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Summer Reading: Examples
4 Actual Summer Reading Essays 
+ 1 Professional example: “Bumping Into Mr. Ravioli” by Adam Gopnik

In previous years, we had different categories for Summer Reading. These student samples were submitted as final drafts and come from the former category “Media Culture in America.” Some books for the list were The Tipping Point by Malcolm Gladwell, Born to Buy by Juliet Schor, Everything Bad is Good for You by Steven Johnson, and In Persuasion Nation: Stories by George Saunders. 
We will read some of these for class. Feel free to read them on your own. The essays are in grids so that we can organize our discussion, and the columns to the right are for notes we’ll make in class on different sections of the pieces. 

Student Sample #1 

	1. 
	The Rat Race


	

	2. 
	“The trouble with the rat race is that even if you win, you’re still a rat.”

-Lily Tomlin
	

	3. 
	I was on Facebook a few months ago, where I came across the link to a YouTube video posted by one friend to another.  My friends tend to have good taste in YouTube, usually finding a hilarious two-minute gem with which I can procrastinate.  The video was a spoof of an infomercial trying to market paper towels.  It begins as any typical infomercial does, “Hey, it’s Steve here, and I’ve got a big surprise,” a man with a headset starts with sarcastic enthusiasm.  “Here we go, folks, it’s paper towels!”  And immediately Steve begins to demonstrate all the glorious uses for this unexciting household item that really has no business being advertised for its versatility.  At one point, Steve boasts the sturdiness of paper towels and exclaims, “Look at how strong, it can’t even rip,” then of course the piece of paper towel he is tugging on rips apart, and without missing a beat Steve says completely deadpan, “it rips if you pull a little bit too hard,” and continues to explain the revolutionary innovation of the paper towel.
	

	4. 
	As I watched and laughed out loud at this spoof on paper towels, I realized how accurate this infomercial seemed in comparison to real infomercials on TV.  And it made me a little depressed.  Infomercials use the same enthused “Steve,” the same variety of uses, the same convincing practicality.  The difference, however, is that paper towels actually have some practical use, whereas the Potty Putter, a real product advertised on an infomercial that offers a way to practice golf putting while you are sitting on the toilet, does not.  It seems as though products without infomercials are more practical than the products with.  In fact, the only reason I find the paper towel infomercial to be amusing is because I know that ridiculous products are actually advertised all the time using those same ludicrous tactics.  The funny thing about the whole situation is that I had to sit through about thirty seconds of a makeup advertisement before I was even allowed to watch the video.
	

	5. 
	Advertisements exist everywhere we look; there is no escape because the reality is that inevitably we all are consumers.  I support advertisements, especially those that are presented creatively, because I support capitalism.  The capitalist economic and political nature of this country requires competition and advertising, and thrives off of a rich consumer culture.  We definitely have that consumer culture.  With a country as diverse and populated as ours, producers invent countless items in an attempt to appeal to the various demographics.  Companies market thousands of beauty products to teenage girls, for instance, who buy acne face wash and colorful eye shadow, and a different set of beauty products to their mothers, who buy anti-aging serum and hair coloring kits.  But with so much purchasing power comes great responsibility.  I have been taught to read labels and compare the quality and price of competing products.  I know that a brand name isn’t always superior.  And I have learned not to believe everything I hear.  But others without my level of consumer education, which isn’t enormous, aren’t as lucky.
	

	6. 
	It is our job as consumers to purchase what we need or want depending on our financial means, without falling victim to enticing advertisements for useless products.  The universal ambition is financial success; at the end of the day, no matter how much “they” try to convince us otherwise, we all need money.  We all want money.  But to me it’s unsettling that the hunger for money leads to the production of the Potty Putter.  Or the Chia Pet.  Do those not make you feel embarrassed for humankind, perhaps after you’re finished laughing at them?  Surely producers of such items know that it’s unnecessary and downright preposterous to practice a golf swing while using the toilet.  Surely they have enough education as businesspeople versed in the theory of a market economy only to produce those items knowing that some suckers will buy them.  And surely they wouldn’t even think to make such products if they lived in a world of educated and savvy consumers.  So you have to wonder whether companies take advantage of the less informed in order to fulfill their personal financial aims.  I think the answer is yes.
	

	7. 
	Useless products drain buyers’ money not only because of their wasteful nature, but also because producers manufacture more and more of their products cheaply and continue to sell them at a high price.  Just as Steve tore his paper towel when he tugged “a little bit too hard,” such is the case for most senseless products.  With the incredible strides in the technological field in recent years, manufacturing cheap products seems shameful.  The Wall Street Journal recently reported that humans are getting smarter at an unbelievable rate.  For many reasons, humans today score between 130 and 150 on IQ tests, compared to scores between a mere 50 and 70 in 1910.  So why create junk in order to trap certain buyers and make a profit?  That only degrades our intellectual standard, not to mention makes us look foolish.  Those less-informed buyers become even less powerful while the more informed become more powerful.  The gap continues to widen.  We cannot progress as a nation if we don’t raise the standard for all.
	

	8. 
	Of course, the secrets to successful marketing rest heavily on targeting certain demographics, perhaps most significantly, targeting socioeconomic status.  Marketers consider class differences when devising advertisement campaigns, a concept examined by Albert Loudon and David Della Britta in their book, Consumer Behavior: Concepts and Applications.  This book, as cited by the website www.studymarketing.org, provides a breakdown of promotional responses among the different socioeconomic classes.  The upper classes, it states, tend to read more sophisticated material such as Time, The New Yorker, and Consumer Reports, and their preferred selection of television tends to be highbrow programming, with moderate to infrequent viewing.  They are often more protective of what their children watch on television, and usually limit their children’s television intake.  They are the most challenging class to whom to market, as they tend to be more critical and suspicious of advertisements.  They are the more informed.  On the other side of the spectrum are the lower classes: removed from the job market, these classes regularly watch television such as soap operas and game shows, and read much less often, usually a magazine or a tabloid newspaper if anything at all.  They are the most responsive group to marketing.  They are the less informed.  So it’s clear that members of the upper classes avoid victimization by advertisers because of their level of education and sophistication, and members of the lower classes become the marketers’ prey, constantly eaten alive by the money-hungry marketing predators.
	

	9. 
	And this trend unfortunately will perpetuate.  Research from D.G. Singer and J.L. Singer’s book, Handbook of Children and the Media, as cited by the Official Journal of the American Academy of Pediatrics, has indicated that “young children…are cognitively and psychologically defenseless against advertising.”  Despite the Children’s Television Act of 1990, which attempted to limit the amount of advertising during children’s programming, youths still see about 40,000 advertisements on television each year.  But the higher classes customarily limit the amount and monitor the content of television their children watch, while the lower class children have fewer parent-imposed restrictions.  The lower class children also have more spare time to watch television and therefore to fall victim to advertisements and trash television more than children of the higher classes.  At a young age, these lower-class children grow accustomed to advertisements and lowbrow television, contributing to this self-destructive cycle.
	

	10. 
	Greedy companies waste resources and money in order to manufacture and sell useless products to people who don’t know any better but to buy them.  Malcolm Gladwell’s The Tipping Point analyzes human behavior during the rise of “epidemics,” as he calls them.  The escalation of local fads into widespread epidemics, he explains, can be attributed to three factors: the people whose natural qualities give them credibility among others, the ability of the message to leave a memorable impact, and the times and places in which things occur.  Gladwell emphasizes that is it with the alignment of these three principles that epidemics happen.  Gladwell’s book begins with an anecdote about Paul Revere, and how his message that the British were coming easily spread under the three conditions.  Gladwell later discusses epidemics of recent times, but his story of Paul Revere, of course, references a time over 200 years ago, proving to us that not only do we respond to epidemics in this current age of mass media, but we have acted similarly even before modern technology.  As a race, therefore, we are constantly susceptible to fads; they are age-old and in our nature to both cause and react to.
	

