for his athletic talent 

and character, is depicted as a struggling heroin addict, who became empowered through 

rehabilitation (Conlon 2012). Herren himself explains the “pity” that people looked upon him 

with and how this pity fueled his recovery. Herren’s addiction is largely accredited to his 

upbringing in working-class Fall River, where one could “find syringes littered in the street” and 

whose temptations followed him throughout his career (Barboza 2011). This portrayal of a white 

drug user makes invisible the criminality of the white man, focusing on his individual upbringing 

and demons rather than his criminal activity. The high-profile experience of Lamar Odom is in 

sharp contrast. Rather than depicting Odom as a successful athlete who struggles with addiction, 

the tabloid buzz that surrounds his name emphasizes that "Odom’s rock bottom has been a long 

time coming" through both his drug abuse and his failed marriage to a reality TV star (Hensley 

2015). Many articles mention Odom’s previous "run-ins with law enforcement" at young ages, 

largely ignoring his positive contributions to basketball (ibid). Odom’s “rags-to-riches” 
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upbringing and familial history of drug abuse, while mentioned in many articles, is not depicted 

as the reason for his addiction; rather Odom is personally blamed for making a series of 

decisions that led to his own downfall (Jones 2015). These decisions parallel those of the 

struggling white man, yet are portrayed as inherently criminal in the black man. 

 Today, as white perpetrators continue to be seen as victims of their circumstances, their 

criminalization becomes invisible. Just a few months ago, a headline read “Texas cops arrest 

adorable drug kingpin” and described a white female perpetrator as having an “entrepreneurial 

spirit” for selling drugs at such a high volume to get through college (Serota 2015). In the picture 

chosen to appear on the article, she is smiling and looks approachable. Similarly, in a story of a 

white college professor who eventually plead guilty to killing three colleagues and injuring three 
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actions not only put blame on the victim, but also normalizes such acts of police brutality against 

black bodies.  

 In addition to increased police presence in schools, the use of “stop-and-frisk,” 

particularly used in large cities, is a new way for police to criminalize people of color. In a recent 

interview with former New York City Police Department commissioner Ray Kelly, he justified 

the fact that “the number of stops of young black men exceeded the number of all young black 

men in the city” by stating that any reduction of these stops will lead to an increase in crime 

(Sanburn 2015). Kelly, like other supporters of increased police presence, pleads that society 

must not avoid the reality that there is a disproportionate crime rate in communities of color that 

leads to more arrests. Because the victims of violent crimes describe their perpetrators as African 

Americans 69 percent of the time, Kelly justifies such racial profiling. Bill O’Reilly, concerned 

with the safety of citizens in these “violent” communities, further emphasizes the sentiments of 

Kelly, stating, “The police by necessity, to protect the poor people there who are being kill by the 

hundreds in Chicago for example, have to flood the zone... It is not 'Let's hunt down the black 

people today’” (O’Reilly 2014). According to John Ehrlichman, President Nixon’s domestic-

policy advisor, however, the War on Drugs was exactly this “political tool” formed against 

communities of color, which allowed for Nixon to “arrest their leaders, raid their homes…and 

vilify them night and after night on the evening news” under the guise of a drug problem (Baum 

2016). Although they “couldn’t make it illegal to be…black,” the government could create 

policies in the war on drugs that “could disrupt those communities” of color in order to subdue 

their voices and influence in society (Baum 2016). By homogenizing the entire population within 
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inner-city communities, people of color, regardless of individual differences, become the face of 

crime. 

 Some media outlets point to the legalization of drugs as the solution to the mass 

incarceration of people of color (Stossel 2011). Academic John McWhorter argues that ending 

the war on drugs and actively mending the stressed relationship between police and communities 

of color will not only allow poor, minority cities to thrive. McWhorter argues that due to the War 

on Drugs, “it has become a norm for black children to grow up in single-parent homes, their 

fathers away in prison for long spells and barely knowing them” (ibid). Children of color 

growing up in these single-parent homes, with small incomes, often perceive drug selling as their 

only opportunity for income. The illegality of drugs generates a high income, which can seem to 

be a better and easier alternative to legal employment. Legalization of drugs, which are regularly 

sold on the streets of inner cities, would de-incentivize this illegal conduct by lowering the price 

of drugs and therefore, the incomes from selling drugs (ibid). The War on Drugs has 

disenfranchised about 13 percent of all black men because of criminal convictions and has left 

every one in 14 black children in a single parent home, further perpetuating the cycle of poverty 

in communities of color (Vagins & McCurdy 2006). An end to the War on Drugs would lessen 

the detrimental effects of police practices, whose aggressive nature homogenizes and 

criminalizes the entire black and brown population.  

