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Michelle I 

The Magnifying Glass: A Personal Perspective on Immigration 

People	don’t	always	like	to	view	issues	as	dynamic.	They	are	often	set	in	their	ideas,	
steadfast	in	what	they	believe	to	be	right.	Laws	are	laws,	they’ll	say.	Break	them,	and	
you	should	suffer	the	consequences.	Except—this	assumes	that	people	and	incidents	
involving	them	can	always	fit	into	a	predetermined	set	of	criteria	and	be	dealt	with	
accordingly.	Then	how	do	we	account	for	the	gray	areas?	I	think	many	of	us	choose	
to	ignore	them.	Take	for	instance,	our	current	president	and	his	stance	on	“the	
Mexicans,”	his	preferred	terminology	for	any	Hispanic	or	Latino	immigrants:	he’s	
been	quoted	saying,	“They're	bringing	drugs.	They’re	bringing	crime.	They’re	
rapists.	And	some,	I	assume,	are	good	people”	(Reilly).	This	initiated	a	heated	debate	
among	Americans,	some	swayed	to	believe	his	claims,	others	fiercely	arguing	
against	them.	I	find	myself	in	the	latter	group,	holding	on	to	the	idea	that	even	
people	who	have	broken	our	laws,	who	are	living	in	secret,	may	be	just	as	
upstanding	as	any	of	this	country’s	citizens.			

The	undocumented	immigrant	struggle	is	complex	and	becomes	even	more	complex	
as	you	peel	back	the	layers	of	any	person’s	circumstances.	Some	are	here	escaping	
poverty,	collapsing	governments,	wars.	Some	are	here	because	of	their	parents’	
choices,	growing	up	in	a	country	that	should	be	considered	their	own.	Still,	they	are	
told	they	have	no	claim	to	this	land,	even	if	their	first	steps	were	taken	here,	even	if	
the	land	itself	has	benefited	from	their	hours	of	labor.	Undocumented	immigrants	
are	accused	of	being	freeloaders	in	this	country,	lazy	and	unproductive,	but	most	
evidence	suggests	the	opposite.	A	report	from	The	Nation	reads,	“Altogether,	
according	to	the	state	and	local	tax	data	analysis—published	by	the	Institute	on	
Taxation	and	Economic	Policy	(ITEP)—undocumented	immigrants	contribute	about	
$11.6	billion	to	the	economy	annually,	including	nearly	$7	billion	in	sales	and	excise	
taxes	and	$3.6	billion	in	property	taxes.	They	are,	in	economic	terms,	productive	
citizens,	and	pay	a	higher	effective	tax	rate	than	the	top	1	percent	income	bracket”	
(Chen).	The	numbers	speak	for	themselves.	Still,	there’s	the	issue	of	immorality	or	
indecency,	of	illegally	living	on	American	soil,	of	taking	the	shortcut,	when	so	many	
other	immigrants	endured	on	the	sometimes-ten-year	long	waitlist	for	the	same	
opportunity.	In	the	abstract,	it	is	easy	to	judge	a	person	for	such	a	thing	but	knowing	
more	about	their	individual	situation	can	infinitely	complicate	things.	Nothing	is	as	
clear-cut	when	you	hold	a	magnifying	glass	to	it.				