	11. 
	Escaping the reality of epidemics and fads is out of the question, and we can see from Gladwell’s points that our natural vulnerability to epidemics destroys our individualism by sweeping us all up into a land of like attitudes.  Our personal uniqueness dissolves under the influence of others.  Think of the Silly Band fad or more popularly, the iPhone fad, and how hard it was to deny the desire to take part.  We can’t avoid responding to fads and to trying to be like everybody else, which producers understand, and know to capitalize.  They make money off of human behavior and the intrinsic desire to want.  And while fascinating and maybe brilliant, something still seems wrong.
	

	12. 
	Money isn’t just the driving force for the manufacture of useless products, but it is also the driving force for the television industry.  Steven Johnson argues in his book Everything Bad is Good for You that in the past thirty years, television has increased in cognitive value.  He tries to convince us that the trash TV that continues to air is actually more mentally stimulating than previously aired shows.  While I agree that many shows today present more complex scenarios than shows of the past with linear plots and static characters, trash TV is trash TV, and Steven Johnson lacks sufficient evidence to convince me otherwise.  He says that reality shows “challenge our emotional intelligence”(99), which is probably true, but that does not in any way excuse the distasteful content.  Television producers don’t care about increasing the intellectual content of their shows; they don’t consider the subconscious brain activity of their viewers.  All they do is figure out the subjects and personalities most addicting to viewers so that they can air more shows and ultimately make money.  Using the classic example of “Jersey Shore,” I believe that show lowers the intellectual bar for those who watch it faithfully, while allowing those who produce the show to prosper.
	

	13. 
	In an ABC News interview about reality television casting, supervising cast producer Scott Salyers says that producers cast only those certain people who will increase their viewership.  “Either they’re funny, they’re going to cause conflict, or they’re sexy,” he says bluntly.  “They don’t have a filter, and they don’t care.”  These are the people whose lives end up on television for the world to see, the instant fame causing even more outrageous behavior.  These, unfortunately, are our role models.  And if the human race is getting smarter as I mentioned earlier, should we not consequently undergo a cultural reawakening?
	

	14. 
	The fad-like aspect of reality television doesn’t only affect the viewers, but the money aspect affects the producers and the contestants as well.  A couple of years ago, Time magazine published an article about the evolution of reality TV.  On recalling some news highlights and reality shows, the appalling incident of the Balloon Boy arises.  Upon the disclosure that six-year-old Falcon Heene did not in fact float away in the giant UFO-like balloon that departed from his house, Falcon himself revealed the greed that drove the Heene family to stage this episode: "You guys said that we did this for the show," and the event immediately became an abominable scandal.  Another example is DJ Adam Goldstein, who, while creating a reality MTV show about drug abuse, reacquainted himself with his former drug habits, experienced a drug relapse, overdosed, and died.  As noted in the article, “Sometimes it's the producers, not the viewers, who could use the reminder that it's not O.K. to do whatever it takes to win the (ratings) game.”  Greed-driven consumerism in the television world can be detrimental not only to the viewers but also to those involved.
	

	15. 
	A necessary and inevitable feature of the human society, especially in America with our diverse population and our highly advanced resources, money continues to propel consumerism.  Life in today’s society is far more complex than life fifty years ago, and it doesn’t appear as though we are slowing down.  With so much opportunity to buy, we must learn to make the right decisions and become informed buyers.  Not too far into our future, it seems, we could live in the world as described by George Saunders in his book In Persuasion Nation.  Through short stories and fictional letters, Saunders satirically depicts a nation in which advertising truly dominates.  Quite a large portion of the book contains a story (named for the title) about a battle between two coalitions comprised of both products and real people.  Ultimately the book serves as an entertaining window into the cutthroat and increasingly mad world of consumerism.  We laugh now, but perhaps Saunders is telling our future.
	

	16. 
	A song called “Virtual Insanity” by Jamiroquai came to mind during all of this.  Released in the United States in 1997, this song laments the direction in which society is headed as far as the abuse of resources.  The singer protests with the lyrics,
	

	17. 
	And nothing's going to change the way we live,

'Cause we can always take but never give.

And now that things are changing for the worse,

See, it’s a crazy world we're living in.

And I just can't see that half of us immersed in sin…

Future’s made of virtual insanity, now,

Always seem to be governed by this love we have

For useless, twisting, our new technology…
	

	18. 
	Even back in 1997, when modern technology was first gaining speed, this issue of the “crazy world” and the “useless, twisting technology” was prevalent, predicted and even feared.
	

	19. 
	I won’t ignore those producers who may disagree with me, but they fail to recognize the lower half of society.  While they enjoy high ratings and well above-average incomes, less-educated folks sit in their Snuggies and suffer from indoctrination by reality TV.  One of the nation’s most prominent examples of this self-serving producer is P.T. Barnum, a famed showman, businessman, and scam artist from the late nineteenth century.  Besides helping found the famous Barnum & Bailey Circus, Barnum was known for his hoaxes.  Barnum ingeniously toyed with human behavior and receptiveness to fads, embraced his talent for persuasion and entertainment, and successfully pocketed a lot of money from credulous strangers throughout his life.  Although erroneously quoted for stating, “There’s a sucker born every minute,” Barnum nevertheless embodied that notion.  While advertisers of today may not as easily get away with scams like Barnum did, the same principles are at work, and it’s still not right.  I argue for the need for more civility in marketing to the less-informed groups, for more education about consumerism, and for an end to unscrupulous greed at the expense of the lower classes. 
	

	20. 
	So how can we ever curb this growing problem?  How can we stop consumerism from degrading our intellectual standard?  How can we prevent it from widening the gap between the powerful informed class and the defenseless lower class?  “I’m on a mission to civilize,” as “The Newsroom’s” Will McEvoy would say.  We must put a stop to this runaway train of greed and degradation in consumerism.  But this is our culture, and like any attempt at cultural upheaval and remodeling, we probably won’t get it to change significantly any time soon.  But let’s start now.  Maybe that means creating consumer education classes in high schools, or making public service announcements to educate buyers or convince them not to watch trash TV.  The goal in mind is to restore dignity in today’s market, and raise the intellectual standard for all, especially the less-informed lower classes.  We need a society of sane buyers and systematic producers.  Let’s eradicate all the Potty Putters from the world.  As for Steve, he can continue to live only in YouTube.
	

	21. 
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Student Sample #2 

	1. 
	Twisted Vision 
	

	2. 
	TV critics who focus on the negative power of advertising fail to recognize the increasingly effective education value of TV for American children
	

	3. 
	My 9-year-old sister was sitting in front of the TV — in her natural habitat — when I approached her. Eyes glued to the multi-colored screen of our family’s plasma monstrosity, she barely noticed as I walked in. I finally caught her attention as I reached for the remote and the screen instantly blackened.
	

	4. 
	“What’d you do that for?” Her voice was tinged with annoyance.

“I have a couple of questions for you.”

I sat down across from her with my recorder in hand.

“What did you learn in school today?”

Her response was the same as always: with a glazed look in her eyes she replied, “Nothing.” Her hand reached back for the remote.

“Hold on, one more question,” I paused slightly, half for dramatic effect and half in awe at what I had written down as my second question.

“What did you learn from TV today?”
	

	5. 
	Her eyes lit up. She proceeded to tell me about how she had learned that bees are the earth’s natural pollinators, that planets orbit around the sun, and that symmetrical objects can be divided in half, all of this information gleaned from the shows she had watched that afternoon on Public Broadcasting Service (PBS).
	

	6. 
	I have to admit that this was not my original set of questions.
	

	7. 
	Before this interview, I had planned to use my sister as an example of the negative effects of TV, specifically through advertising, and had even written my original essay proposal on that topic. Reflecting back, I had realized that my original plan was, for lack of a better term, a prime example of “drinking the hateorade.”
	