 Opponents to this approach blame black and brown communities themselves for the strict 

policing practices used against them and their high incarceration rates, ignoring the 

discriminative bias behind police practices. Those in a place of power feel that they know a 

better solution to the problem of mass incarceration than the people of color who are 
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experiencing this prejudice themselves everyday. On America Live (2011), host Meghan Kelly, a 

strong opponent to drug legalization, points to unnamed studies that have found that legalization 

has actually increased crime and addiction. John Stossel, an American libertarian, counters Kelly, 

citing the decreased rates of crime and addiction in Holland and Portugal after legalization. In 

Portugal, for example, habitual drug use not only declined from 7.6 to 6.8 per 1000 people after 

decriminalization, but the number of incarcerated for drug offenses fell by more than half (Baum 

2016). Kelly emphasizes the violent nature of those who use “crack” cocaine and opposes 

legalization on the grounds that criminalization of drug use protects American citizens from 
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the duty of the oppressed to struggle against oppression,” without taking into account the social 

and historical context within which this oppression occurs (ibid). Believers in the power of 

individual responsibility may themselves be self-made men and women, who cannot truly 

understand how some of the opportunities that they have been given were inherently due to their 
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begin to think of themselves as what those in power have made them out to be. In this way, those 

in power, “who do not experience disorder as much as imagine it,” create the social construction 

of black criminality through the perpetuation of legal policies and media portrayals that 

incriminate the black body (Margulies 2015). The rates and ethnic majority of incarceration in 

the War on Drugs has solidified the idea of the black criminal deeper into social consciousness, 

which lock these minorities into social inferiority, creating social punishments out of prisons 

themselves (Alexander 2010).  

 Between these categories and barriers of knowledge, however, exist “blank spaces” of 

possibility, which are “waiting in silence for the moment of expression” (Allan 1951). According 



Criminalization of People of Color

as a homogenous unit of deviance into the minds of America. By becoming a modern day 

panopticon, people of color now live in constant fear of unheeded police brutality and suspicion 

by white American as a whole. While white criminality has become increasingly invisible to the 

American society, the very definition of criminality has become attached to the image of a black 

or brown body. 
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A Note from the Author

This poem addresses the wildly held notion that we live in a post-racial America. The idea that 
because we have a black president, racial equality has been achieved and white supremacy 
lost. It is clear that institutionalized racism continues to run rapid in this country, especially in 
the criminal justice system. This poem was inspired by the killing of Michael Brown in 
Ferguson, MO, during the summer of 2015, as well as the countless other unarmed black men 
and women that were killed by police shootings. Until we, as a country, acknowledge the 
continued presence of racial inequality, we will not see a post-racial America. 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Abolishing the Death Penalty

 In the middle of the night on August 11th, 1967, William Henry Furman, an African 

American man from Georgia, broke into and attempted to burglarize the home of William Joseph 

Micke Jr.. Micke awoke to “strange noises” coming from the kitchen, and decided to investigate 

only to find Furman there, armed with a gun. After shooting Micke in the chest and killing him 
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made. The death penalty should be abolished because in practice the institutional failures of 

capital punishment preclude justice and, even in the absence of these failures, the institution 

itself is inconsistent with the purpose of government.  

 The institutional failures of the death penalty are rooted in the arbitrary and unfair 

administration of capital punishment. More specifically, the outcome of a death penalty trial 

hinges partly on extraneous, subjective factors like the racial prejudices of the jurors, the wealth 

of the defendant and victim, and the location of the crime. In his article “Reflections On Race,” 

Bryan Stevenson gives an in depth account of the “conscious and unconscious racial bias in the 

administration of the death penalty” (2004:78). Stevenson sheds light on racial disparities, citing 

numerous statistics that reveal “patterns of racial bias,” especially in cases in which the accused 

minority killed a white victim (2004:87). In his article, “Why the United States Will Join the Rest 

of the World in Abandoning Capital Punishment,” Stephen Bright gave one of the most 

disconcerting illustrations of racial bias in his article. He highlighted the fact that African 

Americans are significantly more likely to be sentenced to death when the victim is white, versus 

when the victim is African American. In fact, 80 percent of African Americans face the death 

penalty because of crimes committed against white victims and, as a result, the United States has 

not escaped its dark past of “legal lynchings” (2004:166). In response to these statistics, death 

penalty supporter Paul Cassell argued in his article “In Defense of the Death Penalty” that the 

statistics on “inter-racial homicides” should not be considered because there are too few of them 

to draw conclusions (2004:204). However, the preponderance of evidence about race and the 

death penalty should clear up any objections Cassell has about the inconclusiveness of those 
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Permissible,” acknowledges the racial problems that plague the justice system but argues that 

unequal justice is still justice (2004:70). This idea in and of itself should strike the reader as 

contradictory. Justice is achieved when the system is fair and equal: the death penalty system 

clearly misses the mark.  