Sometimes	it’s	necessary,	crucial	even,	to	look	at	things	from	up-close.	So,	I’d	like	to	
introduce	you	to	Leo,	a	John-Doe	of	sorts.	Think	of	him	as	a	stand-in,	a	possible	
example	of	the	kind	of	man	any	undocumented	immigrant	might	be.	Leo	lived	in	
New	York,	a	city	bustling	with	culture	and	opportunities,	the	city	of	his	dreams.	He	
was	born	Leonardo	Alfredo	Torres	which	he	would	shorten	to	a	more	English-
friendly	nickname	in	the	years	to	come.	When	he	was	a	little	boy	growing	up	in	Latin	
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America,	he	imagined	traveling	outside	of	his	small	town	and	being	able	to	provide	
for	himself,	maybe	someday	for	his	family.	He	bought	into	the	glittering	tale	of	the	
United	States,	the	land	of	opportunity.	Then	he	did	something	scary,	and	wrong,	and	
eventually,	he	made	it	all	the	way	to	a	little	neighborhood	in	Queens.			
The	journey	itself	was	rough	and	full	of	abuses.	He	would	have	nightmares	for	
months	about	how	it	felt	to	be	so	scared	and	alone,	traversing	the	deserts	between	
Mexico	and	America.	Some	nights,	he'd	wake	up	in	cold	sweats	to	the	image	of	a	
woman	collapsing	before	him.	It	had	been	a	long	day.	They	were	all	tired,	but	their		
coyote	urged	them	to	keep	moving.	Each	step	ached.	Their	bellies	grumbled	with	
hunger,	and	their	lips	were	dry	from	thirst.	The	hot	sun	beat	down	on	their	exposed	
skin.	Leo	was	enduring	it	all,	moving	one	foot	in	front	of	the	other,	keeping	his	head	
down.	If	he	hadn’t	looked	up	for	a	moment,	he	might’ve	missed	it.	The	woman	was	
ahead	of	him	by	a	few	feet	when	she	dropped,	folding	in	on	herself	in	a	way	that	sent	
chills	down	his	spine.	Even	worse	were	the	reactions	of	some	of	the	others,	annoyed	
muttering	as	they	stepped	over	her	slumped	figure.	Leo	shuddered	as	he	hoisted	her	
up	into	his	arms.	His	body	trembled	the	entire	way	to	their	next	rest	stop.	He	didn't	
like	to	look	back	on	that	time	in	his	life,	but	the	memories	haunted	his	days	and	
nights.	He'd	taken	to	sleeping	with	a	glass	of	water	at	his	bedside—afraid	to	wake	
up	feeling	that	thirst	again,	unable	to	quench	it.	When	he	was	traveling,	he’d	
resorted	to	filtering	any	water	they	stumbled	upon	through	his	worn	shirt.	It	was	a	
futile	effort	to	make	it	cleaner.	Still,	he’d	drink	every	last	drop.			

Leo	thought	of	all	of	this	during	his	first	few	months	in	New	York,	living	on	friends’	
couches	as	he	went	job	searching.	He	hoped	that	the	fear	and	pain	were	behind	him,	
that	he’d	begin	to	live	the	life	he’d	dreamed	of.	He	was	eager	to	apply	for	jobs,	
confident	that	his	well-earned	degree	would	score	him	a	decent	wage.	Yet,	after	
being	turned	down	time	and	again	for	his	immigration	status,	he	realized	he’d	have	
to	aim	lower.	Eventually,	Leo	was	hired	at	a	parking	garage	in	Manhattan,	given	the	
shift	from	12am	to	5am.	It	took	months	before	he	had	enough	money	to	fly	his	wife	
into	town.	She’d	been	waiting	for	him	back	in	their	hometown.	He	promised	her	
they’d	be	happier	in	their	new	home,	but	he	worried	that	she	would	feel	cheated	
when	she	finally	joined	him	there.	She’d	gotten	herself	a	visa	and	planned	to	
overstay	it,	another	scary	decision	they’d	agreed	on.	The	day	she	arrived	was	both	
exhilarating	and	terrifying.	He	couldn’t	believe	she	was	standing	in	front	of	him.	
They	enjoyed	a	happy	reunion,	complete	with	tears	of	joy	and	relief	at	finally	being	
together	again.	When	Leo	told	her	they’d	be	staying	with	friends	for	a	while,	he	held	
his	breath,	ready	for	an	onslaught	of	complaints.	She	looked	confused	for	a	moment.	
She	asked	if	the	job	searching	hadn’t	gone	well.	Didn’t	he	get	hired	somewhere?	Leo	
had	to	explain	their	circumstances	with	clearer	detail	then	than	he	ever	had	over	
their	phone	calls.	He’d	found	a	job,	but	not	the	kind	they’d	hoped	for.		He	said	it	
would	be	enough	for	now—and	it	was.	With	time,	they	had	a	place	of	their	own	in	
another	family’s	basement,	and	they	furnished	it	as	best	they	could,	eagerly	awaiting	
their	first	child.	Leo	took	on	a	day	shift	at	another	garage	once	their	baby	was	born,	
realizing	that	they	could	hardly	feed	themselves	if	he	didn’t	start	working	more	
hours.			
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After	a	few	years	of	this,	Leo	was	ready	for	a	change.	He	had	his	hopes	set	on	a	
promotion	at	his	jobs,	believing	that	he	deserved	a	higher	pay	after	so	much	hard	
work.	He’d	earned	a	good	deal	of	respect	from	his	employers.	They	trusted	him	to	
train	the	new	employees	and	take	care	of	things	for	them.	When	he	finally	mustered	
up	the	courage	to	ask	for	a	raise,	the	response	was	staggering.	Didn’t	he	know	that	it	
was	a	risk	to	employ	someone	like	him?	Was	he	ungrateful	or	something?	Wasn’t	he	
being	paid	enough?	The	questions	ricocheted	in	his	mind	as	he	got	home	that	
morning,	plastering	on	a	smile	as	his	two-year	old	daughter	came	rushing	to	throw	
her	little	arms	around	him.	She’d	taken	to	waking	up	in	time	to	see	him	come	in,	and	
he	always	entertained	her	until	she	was	spent.	He’d	pick	up	her	up	and	spin	her	
around.	Her	happy	giggles	were	like	music	to	his	ears.	His	wife	would	watch	this	
fondly,	admiring	the	father	her	husband	had	become.	No	matter	what,	he	always	put	
his	family	first.	There	was	no	amount	of	fatigue	or	exhaustion	that	could	stop	him	
from	playing	games	with	his	daughter	and	reading	stories	to	her	as	she	settled	down	
for	an	afternoon	nap.	With	all	of	the	fuss,	he	was	lucky	if	he	averaged	three	hours	of	
sleep	a	day.			