	8. 
	Instead of stepping back to view TV in an unbiased light, I had immediately gone into my essay with the intention of bashing TV for its manipulative nature, an idea that is propagated throughout American culture today but that I mainly received from the book Born to Buy by Juliet Schor.
	

	9. 
	Critics like Schor often harshly attack television media for its transformational effect on children: a transformation from innocent young creatures to minions of the marketing industry. While there certainly is truth in Schor and other critics’ arguments, these experts fail to recognize the other transformational effect of TV: the advancing opportunity for the TV industry to educate American children.
	

	10. 
	Of course, this view on the educational benefits of TV does not disregard Schor’s argument, which in fact is quite valid. She contends that an incredibly important factor in advertising targeted toward children has been the TV industry, which has instigated the trend in today’s children that causes them to identify their own self-worth with the material goods around them. This evolution, largely pushed along by TV advertisement, was influenced by targeted strategies that caused children to become selling points. Schor points out a poignant example of this targeting strategy through the television channel Nickelodeon. She asserts that Nickelodeon antagonized parents and made children more likely to rebel, a trend statistically noted in a study conducted by Unveristy of Amsterdam professors Moniek Buijzen and Patti Valkenburg that proved that TV advertising in general (not just on Nickelodeon) causes tension between parents and children among other issues (www.sfu.ca).
	

	11. 
	In truth, I am in total agreement with Schor’s argument. Her research is well conducted, her delivery is striking, and, without a doubt, her criticism of TV advertisement is accurate and deserved. My problem with her position is not what is contained in it, but rather what is not.
	

	12. 
	By that I mean that while Schor does an incredible job illuminating the highly negative aspect of TV, she does not spend enough time describing the actual benefit of letting children watch TV. 
	

	13. 
	To delve into the value of educational TV, we must first define what exactly the term has come to mean. Congress enacted the Children’s Television Act in 1990, a move that was meant to increase the amount of educational programming available to children (at least three hours per week) and decrease the amount of advertising on TV channels. There were problems with a steadfast definition of educational TV, however, and for this reason, cartoon shows such as “The Flintstones” and “The Jetsons” were mislabeled as educational for their depictions of history and the future, respectively (childrennow.org). This loophole led to the Federal Communication Commission’s ruling that educational television should “have education as a significant purpose, have a specified learning goal and target audience, be aired on a regular schedule between 7 a.m. and 10 p.m., and be labeled as ‘E/I’ to identify the program to the public as educational/informational for children” (childrennow.org); this law has helped legislators weed out the “Flintstones” of our generation.
	

	14. 
	Beyond these blatantly misidentified TV shows, other complications in the definition of educational TV lie in arguments such as the one suggested by author Steven Johnson in his book Everything Bad is Good for You. He proposes that TV shows — regardless of their educational value — are raising American intelligence based on complexity within their narratives. 
	

	15. 
	To test his theory, I decided to watch the pilot episode of one of the most popular reality TV shows around currently, “Here Comes Honey-Boo-Boo,” which attracted an audience of 2.2 million for its series premiere (nydailynews.com). The show follows the self-proclaimed “redneck” family of a young beauty pageant contestant as they go about their daily lives.
	

	16. 
	I can safely say that I have never seen a show as mind-numbingly un-educational as “Here Comes Honey-Boo-Boo.”
	

	17. 
	The problem lies in the show’s glorification of trivial things as opposed to a glorification of anything of educational value. Naysayers might say my criticism is unnecessary or pretentious, but I feel that such harsh words against shows like “Here Comes Honey-Boo-Boo” are appropriate; Johnson’s crucial mistake is that he chooses to rectify the value of these un-educational TV shows rather than play up the availability of truly educational programming.
	

	18. 
	Take, for example, “Sesame Street,” a children’s show on PBS aimed at preschoolers. In his book The Tipping Point, a documentation of the different marketing strategies associated with consumer trends, Malcolm Gladwell points out the sheer amount of effort that goes into making “Sesame Street” as educational as possible. Gladwell details the attempts of the show’s creators to make “Sesame Street” simultaneously informative and entertaining. The creators conduct various product-testing methods and modify characters and plots, all in order to make watching their show a truly edifying experience. Gladwell continues his exploration into the marketing strategy of educational TV programs with another case study, this time on “Blue’s Clues,” which is not only an educational show, but also a show that airs on Nickelodeon, the very channel Schor excoriates in her book. Gladwell’s book proves that the marketing experts that Schor depicts as vultures waiting to dive in and infiltrate the minds of children are also using their strategies to help children learn.
	

	19. 
	The benefits of these educational programs have manifested themselves in tangible results: In a study conducted by the University of Texas-Austin, 200 children aged 2-7, some who watched basic entertainment TV and some who watched educational TV, were tracked over a 3-year period and tested each year for skills in reading, math and vocabulary. The results were conclusive: “children who watched a few hours a week of educational programming performed better on achievement tests over time than their peers who watched more general entertainment shows”(www.medialit.org). Clearly educational TV works.
	

	20. 
	To me, the evidence is readily available and the answer is obvious. Some may say, however, that it is easy for me as a high school student with no children to promote educational programming, and also that I have chosen to focus on studies and books from the past rather than from the present. I had given up hope of refuting these arguments until I found an article by writer Emily Nussbaum in The New Yorker entitled “It’s good enough for me: The renaissance in children’s programming.” In the well-crafted article published this past February, Nussbaum offers a perspective that I cannot: that of a parent. She talks about the current revolution of mainstream and under-the-radar children’s shows that are innovative and interesting but have been masked by an inundation of negativity, an argument that lies parallel to mine (she even references Gladwell’s Tipping Point and its discussion of “Sesame Street” and “Blue’s Clues”). With the support of the words of a parent like Nussbaum, I can meaningfully advise parents to allow their children to watch more TV, as long as the shows they choose are of educational value.
	

	21. 
	Americans as a whole are not willing to push for more of these educational TV shows, however, and the numbers are starting to reflect that trend. A study conducted by “Children Now,” an organization geared specifically toward improving the educational quality of childrens’ programming, reported that in 2008, the number of “high” quality educational programming had fallen from 20% to 13%, as compared to “moderate” quality educational programming rising from 57% to 63% (childrennow.org). Educational TV standards seem to be heading toward the middle instead of toward the top, and I stand with Children Now in urging Americans to be wary of this trend and demand higher quality programming.
	

	22. 
	To put my stance on educational TV in a larger, American perspective, it is necessary to realize how ingrained TV has become in our culture. The average household in America contains more television sets than it does people (Nielsen.com), and TV is becoming more and more of a factor in American childrens’ lives as a result. If TV is to play such a large role in the development of American children, I think we should start thinking about how to use TV to our advantage instead of immediately turning to what I consider a retrogressive demand for declaring TV in general as negative for children.
	

	23. 
	I believe that because American culture will be defined by the next generation, we need to place more emphasis on children’s educational TV as a society. I’m not saying we should all abandon shows like “Here Comes Honey-Boo-Boo,” though in an ideal world we would, but rather, that we should think twice before exposing children to those un-educational shows and instead take advantage of the vast amount of educational resources TV has to offer to them.
	

	24. 
	To return to my original point, I find it fascinating truly that my sister believes she has learned more form the TV than from her school. While it could be argued that she is a singular case, I would say that the information I have detailed suggests that she is not. The resources are all there, in those black screens sitting in our living rooms, kitchens and basements, but it is up to us to use those resources properly in order to ultimately create a more informed generation for America’s future.
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Student Sample #3

	1. 
	Social Media Replaces Corporate Media
	

	2. 
	“The corporate media is out to get us, man,” laments one of my friends, a self proclaimed tortured-artist-socialist. “The ads staring us down everywhere we look, the need for buying and buying that is promoted everywhere… Just think about how much the people at the top of television companies, newspapers, or giant corporations are influencing us. [Exasperated groan] We owe our disgusting consumerist culture to these guys.”
	