 Race intersects with poverty, Stevenson argues, to heighten racial injustices as racial 

minorities are more likely to be economically disadvantaged, and thus less likely to afford 

competent legal counsel (2004:94). Those unable to pay are assigned a public defender by the 

state. In fact, in states with widespread use of the death penalty like Alabama, Georgia, and 

Texas, there is no central public defender system and funding is left to the even less capable 

counties (Bright 2004:168). In some southern states, a paralegal working on an inconsequential 

federal bankruptcy case is paid more than a public defender assigned to death penalty case 

(Bright 2004:168). By this standard, life is functionally devalued by the criminal justice system, 

as those on death row are left with a significantly underpaid and overworked legal council. 

Furthermore, Bright highlights noteworthy evidence “that a fourth to a third of those sentenced 

to death were represented at their trials by lawyers who were later disbarred, suspended, or 

convicted of crimes” (2004:169). Joshua Marquis, writer of “Truth and Consequences: The 
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out in quoting the Chief Justice of the Georgia Supreme Court, half justice is still not justice at 

all (2004:174). Moreover, even if all reforms were instituted and successful, the death penalty 

would still be inconsistent with the purpose of government.  

 Hugo Bedau, author of “An Abolitionist’s Survey of the Death Penalty in America 

Today,” argues against the death penalty, and champions a theoretical argument that he terms 

“Minimal Invasion” (2004:32). This is the principle that a constitutional democracy should use 

the “least restrictive means sufficient” in order to attain some goal or purpose (Bedau 2004:32). 

Therefore, punishment should be “a means to some socially valid end,” which in the case of the 

death penalty would be deterrence of further crime(Bedau 2004:33). Bedau argues that the death 

penalty would only be justified if it were a much greater deterrent than imprisonment, but as he 

points out there is little evidence to support such a claim (2004:39). Cassell refutes Bedau’s 

argument, saying that logic, firsthand reports, and statistics support the claim that the death 

penalty is a greater deterrent than prison (2004:187). This claim is problematic because of the 

very few studies that actually do find a correlation between the death penalty and deterrence, 

such evidence shows that it is at best only show a slight correlation--- to which Bedau responds 

that even if death were a slightly better deterrent, it “is obtained at an unacceptable 

cost” (2004:39). Bedau refers, here, not to the cost involved in the appeals process of those on 

death row, but to the far more fundamental moral and human cost of the institution of death. 

Firstly, the cost includes those killed when a less restrictive means was available to reach the 

same end. This end, effective deterrence, is met by life imprisonment. Moreover, it includes the 

cost of those arbitrarily sentenced to death because their income or race precluded justice and, 

finally, it includes the very real cost that innocent people who are wrongly convicted could be 
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put to death. With both the highly disputed nature of the deterrence argument and the human cost 

of the death penalty, it is illogical to err on the side of the death penalty when an equally 
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A Note from the Artist

As educated individuals, learning about the ways and woes of the world--we do not have the 
luxury to "shy away" from human injustice. It is human nature to want to do so. It is human 
nature to turn away from travesty--just as it is human nature to wince upon the sight of blood. 
However, as informed citizens and learners, our duty, responsibility, and careers require us to 
face the pain--hopefully, in order to then be able to do something about it. 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Call for Submissions

We are now accepting submissions to SocialEyes for Issue 8. All 
submissions and inquiries should be sent to socialeyesbc@gmail.com.

Submission requirements:
• Your name and contact information
• A title of the work
• All text should be sent in .doc or .docx format
• Submissions should not exceed 6,000 words

All submissions are anonymously reviewed by our editorial board. Our 
submissions coordinator will contact you once your submission has been 
reviewed.

For more information, go to bc.edu/sociology and follow the link to SocialEyes.
You may also visit our Facebook page at facebook.com/socialeyesbostoncollege.
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