	A	few	years	later,	his	family	grew	again,	and	he’d	taken	on	a	Sunday	shift	of	nearly	
12	hours	each	week.	On	Saturdays,	he	and	his	wife	took	their	daughters	out	for	ice	
cream	and	let	them	play	for	hours	at	Chuck	E.	Cheese’s.	They’d	leave	their	home	as	a	
big	group,	holding	hands	as	they	made	their	way	to	the	closest	bus	stop.	Leo’s	wife	
was	good	at	making	these	outings	seem	like	adventures,	keeping	her	daughters	busy	
as	they	filed	into	crowded	buses	and	trains.	She’d	point	out	the	window	and	show	
them	different	things	as	they	moved	along,	explaining	what	kinds	of	birds	or	trees	or	
cars	were	out	there.	Leo	would	join	in	sometimes,	opting	for	games	of	“I-Spy”	
whenever	they	stopped	at	red	lights	or	got	held	up	on	the	tracks.	Still,	the	ride	
was	nothing	compared	to	finally	arriving	at	Chuck	E.	Cheese’s.	His	daughters	would	
beam	like	it	was	the	best	place	in	the	world,	hardly	containing	themselves	as	they	
waited	to	be	let	in.	They	were	two	happy,	healthy	kids,	blissfully	unaware	of	how	
hard	their	father	had	to	work	so	that	their	mother	could	be	home	with	them,	so	that	
they’d	have	clothing	and	shoes	that	fit,	so	that	they’d	never	go	hungry.	Sometimes,	
Leo	and	his	wife	would	sit	together	early	in	the	mornings,	breathing	a	sigh	of	relief	
that	another	day	had	gone	by	without	incident.	In	their	life,	every	day	was	a	risk,	
every	move	calculated.	One	misstep	and	their	daughters,	who	by	birth	were	
both	American	citizens,	would	be	left	orphans	while	their	parents	returned	to	a	
place	that	wasn’t	their	home	anymore.			

Leo’s	struggle	is	that	of	many.	His	toiling	labor	and	his	incessant	fear	are	real.	They	
exist	in	the	world	as	almost	tangible	entities	lurking	over	the	shoulders	of	millions.	
But	the	beauty	of	his	life	is	also	real—the	love	he	has	for	his	family,	the	wonders	of	
his	dreams,	the	hope	he	has	for	a	better	tomorrow.	He	is	a	person	like	any	other,	
through	and	through.	The	fact	is	that	no	immigration	status	should	determine	
someone’s	personhood,	and	a	lack	of	documentation	shouldn’t	blacklist	a	whole	
group	of	people.	Still,	if	you	zoom	out	far	enough,	I	suppose	he’s	just	a	criminal	who	
hasn’t	been	caught	yet.			
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Sarah B 
How	to	Afford	an	Apple	a	Day		

An economic issue that is subject to debate in the U.S. is the Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) program, commonly known as “food stamps.” In 
the United States, about 41 million people, 13 million children among them, are food 
insecure, meaning they do not have enough food to eat or are unsure how they will 
receive their next meal. Despite these statistics, there is strong opposition to the SNAP 
program. On one occasion, while working at my local horseback riding stables with a 
long-time friend, the topic of our conversation turned to economics. She condemned the 
SNAP program, considering it an out for people too lazy to get a job. Without it, the 
impoverished would be motivated to improve their quality of life by working and would 
no longer go hungry as a result. What I wondered, though, was how the need for federal 
support to supply Americans with food could possibly stem only from systemic laziness. 
However, I had limited knowledge of these people’s lives or of the food stamps meant to 
help them. This semester, I learned about food insecurity in a class named “Food for 
Thought,” an animal science class that, namely, provides information related to the topic 
of food. After taking this class, I was able to develop an informed opinion: one way or 
another, we must help our fellow Americans take the first step to succeeding on their 
own. 