	3. 
	Bashing the media is a timeless trend in the United States, popular far beyond my Birkenstock laden, granola crunching buddies. Bizarrely, when “the media” is blamed for a plethora of society’s shortcomings, rarely is it clear who, or what, exactly is being blamed. This annoyance towards the media is nonetheless displayed by most people, and is used to provoke heated discussion or to smack onto a summer reading list. Although my friends lack any solid evidence towards their vague but impassioned claims, plenty of researchers and writers offer studies and anecdotes that explain the widespread dislike of the powerful media in America.
	

	4. 
	In Born to Buy, Juliet B. Schor examines the effect that the media has on consumerism, especially in children, in the United States. Schor’s opinion is clear throughout the book. She adamantly opposes the heavy influence that media has on vulnerable children. Schor studies the difference of behavior of kids in urban and suburban environments, comparing how much exposure they have to television and ads and the subsequent effects. Schor’s research shows how kids’ extreme contact with targeted ads and television nearly always detrimentally affects them. The pressure to make money often overshadows ethical actions for corporate chiefs, causing extensive marketing to children for products that are far from healthy or educational. A corporate marketing chief admits that she would never allow her daughter to buy the products that she works hard to have placed in television shows, magazines, and radio.
	

	5. 
	In one section of Born to Buy, titled “The Corruption of Public Information,” Schor shows how certain articles in trusted newspapers can often be heavily biased towards a company. Schor breaks down a seemingly innocuous article about a cool new toy, showing how virtually all the information in the article was provided by Hasbro, and how the giant toy making conglomerate refused to let the article run unless they liked it. “It gave [the reporter] materials it wanted him to see, provided access to the kids, and invited him to be present throughout the viral marketing campaign. In the end, Hasbro got a story that served its purposes far better than anything it could have written themselves” (Schor, 81).
	

	6. 
	Malcolm Gladwell is interested in a more holistic approach to the media. In his book The Tipping Point, he examines what makes various ideas or products become mind bogglingly popular, and how people are harnessing that power in the United States. Gladwell follows researchers hired by Nickelodeon for purportedly educational television shows like Blues Clues or Dora the Explorer as they go into preschools to mathematically test the ‘engagement levels’ of their target audience. These tests are for more than trying to create a nice show. It is all based in money, and the corporate world is hungry to target children. Gladwell and Schor’s research provide more tangible evidence that the popular dislike of the media, of ads and consumerism, is more than warranted. There does seem to be a huge influence on society unfairly held by the people at the top of a few media conglomerates and private corporations. Ubiquitous advertising and excessive targeting towards children do seem to cause plenty of these oft-discussed negative effects in American society. However, there is one small thing missing from the calculations of media culture naysayers, and that is the Internet.
	

	7. 
	The Internet used to be a digital reflection of our society. Until around 2002, there was not a lot on the web that couldn’t be found in real life, and most text on the Internet was simply an electronic version of text found in print. Email was an electronic version of mail. Primal online shopping was an electronic version of a store. That things were on the Internet did not mean that they were different, more powerful, or game changing. The media giants in America – news corporations, huge companies, advertising giants – held all the power to create a media-centric culture just as negative as they had before the Internet.
	

	8. 
	In the last decade or so, however, the Internet has evolved quickly to become what Gladwell calls “network-centric.” Social networking started to become popular, and suddenly the way we shared information evolved. Outlets like MySpace, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, and an explosion of blogs allowed people to share, influence, and connect. The Internet’s evolution has caused media culture to radically change, but researchers and experts on media culture are not adequately examining the new Internet. The traditional understandings of consumerism, who and what the media is, and how we interact with it have changed. What are the implications the Internet poses to media culture in the United States?
	

	9. 
	I started thinking about this when I realized that the greatest connection to media in my life, the Internet, was barely mentioned in either Gladwell or Schor’s works. The most interesting, relatable chapter of The Tipping Point was the afterword of the second edition. In ten pages tacked on to the end of the book, Gladwell concedes that the evolution of the Internet has changed how ideas are spread. But he doesn’t really question if the old tried-and-true methods of traditional media giants are going out the window with the new social Internet.
	

	10. 
	Throughout his book, Gladwell talks about the power of word of mouth. We are more likely to do something when someone we respect or trust suggests it. Our friends can influence our perception of information, trends, or products. The traditional, corporate media has always tried to be that suggestive friend. The social, connected Internet has given regular people unprecedented abilities to share their thoughts. Instead of a few media superpowers sending information to the populace, everybody who chooses to can constantly share their thoughts – to people who care. Twitter is the place to go to explore the most up to date accounts of what is going on in the world. It removes the newspapers as a middleman, and let people tell their own story. Facebook is the same thing. In a few clicks, I can see the various products, activities, music, movies, books, even people, that my online connections like. And because I have hundreds of “friends”, every minute on Facebook means I am being hammered with intimate knowledge of things that are cool to buy or talk about. The traditional media has always dreamed of creating a constant stream of targeted information to consumers. Instead, the social internet empowered consumers to control various media outlets.
	

	11. 
	The enormity and unprecedented power of this new social Internet was most clearly shown to me when I saw a website called “Social Media Counts.” On the website, a constantly running counter of various statistics related to social media is displayed in a cute little graphic. What I saw, though, blew my mind. In less than 90 seconds, I witnessed over one million items shared onto Facebook, 70 hours of personal video uploaded onto YouTube, three million videos watched on YouTube, and over two million searches on Google. The amount of information people are constantly sharing on the Internet is incomprehensible. But it’s more than just the sheer numbers. The significance of this electronic chitchat is in its audience. Facebook updates and twitter tweets go out to the ‘friends’ and ‘followers,’ not just a sea of random people. Those who choose to look at social, online media care a great deal more about it than they do a highway billboard or newspaper ad.
	

	12. 
	Of course, not everyone thinks the Internet has opened the previously closed doors of media to the people. Marshal Poe expertly argues in an article entitled “The Internet Changes Nothing” that, well, the Internet changes nothing. Poe says that the Internet is no longer new, it is done growing, and that “In terms of content, the Internet gives us almost nothing that the much maligned “traditional media” did not.” He argues advertising from the traditional media superpowers is as prevalent on social networking sites as it was in magazines and newspapers and cable television: a fair point. His boldest claim, though, is that “The basic institutions of modern society in the developed world—representative democracy, regulated capitalism, the welfare net, cultural liberalism—have not changed much since the introduction of the Internet.”
	

	13. 
	This is where Poe’s arguments become irresistibly vulnerable. Perhaps the original invention of the Internet was not going to remake our societies. However, social networks/media and the evolved Internet have transformed society by changing the rules of power in the media. People share far more than the traditional media does on the Internet. Not only that, but the each person actually cares about what they choose to link into in this new Internet. Instead of reading a copy of the newspaper made for the general populace, a consumer can choose media sources tailored precisely to his or her wants. The recent Arab Spring owes its success to Facebook, and the rest of the world owes Twitter for being able to report about it. Social media allows people who may have not been in control previously to have a real say in society and not just be spoon fed information by the media conglomerate.
	

	14. 
	These new ideas and changes to media in America are shown in George Saunders’ Stories in Persuasion Nation. The book is comprised of many fictional short stories, all loosely based in dystopian future societies characterized by this über-connected, ultra consumerist society. In “My flamboyant grandson,” Saunders vividly describes an old grandfather taking his son out to New York City where he is bombarded by horrifically Internet-ified futuristic advertisements: holograms talking to him, ‘friends’ calling him, signs appealing to him, all specifically targeted due to his digitized connections and traits. The media culture of Saunders’ stories is, although a gross exaggeration, based heavily upon our media culture created by social Internet. It is a cynical prediction of how the media culture could continue to evolve.
	

	15. 
	Saunders agrees with the general populace, my friends, and even Schor and Gladwell that media influence is overwhelming and over targeted, however he is able to illustrate the role that we ourselves play in the dystopia. Unlike Schor or Gladwell, Saunders seems to consider social media in his conclusions about society. His writing reveals a fundamental awareness of the social Internet in our changing media culture. Saunders is a more in touch cynic of media culture, and this makes him more credible.
	

	16. 
	Researchers like Schor are too set on “blowing the cover off of the insidious world of marketing” and my friends are too revolutionary and frustrated to stop and think for a minute about how incredibly involved in media culture the Internet has made us. The world that people like to point out and complain about is one where the media aristocracy slams us with exploiting advertisements. Yes, facets of this old television-radio-magazine world still exist, even on the Internet, as Marshall Poe argues. The traditional media superpowers still have elite influences on society and advertising is as ubiquitous as ever. However, I maintain that the current evolving Internet has and is completely changing the media culture of the United States. Americans have always sought independence and individual control. We hate being susceptible, especially to the corporate powers we trash as part of the “media culture” of the United States. But now, we are the media culture. With the new socially integrated Internet, we play too large a role in the media culture of the United States to dissociate ourselves from the problems of our consumerist, advertising littered society. In under a minute and a half, I witnessed over one million Facebook posts. Perhaps I watched “likes” of a product, statuses about wanting things, perhaps a website sponsored by a corporate power. Although the underlying media powers may or may not have changed, the way we interact with them definitely has. We are the people responsible for continuing such an advertising-centric society. The traditional power system of old media dictated a culture of consumerism that we now like to hate, but the social Internet has made us the new media. Before the hate starts flowing towards the media, let us first think about our newfound role in media culture.
	

	17. 
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Student Sample #4

	1. 
	The Influence of Television
	

	2. 
	It’s hard to estimate how much of my personality is actually my own. Well, perhaps I should modify that: It is hard to estimate how much of my personality was actually originally mine. As a child, I was extremely impressionable. If I saw a trait I liked in a character, I would subconsciously try to adopt it – and sometimes, I would subconsciously adopt traits I did not like at all. In fact, now that I think about it, most of my personality is made of bits and pieces scavenged from the books I used to read and the TV shows I used to watch. But because I read books more than watched the television, most of my personality came from those. 
	

	3. 
	The slow alteration of my personality was an influence from the media I consumed – an innocuous one, but still an influence. But because I didn’t watch too much T.V., I escaped the worst of it. Immersion in any social media can deeply influence how one thinks about the world. And more often than not, it affects us negatively. Today, social media is literally everywhere. With the advent of mobile media and cellphones that are more like handheld computers, it is now able to follow us no matter where we go. It is steadily infiltrating society – even appearing on the March 2011 SAT test in the form of an essay question on reality T.V. With such prevalence, we are more immersed in social media than ever before. According to a 2009 study by the Kaiser Family Foundation, 8-18 year olds in America spend about 7 hours and 38 minutes daily on social media – an increase from 6 hours 21 minutes in 2004. The majority of time is spent on T.V. content, with an average of 4 hours, 29 minutes, nearly double that of the runner-up, music and audio, at 2:31 (Rideout 2).The computer comes in third. As the time spent on the TV far surpasses the amount of time spent online or listening to audio, it stands to reason that there should be much more influence from television media on its viewers. 
	

	4. 
	
As entertainment media, television tends to portray an unrealistic world. It contains an unusual amount of violence, with a crime rate about 10 times as high as that of the real world, and often distorts reality – for example, ethnic minorities are consistently paired with villains and whites with heroes (Shrum 243). Those who watched more television dramas tended to over-estimate crime and violence rates. As a result, they also tend to be much more careful and suspicious when interacting with people they do not know. They assume that the world, like the world seen on television, is full of people who “are just looking out for themselves” (Nabi 1) and cannot be trusted. Lighter viewers of television tended to be much less suspicious of the world. Although it seems possible that those who are initially more suspicious would watch more violent dramas while those who have a more innocent or naïve view of the world would be less likely to, other studies suggest otherwise. Children who were shown television with “prosocial content” in another study later showed more altruistic behavior than those who were shown shows with “antisocial content” (Mares). If these children’s behavior was so affected by the content of the shows they were put in front of, it seems unlikely that one’s original personality would be to blame for the discrepancy. Obviously the content of a television show is important in regard to its influence on the viewer, but what is surprising is that these effects translate into how television viewers interact with the world itself. 
	

	5. 
	
This is especially harmful with messages that are reinforced over and over again. Throughout their lives, boys and girls are treated to different messages through the films and T.V. series they watch – differences that can have extremely disturbing results. “Little boys and little girls when they’re seven years old in equal number want to be president of the United States when they grow up. But then you ask this same question when they’re fifteen and you see this massive gap emerging,” says Caroline Heldman, associate professor of Political Science at Occidental College (‘Miss Representation’). It’s ludicrous to assume that as they aged suddenly girls decided “Oh, power is not for me,” and it seems unlikely that this decision originates from within. Were it the case that 15-year-olds found the thought of being president unrealistic, then we would still expect to see the relatively close numbers of boys and girls still clinging to that dream. So the reason for this gap must come from without, and likely the media is to blame. What else is almost everywhere and constantly sends messages through shows and advertisements? Even the news media is often derogatory toward women in power, crowing over their appearances, something men are not treated to. Whereas boys are sent ‘macho’ messages of power (which aren’t necessarily good either), the end message that the media is sending to girls is that not only are they not supposed to hold positions of power, but that their appearances are more important than what they actually do. That television advertisements usually rely on making people feel insecure to sell things (‘Miss Representation’) does not help – all those make-up advertisements serve only to bolster the conception that the face matters most, and that girls must define themselves in terms of their faces.
	

	6. 
	
Even children are being targeted by advertisements. Because children are increasingly watching television shows intended for an adult audience as well, they are being exposed to advertising that does not fall under guidelines put in place to regulate marketing to children. Advertising to children is bad enough. But because the whole of American advertising is based on “making people feel anxious and…insecure” (“Miss Representation”), child marketing becomes an even shadier business. Born to Buy by Juliet B. Schor details the methods that marketers use to make children become consumers of more and more goods, especially by use of advertisements. She describes how since children are now watching more and more adult shows - a side-effect of what she terms “age compression” – those regulations no longer apply, as the intended audience of the shows are over 50% adult. As a result, marketers do not need to refrain from suggesting that owning a certain product would either confer superiority or popularity on the owner. Marketers are also trying to put advertisements targeting children everywhere possible, even trailing children to schools that desperately need money. These companies pay schools to show commercials during school hours – times when the children are basically forced to watch commercials, a ‘captive audience.’ This isn’t only a problem if the ads sell unhealthy foods. It can be more problematic if the ads are about selling ‘cool’ to children – an important part of childhood social standings. As Del Vecchio, former marketer executive and author of a book on selling to kids, says, “Part of being cool is having something others do not. That makes a kid feel special” (Schor 58).
	

	7. 
	 Selling ‘cool’ means training children to become super-consumers, who feel the urge to buy and define themselves by what they have in relation to others. Such materialistic world-views have proven to have negative consequences for the children involved; studies conducted on groups of children from different socio-economic backgrounds found that overall, children who bought more into materialism tended to have lower self-esteem, as well as to be more depressed. Heavy users of social media also tended to have worse grades, with 47% reporting C’s or below for heavy users of social media, as compared to 31% and 23% for moderate and light users. They also tend to be less happy in school (or even just in general) and to get into trouble more often (Rideout 4). Although these correlational relationships do not take other factors into account – for instance, those who are unhappy might escape to social media – other studies have shown that materialism and “poor functioning” are mutually reinforcing. Regardless of whether or not social media and contentment are directly related, social media is at the very least indirectly responsible for some of the displayed maladies. The idea that one is what one owns also creates an endless race to buy more and more, where the child learns that his or her self-worth relies on what toys or clothes they have and little more – hardly a healthy way to view oneself.
	

	8. 
	