Why is there opposition to the SNAP program? I asked my friend to explain her 
position. She stated that she was a working middle class American, and while she was not 
under the poverty line, her lifestyle revolved around her financial situation. Her clothing 
came off the clearance rack at stores, and never did she pay extra money for brand names. 
She regularly collected coupons to save money on groceries. Every car she had ever 
owned was old and used, and she never got her choice of color or model. These were the 
efforts she took to save the money she earned and to pay her bills each month. Given all 
this, she was outraged that her tax money would be used in a federal program supporting 
people who did not work or make the same sacrifices. This argument was not 
unreasonable, I thought. I too would be angry if the money I earned was given to 
someone else, so they could live as I did, save for the effort it took to get there. That’s the 
American Dream, after all; you can achieve success IF you are willing to put in the hard 
work. But surely the situation was more complicated than “I work, and she does not.” 
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Why would the government make a nationwide program if there was no genuine problem 
in the United States to warrant it? I began to wonder about the people using the SNAP 
program. What was their side of the story? Were they truly lazy and siphoning money 
from employed Americans through the government, like my friend believed? 

One day in Food for Thought, my teacher announced that we would be discussing 
food insecurity and food stamps. Here was an opportunity for me to learn about the 
people using the SNAP program. First, the professor introduced the topic of food 
insecurity. She began with the aforementioned number of people struggling to afford 
enough food to maintain a healthy diet. What stood out to me was the number of children 
included in the statistic. It would not matter whether these children were lazy or not; they 
were too young to be employed either way. What about their parents, then? Were these 
allegedly lazy human beings allowing their kids to starve instead of earning their next 
meal? This did not make any sense to me; parents usually want to give their children the 
best quality of life possible. I felt that I could dismiss the idea of laziness. However, I still 
did not have the answer I wanted. What was causing thirteen million children to go 
hungry in the United States?  

The next class, I was given a name and face in the movie the professor put on, 
called A Place at the Table. One featured parent was a mother named Barbie. She was an 
unemployed single mother from Philadelphia, who relied on the SNAP program to feed 
her two children. Having grown up in poverty herself, her dream, as she explained in an 
interview, was to provide her children with the best nutrition possible. This confirmed my 
earlier thoughts-that parents indeed prioritized caring for their children. Unfortunately for 
Barbie, even with food stamps, she was unable to make her dream a reality. The SNAP 
program offered her $126 dollars per month to buy food for her household. Divided into 
daily allotments, Barbie had about $4 per day to feed her kids. To put myself in her 
shoes, I imagined limiting myself to this budget. It was almost entirely impossible for me 
to plan three meals a day without exceeding $4. I considered the prices of food items I 
had in my dorm room. My four pack of instant mac and cheese was $3.98 at Walmart. 
My box of granola bars was $3. These were roughly the same price as a pound of fruit, a 
healthier alternative, and could be rationed to last for multiple days, but they certainly did 
not count as a diet for champions. Barbie could not afford to feed her kids well, even with 
federal assistance. To me, this did not seem like an incentive to remain unemployed. 
Children with better nutrition are known to be more focused in school, receive better 
grades, and as a result be more successful as they grow older. Barbie was unable to 
achieve this using the SNAP program, so she began looking for a job. Barbie’s actions 
further disapproved my friend’s accusations of laziness. The limited support offered by 
the SNAP program, in Barbie’s case, actually motivated her to find a job. She had some 
support to feed her kids, but in her endeavor to raise them with the best conditions 
possible, she did the opposite of what my friend assumed someone in her position would 
do. 