At the very least, young children should be safe, right? After all, they tend not to like commercials because those don’t tell stories. But of course, there’s a way to fix that. Malcolm Gladwell writes in his book The Tipping Point that “There is a simple way to package information that, under the right circumstances, can make it irresistible” (Gladwell 132). He calls it “The Stickiness Factor,” and it is some small, seemingly trivial detail that catapults the given information into the forefront of the receiver’s mind. Gladwell cites Blue’s Clues and Sesame Street, both children’s shows that managed to help children learn to recognize objects, analyze information, and to read, as two examples of the success of the Stickiness Factor. Both shows relied on endless trials before finding the exact combination of components that would make them memorable. But despite these benign uses of the Stickiness Factor, there is potential for child marketers to take it and run with it. Marketing directly to children is a relatively new phenomenon; it’s not unlikely that marketers will grab hold of anything to sell more. When used in the marketing, the Stickiness Factor could cement advertisements even more directly into people’s minds – something that already has precedent with the Columbia Record Club, a mail-order business, that used the “Stickiness Factor” by making a slight change to their ads – putting a small golden box in the corner and creating a ‘legend’ to go with it – that enabled their advertisements to stick in people’s minds. That year, all their formerly unprofitable ads saw profits. 
	

	9. 
	
So is the television good for us in any way? It makes us smarter, argues Steven Johnson. Johnson, author of Everything Bad is Good For You, argues that despite its oft-lamented content, television has actually become more complex, citing examples of complicated plots in which multiple storylines may run unannounced at any time, left for the viewer to pick up, as well as more complex inter-character relationships that are not explicitly stated. Comparing present shows (such as The Sopranos) to past TV shows (like Dragnet), Johnson draws the conclusion that because television media is becoming more complex, we are being forced to think more. He cites examples of forums where people debate and theorize about the newest updates from television series. He, however, fails to realize that those who would theorize about television series are often those who would theorize and analyze anyway – just for some different media, if television series were lacking. Johnson assumes that they are theorizing because the television series prompted them to do so. However, it’s possible that they were merely attracted by television media when the content became complex enough to actually engage their attention. 
	

	10. 
	As a member of multiple forums where people theorize and discuss the latest updates in manga, a sort of Japanese comic, I can attest to this: for every couple of people who have in-depth, philosophical or analytical discussions, there will be at least 10 people who are merely there to comment “so exciting!” or something similar. That is, not everyone who watches something theorizes about it. That’s not to say they couldn’t; just that they choose not to, contrary to what Johnson suggests they would do. Those who do comment with in-depth analysis are likely those who would be analyzing something else, were it not that television series that caught their attention. In the end, Johnson fails to connect the additional complexity of television series – which he proves quite well – with an actual increase in intelligence on the parts of the viewers. If you give someone a simple television series, they will not think much about it; but if you give them a more complex series, they will likely have more questions. It’s hard to say that this effect arises from an increase in intelligence and a drive toward more analytical thinking as opposed to simply responding to the media itself, which makes this argued benefit doubtful. 
	

	11. 
	
Television media is rapidly soaking deeper and deeper into our culture, and influencing our minds as it goes. Exposure to the content of this media is slowly shaping our perceptions, whether we are aware of it or not. Television doesn’t have to send such negative messages. But it does, likely as a combination of cultural biases and the desire to sell – television series or products. And unfortunately, “good” is harder to sell. Many entertainment series rely on violence or marital drama or other conflicts to keep things engaging, although there are some good shows out there that do not. And likewise, it makes no sense economically for advertisement companies to change the way they are selling. If you convince someone they need your product to fulfill themselves, then you’ve got your business set. If you tell someone they don’t need your product, there’s no guarantee they will buy it. Ultimately, it would take a shift in American capitalism and even American culture itself – away from our current biases and materialistic values –to change the subtle messages that television throws at us constantly. But simply being aware of the real, harmful effects T.V. can have on the way we think is a start. We have the ability to counter those influences if we are only aware of their presence. 
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	2. 
	My daughter Olivia, who just turned three, has an imaginary friend whose name is Charlie Ravioli. Olivia is growing up in Manhattan, and so Charlie Ravioli has a lot of local traits: he lives in an apartment "on Madison and Lexington," he dines on grilled chicken, fruit, and water, and, having reached the age of seven and a half, he feels, or is thought, "old." But the most peculiarly local thing about Olivia's imaginary playmate is this: he is always too busy to play with her. She holds her toy cell phone up to her ear, and we hear her talk into it: "Ravioli? It's Olivia . . . It's Olivia. Come and play? O.K. Call me. Bye." Then she snaps it shut, and shakes her head. "I always get his machine," she says. Or she will say, "I spoke to Ravioli today." "Did you have fun?" my wife and I ask. "No. He was busy working. On a television" (leaving it up in the air if he repairs electronic devices or has his own talk show).
	

	3. 
	On a good day, she "bumps into" her invisible friend and they go to a coffee shop. "I bumped into Charlie Ravioli," she announces at dinner (after a day when, of course, she stayed home, played, had a nap, had lunch, paid a visit to the Central Park Zoo, and then had another nap). "We had coffee, but then he had to run." She sighs, sometimes, at her inability to make their schedules mesh, but she accepts it as inevitable, just the way life is. "I bumped into Charlie Ravioli today," she says. "He was working." Then she adds brightly, "But we hopped into a taxi." What happened then? we ask. "We grabbed lunch," she says.
	

	4. 
	It seemed obvious that Ravioli was a romantic figure of the big exotic life that went on outside her little limited life of parks and playgrounds--drawn, in particular, from a nearly perfect, mynah-bird-like imitation of the words she hears her mother use when she talks about her day with her friends. ("How was your day?" Sighing: "Oh, you know. I tried to make a date with Meg, but I couldn't find her, so I left a message on her machine. Then I bumped into Emily after that meeting I had in SoHo, and we had coffee and then she had to run, but by then Meg had reached me on my cell and we arranged . . .") I was concerned, though, that Charlie Ravioli might also be the sign of some "trauma," some loneliness in Olivia's life reflected in imaginary form. "It seems odd to have an imaginary playmate who's always too busy to play with you," Martha, my wife, said to me. "Shouldn't your imaginary playmate be someone you tell secrets to and, I don't know, sing songs with? It shouldn't be someone who's always hopping into taxis."
	

	5. 
	We thought, at first, that her older brother Luke might be the original of Charlie Ravioli. (For one thing, he is also seven and a half, though we were fairly sure that this age was merely Olivia's marker for As Old as Man Can Be.) He is too busy to play with her much anymore. He has become a true New York child, with the schedule of a Cabinet secretary: chess club on Monday, T-ball on Tuesday, tournament on Saturday, play dates and after-school conferences to fill in the gaps. But Olivia, though she counts days, does not yet really have days. She has a day, and into this day she has introduced the figure of Charlie Ravioli--in order, it dawned on us, to insist that she does have days, because she is too harried to share them, that she does have an independent social life, by virtue of being too busy to have one.
	

	6. 
	Yet Charlie Ravioli was becoming so constant and oddly discouraging a companion--"He cancelled lunch. Again," Olivia would say--that we thought we ought to look into it. One of my sisters is a developmental psychologist who specializes in close scientific studies of what goes on inside the heads of one- and two- and three-year-olds. Though she grew up in the nervy East, she lives in California now, where she grows basil in her garden and jars her own organic marmalades. I e-mailed this sister for help with the Ravioli issue--how concerned should we be?--and she sent me back an e-mail, along with an attachment, and, after several failed cell-phone connections, we at last spoke on a land line.
	

	7. 
	It turned out that there is a recent book on this very subject by the psychologist Marjorie Taylor, called "Imaginary Companions and the Children Who Create Them," and my sister had just written a review of it. She insisted that Charlie Ravioli was nothing to be worried about. Olivia was right on target, in fact. Most under-sevens (sixty-three per cent, to be scientific) have an invisible friend, and children create their imaginary playmates not out of trauma but out of a serene sense of the possibilities of fiction--sometimes as figures of pure fantasy, sometimes, as Olivia had done, as observations of grownup manners assembled in tranquillity and given a name. I learned about the invisible companions Taylor studied: Baintor, who is invisible because he lives in the light; Station Pheta, who hunts sea anemones on the beach. Charlie Ravioli seemed pavement-bound by comparison.
	

	8. 
	"An imaginary playmate isn't any kind of trauma-marker," my sister said. "It's just the opposite: it's a sign that the child is now confident enough to begin to understand how to organize her experience into stories." The significant thing about imaginary friends, she went on, is that the kids know they're fictional. In an instant message on AOL, she summed it up: "The children with invisible friends often interrupted the interviewer to remind her, with a certain note of concern for her sanity, that these characters were, after all, just pretend."
	

	9. 
	I also learned that some children, as they get older, turn out to possess what child psychologists call a "paracosm." A paracosm is a society thought up by a child--an invented universe with a distinctive language, geography, and history. (The Brontes invented a couple of paracosms when they were children.) Not all children who have an imaginary friend invent a paracosm, but the two might, I think, be related. Like a lonely ambassador from Alpha Centauri in a fifties sci-fi movie who, misunderstood by paranoid earth scientists, cannot bring the life-saving news from his planet, perhaps the invisible friend also gets an indifferent or hostile response, and then we never find out about the beautiful paracosm he comes from.
	

	10. 
	"Don't worry about it," my sister said in a late-night phone call. "Knowing something's made up while thinking that it matters is what all fiction insists on. She's putting a name on a series of manners."
	

	11. 
	"But he seems so real to her," I objected.
	

	12. 
	"Of course he is. I mean, who's more real to you, Becky Sharp or Gandalf or the guy down the hall? Giving a manner a name makes it real."
	

	13. 
	I paused. "I grasp that it's normal for her to have an imaginary friend," I said, "but have you ever heard of an imaginary friend who's too busy to play with you?"
	

	14. 
	She thought about it. "No," she said. "I'm sure that doesn't occur anywhere in the research literature. That sounds completely New York." And then she hung up.
	

	15. 
	The real question, I saw, was not "Why this friend?" but "Why this fiction?" Why, as Olivia had seen so clearly, are grownups in New York so busy, and so obsessed with the language of busyness that it dominates their conversation? Why are New Yorkers always bumping into Charlie Ravioli and grabbing lunch, instead of sitting down with him and exchanging intimacies, as friends should, as people do in Paris and Rome? Why is busyness the stuff our children make their invisible friends from, as country children make theirs from light and sand?
	

	16. 
	This seems like an odd question. New Yorkers are busy for obvious reasons: they have husbands and wives and careers and children, they have the Gauguin show to see and their personal trainers and accountants to visit. But the more I think about this the more I think it is--well, a lot of Ravioli. We are instructed to believe that we are busier because we have to work harder to be more productive, but everybody knows that busyness and productivity have a dubious, arm's-length relationship. Most of our struggle in New York, in fact, is to be less busy in order to do more work.
	

	17. 
	Constant, exhausting, no-time-to-meet-your-friends Charlie Ravioli-style busyness arrived as an affliction in modern life long after the other parts of bourgeois city manners did. Business long predates busyness. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when bourgeois people were building the institutions of bourgeois life, they seem never to have complained that they were too busy--or, if they did, they left no record of it. Samuel Pepys, who had a Navy to refloat and a burned London to rebuild, often uses the word "busy" but never complains of busyness. For him, the word "busy" is a synonym for "happy," not for "stressed." Not once in his diary does Pepys cancel lunch or struggle to fit someone in for coffee at four-thirty. Pepys works, makes love, and goes to bed, but he does not bump and he does not have to run. Ben Franklin, a half century later, boasts of his industriousness, but he, too, never complains about being busy, and always has time to publish a newspaper or come up with a maxim or swim the ocean or invent the lightning rod.
	

	18. 
	Until sometime in the middle of the nineteenth century, in fact, the normal affliction of the bourgeois was not busyness at all but its apparent opposite: boredom. It has even been argued that the grid of streets and cafes and small engagements in the nineteenth-century city--the whole of social life--was designed self-consciously as an escape from that numbing boredom. (Working people weren't bored, of course, but they were engaged in labor, not work. They were too busy to be busy.) Baudelaire, basically, was so bored that he had to get drunk and run out onto the boulevard in the hope of bumping into somebody.
	

	19. 
	Turn to the last third of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, though, and suddenly everybody is busy, and everybody is complaining about it. Pepys, master of His Majesty's Navy, may never have complained of busyness, but Virginia Woolf, mistress of motionless lull, is continually complaining about how she spends her days racing across London from square to square, just like--well, like Charlie Ravioli. Ronald Firbank is wrung out by his social obligations; Proust is constantly rescheduling rendezvous and apologizing for being overstretched. Henry James, with nothing particular to do save live, complains of being too busy all the time. He could not shake the world of obligation, he said, and he wrote a strange and beautiful story, "The Great Good Place," which begins with an exhausting flood of correspondence, telegrams, and manuscripts that drive the protagonist nearly mad.
	

	20. 
	What changed? That James story helps supply the key. It was trains and telegrams. The railroads ended isolation, and packed the metropolis with people whose work was defined by a complicated network of social obligations. Pepys's network in 1669 London was, despite his official position, relatively small compared even with that of a minor aesthete like Firbank, two centuries later. Pepys had more time to make love because he had fewer friends to answer.
	

	21. 
	If the train crowded our streets, the telegram crowded our minds. It introduced something into the world which remains with us today: a whole new class of communications that are defined as incomplete in advance of their delivery. A letter, though it may enjoin a response, is meant to be complete in itself. Neither the Apostle Paul nor Horace Walpole ever ends an epistle with "Give me a call and let's discuss." By contrast, it is in the nature of the telegram to be a skeletal version of another thing--a communication that opens more than it closes. The nineteenth-century telegram came with those busy-threatening words "Letter follows."
	

	22. 
	Every device that has evolved from the telegram shares the same character. E-mails end with a suggestion for a phone call ("Anyway, let's meet and/ or talk soon"), faxes with a request for an e-mail, answering-machine messages with a request for a fax. All are devices of perpetually suspended communication. My wife recalls a moment last fall when she got a telephone message from a friend asking her to check her e-mail apropos a phone call she needed to make vis-a-vis a fax they had both received asking for more information about a bed they were thinking of buying from Ireland online and having sent to America by Federal Express--a grand slam of incomplete communication.
	

	23. 
	In most of the Western world outside New York, the press of trains and of telegraphic communication was alleviated by those other two great transformers: the car and the television. While the train and the telegram (and their love children, subways and commuter trains and e-mail) pushed people together, the car and the television pulled people apart--taking them out to the suburbs and sitting them down in front of a solo spectacle. New York, though, almost uniquely, got hit by a double dose of the first two technologies, and a very limited dose of the second two. Car life--car obsessions, car-defined habits--is more absent here than almost anywhere else in the country, while television, though obviously present, is less fatally prevalent here. New York is still a subject of television, and we compare "Sex and the City" to sex and the city; they are not yet quite the same. Here two grids of busyness remain dominant: the nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century grid of bump and run, and the late-twentieth- and early-twenty-first-century postmodern grid of virtual call and echo. Busyness is felt so intently here because we are both crowded and overloaded. We exit the apartment into a still dense nineteenth-century grid of street corners and restaurants full of people, and come home to the late-twentieth-century grid of faxes and e-mails and overwhelming incompleteness.
	

	24. 
	We walk across the Park on a Sunday morning and bump into our friend the baker and our old acquaintance from graduate school (what the hell is she doing now?) and someone we have been avoiding for three weeks. They all invite us for brunch, and we would love to, but we are too . . . busy. We bump into Charlie Ravioli, and grab a coffee with him--and come home to find three e-mails and a message on our cell phone from him, wondering where we are. The crowding of our space has been reinforced by a crowding of our time, and the only way to protect ourselves is to build structures of perpetual deferral: I'll see you next week, let's talk soon. We build rhetorical baffles around our lives to keep the crowding out, only to find that we have let nobody we love in.
	