Later in the movie, Barbie announced that she had successfully gotten a fulltime 
office job in the city. Her joy was contagious. She described the feeling of walking to 
work with a purpose after dropping her kids off at school, and her excitement thinking of 
a better future for her children. Moments later, it was revealed that the SNAP program 
was only applicable to households that made less than $25,000 annually. In an interview 
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in her house, Barbie tearfully explained that her wages disqualified her from the SNAP 
program, and without the extra assistance, she was in an almost identical situation as the 
one prior to getting her job. Here was a woman with the motivation to care for kids and 
enter the workforce. However, even working forty hours a week, she was unable to 
improve her financial situation, and she and her kids went hungry regardless. Since both 
the frowned-upon SNAP program and employment expected by society failed Barbie, 
what other options did she have? Why was her employment an inadequate action to 
improve her kids’ lives? 

My thoughts focused on the job itself. Barbie was working nine to five, like many 
people in the United States. The purpose of working is to make money to buy the food we 
need. What was missing for Barbie, and probably many of the 41 million hungry 
Americans, then, was an amount of money- a living wage- with which one could afford 
food. It is possible that there was another, better paying job available near Barbie, but 
maybe the employer had not responded. Maybe its hours would have forced Barbie to 
abandon her children in order to feed them. The kids would have food, but they might 
lose their mother walking them to school, helping them with homework, or putting them 
to bed at night. In addition, even if she had gotten that job, someone else in a similar 
financial position might be in her place instead. A different job would only solve Barbie’s 
financial strife, not the issue of food insecurity itself. Eliminating hunger in America may 
be possible without a federal program, as my friend believed. However, it would still 
require change outside of these people’s power to help their financial situations. Raising 
the minimum wage would make Barbie’s fulltime job a better opportunity to raise her 
kids on the promise of three meals each day. Give a woman a food stamp and her kids eat 
for a day; give her a living wage and she can supply her kids with proper nutrition 
throughout their childhood. 

(1463 words) 

Hannah B 
Imagine	two	girls.	They	go	to	the	same	high	school.	They	can	be	friends	with	each	

other	if	you’d	like,	but	this	isn’t	necessary.	What	the	two	girls	cannot	be,	however,	is	
neighbors.		

	 Perhaps	the	girls	go	to	a	private	school,	to	make	this	narrative	more	compelling.	I	
will	begin	to	draw	some	lines	between	the	two.	One	is	Cassandra,	Cassie	to	her	friends,	and	
the	other	is	Helen,	the	middle	name	of	her	mother	and	the	name	of	her	mother’s	mother.	
What	you	must	understand	about	the	first	is	that	she	must	be	very	intelligent.	For,	as	is	
important,	Cassie	is	very	poor.	She	has	enrolled	in	this	academy	on	what	is	likely	purely	her	
own	merit,	as	she	would	have	to	receive	a	full	ride	or	something	very	close	to	one	to	
consider	applying.	Helen,	then,	her	classmate,	must	be	rather	rich.	This	does	not	mean	that	
she	is	anywhere	close	to	unintelligent,	though—far	from	it—but	she	is	likely	not	as	bright	a	
star	as	the	first.		

	 We	must	look	into	each	of	the	girls’	childhoods	to	fully	parse	the	present.	Helen,	
whose	parents	had	meaningful,	well-paying	jobs,	escaped	her	youth	more	or	less	unscathed.	
Her	parents,	fulfilled	and	with	enough	free	time	to	maintain	a	healthy	relationship,	cared	for	
each	other	and	their	child.	Or	perhaps	her	mother,	departed	from	her	father,	lives	
comfortably	on	alimony	and	the	odd	Etsy	transaction.	Perhaps	a	doting	single	father	
brought	her	up,	perhaps	grandparents,	perhaps	two	fathers	or	two	mothers.	Perhaps	still,	
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her	parents	are	distant,	burdened	by	their	work,	and	she	finds	love	in	the	form	of	a	nanny	or	
older	sibling.	No	matter	which	one	of	the	many	diverse	family	models	fostered	Helen,	she	
was	fostered	well.	Reading,	talking,	or	singing	to	a	child	is	incredibly	important	to	their	
strength	as	a	reader	and	speaker—Helen	has	been	read	to,	talked	to,	and	possibly	even	sung	
to	from	day	one.	Her	interests,	no	matter	how	short-lived,	were	indulged,	allowing	her	a	
breadth	and	richness	of	experiences.	She	traveled	often	and	well.	Museums,	gardens,	and	
libraries	fill	her	weekends	and	holidays.	Her	friends	are	all	similarly	enriched,	neat,	never	
vapid.	Her	playdates	may	as	well	be	platonic	debates.	It	is	true,	of	course,	that	some	of	her	
merit	is	her	own.	She	was	given	these	experiences,	but	took	as	much	as	she	could	from	
them.	It	cannot	be	ignored,	though,	that	she	could	only	take	as	much	as	because	she	was	
given	something	to	take	from.	

	 Cassie	was	likely	not	as	lucky.	Her	parents,	whichever	set	she	was	given,	struggle	
with	a	dead-end	job	or	some	kind	of	series	of	such.	They	are	anxious	and	worn	after	hours	
of	work.	They	leave	early	and	return	late,	or	are	unable	to	leave	the	house	at	all.	Their	
house—or	perhaps	apartment—is	another	line	that	distinguishes	the	two	girls.	Helen’s	is	in	
a	notably	nice	neighborhood,	away	from	the	metropolitan	area,	with	a	large	lawn,	enough	
safe	of	mind	to	allow	her	to	play	about	whenever	she	pleases,	and	neighborhood	children	to	
entertain	and	enrich	her.	Cassie’s	house	is	wherever	her	parents	may	find.	Her	house	may	
be	one	her	parents	have	bought	and	will	never	pay	off,	one	they’ve	borrowed	rooms	in	from	
friends	or	family,	one	with	a	poor	neighborhood	and	poorer	neighbors.	There	are	no	parks	
free	of	danger	enough	to	enjoy.	Admission	for	a	museum	is	12	dollars	too	many	to	spare.	
Perhaps	Cassie	spends	her	weekends	at	the	library,	should	one	be	open	in	her	
neighborhood.	Reading,	talking	or	singing	to	a	child	is	incredibly	important	to	their	strength	
as	a	reader	and	speaker—but	Cassie’s	parents	could	not	afford	to	invest	as	many	hours	in	
such	things..	Helen	was	invested	in—her	ten-year	bonds	and	her	tenth	birthday	party	were	
things	she	was	vested	in.	Time	is	money,	as	they	say.	

	 But	let	us	look	back	to	the	future.	Perhaps	our	girls	are	both	seniors.	Perhaps	they	
are	both	considering	college—no,	there	is	no	perhaps	at	a	prep	school—and	perhaps	they	
are	both	considering	the	same	university.			

	 Let	us	review	the	cards	and	whom	they	might	be	stacked	against.	

I	must	admit	I	speak	from	experience	when	I	relate	the	experiences	of	my	girls.	I,	
myself,	attended	such	a	school	as	described	in	my	narrative.	The	image	of	the	campus	the	
two	girls	strolled	about	is	a	mirror	image	of	the	ivy-ridden	craftsman	houses	in	which	I	
slogged	through	my	high	school	career.	Our	college	process	was	unparalleled	in	its	
streamlined	ease—we	were	prepped	as	comfortably	for	our	next	great	step,	as	one	might	
hope	of	a	preparatory	school.	A	buzzword	thrown	about	often—Demonstrated	Interest.	

It	deserves	its	capital	letters.	To	demonstrate	interest	is	to,	quite	simply,	
demonstrate	interest.	Tours	are	what	schools	are	most	interested	in	their	prospects	being	
interested	in.	What	this	interest	requires	is	money.	

We	have	been	over	this—Cassie	has	none.	So	while	Helen	might	take	advantage	of	a	
long	weekend	to	fly	to	New	York—business	class,	of	course,	she’s	no	spendthrift—and	
spend	her	days	writing	her	name	on	signup	sheets	and	asking	her	tour	guides	questions	
they	hardly	know	the	answer	too.	Cassie	might	visit	a	local	school	in	some	light	afternoon,	
might	drive	a	few	hours	in	the	car	she’ll	never	fully	own—but	she	has	no	such	time	or	
money	to	invest,	no	ability	to	demonstrate	said	interest	that	flows	so	easily	from	her	
counterpart.	



Harris | E110 | X6 | 8 
	

In	a	sense,	while	she	might	have	her	application	fee	waived,	there’s	a	kind	of	down	
payment	for	your	application	to	be	properly	considered.	This	was	a	down	payment	Cassie	
could	not	afford.		

Has	Helen	taken	as	much	as	she	could?	She	certainly	didn’t	need	to	in	the	way	our	
first	did.	How	many	nights	of	sleep	might’ve	been	robbed	from	our	first?	How	many	
throwaway	assignments	were	make-or-break?	What	little	slip	might’ve	robbed	her	of	her	
future?	How	easily	would	the	scholarship	that	enabled	her	way	of	life	slip	away?	No	such	
worries	to	our	Helen.	What	little	scholarship	she	receives	must	be	nothing	more	than	a	
stipend	for	her	parents.	What	will	they	lose?	An	extra	yearly	vacation?		How	many	classes	
did	she	sleep	in,	how	many	exams	did	she	decide	to	skip?	She	had	the	cushion	to	do	so,	in	
any	case.	But	let’s	not	make	unnecessary	comments	on	Helen’s	character—we	can’t	all	be	
perfect.	We	all	need	breaks.	It’s	just	that	Cassie	could	not	take	them.	

College	results	arrive	to	the	ivy-covered	mailbox	of	Helen’s	home	and	the	complex	
lockbox	of	the	first.	How	might	we	weigh	them?	Perhaps	Helen	was	not	extended	a	hand	by	
her	most	prestigious	selection.	Our	first	was.	What	has	happened?	Has	affirmative	action	
robbed	an	innocent	of	a	future	path?	Has	it	leveled	the	scales?	Perhaps	it	is	worse	for	Cassie,	
accepted.	Has	she	received	enough	money	to	even	consider	attending?		

The	scales	seem	important	to	this	narrative.	Moral	issues	are	raised	easily	when	
fairness	is	considered.	If	the	scales	were	not	so	skewed	in	the	first	place,	perhaps	any	
outcome	for	both	our	girls	would	be	tolerable.	A	balancing,	then,	is	thus	in	short	order.		

So	it	is	fixed	on	the	case-by-case	level.	Cassie	is	given	a	return	on	her	investment	of	
hardship,	and	Helen’s	doesn’t	pay	off	as	well	as	she	might’ve	hoped.	Helen’s	mistake	is	one	
she	can	afford,	and	Cassie’s	victory	is	that	she	might	not	be	able	to.	What	can	we	say	for	her	
future,	even	if	the	scales	were	tipped,	by	a	gentle	fingertip,	ever	so	slightly	in	her	direction?	
Perhaps	her	parents,	without	insurance,	fall	ill	and	whatever	cushion	she	had	disappears.	
Perhaps,	perhaps,	perhaps…	the	very	word	‘perhaps’	is	Cassie’s	burden.	Certainty	is	a	
luxury.	

If	I	have	not	already	lost	you,	I	would	like	you	to	imagine	scales	atop	scales	atop	
scales.	Cassie’s	is	on	her	parents’,	her	parents’	on	their	parents’,	lowered	entirely,	
unimproved	by	time.	Helen	is	raised	up	and	up	and	up.		

Might	we	not,	as	the	university	took	upon	itself	to	do,	help	level	the	playing	field?	
Might	we	fight	for	public	libraries,	public	works,	social	security?	Might	we	reward	hard	
work	and	as-hard-as-you-can	work?		

I	do	hope	our	girls	will	find	their	way	in	the	world.	It	will	take	work	to	do	so,	no	
matter	where	they	come	from,	and	that	work,	should	it	be	spectacular,	will	be	admirable,	no	
matter	the	origins.	I	do	hope	their	underclassmen	or	younger	siblings	or	cousins	or	
children,	however,	will	not	find	themselves	on	a	world	so	skewed	that	the	small	deeds	of	
some	might	overpower	the	great	deeds	of	most.		

(1456 words) 
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Victoria C 
Retaliation Violence 

I was first confronted with the question of whether it is right to fight violence with 
violence when I was thirteen years old.  My eighth-grade U.S. History teacher 
Ms.Vitello, prompted us with the question after teaching the class a unit on World War II. 
She asked the class if the United States was right in dropping the atomic bomb on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The entire class, including myself gave a resounding yes in 
response. Our reasoning was all the same— Pearl Harbor. The US was right in 
committing one of the most violent acts against another country in modern history 
because they hurt us first. By the eighth grade, I had adopted our cultural norm of 
retaliation violence. After this class, I had put the question of whether it was just to fight 
violence with violence out of my mind. 
 My opinions remained dormant in my mind until I was confronted with the 
question again one year later, while reading The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins. I 
was enthralled by the recently popularized books and at the end of the last book in the 
trilogy, my previously stated ideals were mirrored. At this point in the series, the corrupt 
Capitol government had been overthrown and the victors were faced with the question of 
how to form a new government. The previous government held the Hunger Games, every 
year. Two children were selected from each district, except the Capitol, to fight to the 
death in a televised spectacle. The Hunger Games was developed as a punishment for a 
revolt against the government. Katniss, the protagonist and former winner of the Hunger 
Games votes for the new government to host a new Hunger Games with children from 
the Capitol. This decision horrified and shocked me at the time. I couldn’t imagine such 
cruelty and injustice in a fictional world but was fine with it in my own.  

This book prompted me to reevaluate my position on violence in response to 
violence. The book allowed me to separate my personal bias from the situation. I 
supported the dropping of the atomic bomb because it was a decision made by America 
and I’m an American. My desire to protect my country override the empathy I usually 
have for other people. This was the catalyst for my development of a new way of 
thinking. The Hunger Games was able to show me how violence cannot solve violence 
but merely perpetuate an endless cycle of conflict. Katniss’s government commits the 
same atrocities they rebelled against in the first place. The anger they felt for their 
government will now manifest in the Capitol children and the country will be in the same 
place it started in. I started to reevaluate my way of thinking and how deeply this 
cutthroat philosophy pervades our culture. Even when violence is justified by a violent 
act of another group it only serves to create greater political dissonance. Violence can 
never address the roots of problems, only the symptoms. Violence does not solve 
problems but causes them to recur in different forms.  

The Hunger Games was such a profound moment of change for me because it 
changed my opinion on the concept of justice. This specific scenario in the series, 
differentiates what is just and what is right, two concepts that are assumed to be linked 
together. The decision made by the Capitol is just in a Hammurabian sense. The children 
of the Capitol were forced to kill each other in the same way that the children from the 
Districts were forced to kill each other. Katniss’s decision to hold another Hunger Games 
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is considered just because it forces the oppressors to suffer like the oppressed did. The 
children in the original Hunger Games were chosen because their parents’ generation 
rebelled against the government. The children themselves were completely innocent. 
Similarly, the Capitol children did not persecute anyone but were merely born into their 
privilege. These children are also punished for the crimes of their parents. The actions of 
Katniss are just because their is an equality in the pain inflicted. It’s satisfying to know 
that others feel the same pain inflicted onto you but in achieving justice all semblance of 
progress and righteousness is lost. The situation is no more righteous than it is in the 
beginning because the situation remains the same and the only thing that changes is who 
is in power and who suffers. At this point in the Hunger Games, children are still dying in 
a televised event orchestrated by the government. There is no righteousness in forcing 
children to kill each other no matter the circumstances preceding the decision. 
Righteousness is defined by morality and I realized that it is infinitely more valuable than 
justice. Justice will maintain the status quo and righteousness will change it. I have found 
that violence is most often the tool used to dole out justice. 

Justice has become an over idealized virtue in our Western society, as seen in 
some of America’s most popular TV shows like Law and Order and Judge Judy. Justice 
is impersonal and completely devoid of all empathy in its nature. It is this lack of 
empathy that allows violence to be the administrator of justice. One only has to look at 
the American Justice System to see this. When a person commits murder in our society, 
our laws state that the government must kill them. The act of killing a person does not get 
any more right, but it is justified. When I look back on when my teacher posed the 
question if America had been right in dropping the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki in response to Pearl Harbor, I can see that we already learned to prioritize 
justice over righteousness. This form of just punishment can be seen throughout our 
history. 

 I did not have to look far to find an example of this in recent history. The way the 
United States handles Syria is a prime example. President Donald Trump, has openly 
condemned Assad’s regime and his use of chemical weapons against his own people. He 
laments over the lives of women and children lost in this tragedy. America’s first 
response to this tragedy was to conduct an airstrike on Syria— an overtly violent act  
Even though Trump commented “Mission Accomplished” after the airstrike, nothing 
longstanding was actually achieved. We bombed a chemical plant in Syria, which is a 
short term solution to the issue. This decreases the likelihood of a chemical attack in the 
future, but it also displaced the Syrians that were victim to the attack. This is not the first 
time Assad has attacked the Syrians and it is not the first time America has responded 
with an airstrike. This is not a judgement on President Trump’s decision but a 
commentary on the prevalence of retaliation culture in global politics. 

 Retaliation violence is prevalent in our culture not because of an innate bloodlust 
but because it is a tempting solution. Violence presents itself as a cure for all ills. 
Unfortunately, violence does not solve anything, it only deepens already present divides 
between people. Although, I could not see this through the subjective lens of crimes 
committed against America, I was able to remove myself enough from a situation in a 
fiction world, to realize the violence should not always answer violence. 

(1225 words) 
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