	25. 
	Like Charlie Ravioli, we hop into taxis and leave messages on answering machines to avoid our acquaintances, and find that we keep missing our friends. I have one intimate who lives just across the Park from me, whom I e-mail often, and whom I am fortunate to see two or three times a year. We are always . . . busy. He has become my Charlie Ravioli, my invisible friend. I am sure that he misses me--just as Charlie Ravioli, I realized, must tell his other friends that he is sorry he does not see Olivia more often.
	

	26. 
	Once I sensed the nature of his predicament, I began to feel more sympathetic toward Charlie Ravioli. I got to know him better, too. We learned more about what Ravioli did in the brief breathing spaces in his busy life when he could sit down with Olivia and dish. "Ravioli read your book," Olivia announced, for instance, one night at dinner. "He didn't like it much." We also found out that Ravioli had joined a gym, that he was going to the beach in the summer, but he was too busy, and that he was working on a "show." ("It isn't a very good show," she added candidly.) Charlie Ravioli, in other words, was just another New Yorker: fit, opinionated, and trying to break into show business.
	

	27. 
	I think we would have learned to live happily with Charlie Ravioli had it not been for the appearance of Laurie. She threw us badly. At dinner, Olivia had been mentioning a new personage almost as often as she mentioned Ravioli. "I talked to Laurie today," she would begin. "She says Ravioli is busy." Or she would be closeted with her play phone. "Who are you talking to, darling?" I would ask. "Laurie," she would say. "We're talking about Ravioli." We surmised that Laurie was, so to speak, the Linda Tripp of the Ravioli operation--the person you spoke to for consolation when the big creep was ignoring you.
	

	28. 
	But a little while later a more ominous side of Laurie's role began to appear. "Laurie, tell Ravioli I'm calling," I heard Olivia say. I pressed her about who, exactly, Laurie was. Olivia shook her head. "She works for Ravioli," she said.
	

	29. 
	And then it came to us, with sickening clarity: Laurie was not the patient friend who consoled you for Charlie's absence. Laurie was the bright-toned person who answered Ravioli's phone and told you that unfortunately Mr. Ravioli was in a meeting. "Laurie says Ravioli is too busy to play," Olivia announced sadly one morning. Things seemed to be deteriorating; now Ravioli was too busy even to say he was too busy.
	

	30. 
	I got back on the phone with my sister. "Have you ever heard of an imaginary friend with an assistant?" I asked.
	

	31. 
	She paused. "Imaginary friends don't have assistants," she said. "That's not only not in the literature. That's just . . . I mean--in California they don't have assistants."
	

	32. 
	"You think we should look into it?"
	

	33. 
	"I think you should move," she said flatly.
	

	34. 
	Martha was of the same mind. "An imaginary playmate shouldn't have an assistant," she said miserably. "An imaginary playmate shouldn't have an agent. An imaginary playmate shouldn't have a publicist or a personal trainer or a caterer--an imaginary playmate shouldn't have . . . people. An imaginary playmate should just play. With the child who imagined it." She started leaving on my pillow real-estate brochures picturing quaint houses in New Jersey and Connecticut, unhaunted by busy invisible friends and their entourages.
	

	35. 
	Not long after the appearance of Laurie, though, something remarkable happened. Olivia would begin to tell us tales of her frustrations with Charlie Ravioli, and, after telling us, again, that he was too busy to play, she would tell us what she had done instead. Astounding and paracosmic tall tales poured out of her: she had been to a chess tournament and brought home a trophy; she had gone to a circus and told jokes. Searching for Charlie Ravioli, she had "saved all the animals in the zoo"; heading home in a taxi after a quick coffee with Ravioli, she took over the steering wheel and "got all the moneys." From the stalemate of daily life emerged the fantasy of victory. She had dreamed of a normal life with a few close friends, and had to settle for worldwide fame and the front page of the tabloids. The existence of an imaginary friend had liberated her into a paracosm, but it was a curiously New York paracosm--it was the unobtainable world outside her window. Charlie Ravioli, prince of busyness, was not an end but a means: a way out onto the street in her head, a declaration of potential independence.
	

	36. 
	Busyness is our art form, our civic ritual, our way of being us. Many friends have said to me that they love New York now in a way they never did before, and their love, I've noticed, takes for its object all the things that used to exasperate them--the curious combination of freedom, self-made fences, and paralyzing preoccupation that the city provides. "How did you spend the day?" Martha and I now ask each other, and then, instead of listing her incidents, she says merely, "Oh, you know . . . just . . . bumping into Charlie Ravioli," meaning, just bouncing from obligation to electronic entreaty, just spotting a friend and snatching a sandwich, just being busy, just living in New York. If everything we've learned in the past year could be summed up in a phrase, it's that we want to go on bumping into Charlie Ravioli for as long as we can.
	

	37. 
	Olivia still hopes to have him to herself someday. As I work late at night in the "study" (an old hallway, an Aalto screen) I keep near the "nursery" (an ancient pantry, a glass-brick wall), I can hear her shift into pre-sleep, still muttering to herself. She is still trying to reach her closest friend. "Ravioli? Ravioli?" she moans as she turns over into her pillow and clutches her blanket, and then she whispers, almost to herself, "Tell him call me. Tell him call me when he comes home."
	


End notes:


























































































Some other essays that weave together several sources in order to discuss a bigger idea:

From The New Yorker
http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/atlarge/2009/08/03/090803crat_atlarge_acocella

BETRAYAL  Should we hate Judas Iscariot?
A CRITIC AT LARGE

By Joan Acocella
AUGUST 3, 2009

http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/05/11/090511fa_fact_gladwell

HOW DAVID BEATS GOLIATH  When underdogs break the rules.
ANNALS OF INNOVATION

By Malcolm Gladwell
MAY 11, 2009

http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2011/02/14/110214fa_fact_gladwell

THE ORDER OF THINGS What college rankings really tell us.
DEPT. OF EDUCATION

By Malcolm Gladwell
FEBRUARY 14, 2011

http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/books/2009/09/28/090928crbo_books_gopnik

TRIAL OF THE CENTURY  Revisiting the Dreyfus affair.
BOOKS

By Adam Gopnik
SEPTEMBER 28, 2009

http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/atlarge/2011/02/14/110214crat_atlarge_gopnik

THE INFORMATION  How the Internet gets inside us. CRITIC AT LARGE

By Adam Gopnik
FEBRUARY 14, 2011

http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/books/2009/07/20/090720crbo_books_kolbert

XXXL  Why are we so fat? 
BOOKS

By Elizabeth Kolbert
JULY 20, 2009
http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/books/2009/06/29/090629crbo_books_lepore

BABY TALK  The fuss about parenthood. 
BOOKS

By Jill Lepore
JUNE 29, 2009

http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/atlarge/2009/11/09/091109crat_atlarge_lepore

RAP SHEET Why is American history so murderous?
CRITIC AT LARGE

By Jill Lepore
NOVEMBER 9, 2009

http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2012/04/23/120423fa_fact_lepore

BATTLEGROUND AMERICA One nation, under the gun.
U.S. CHRONICLES

By Jill Lepore
APRIL 23, 2012

http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/11/30/091130fa_fact_lepore

THE POLITICS OF DEATH From abortion to health care—how the hysterical style overtook the national debate.
A CRITIC AT LARGE

By Jill Lepore 
NOVEMBER 30, 2009

http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2002/12/23/021223crat_atlarge
CAT PEOPLE What Dr. Seuss really taught us.
CRITIC AT LARGE

By Louis Menand December 23, 2002 

We might read some of these later on in the year, but you are welcome to read them now. Read them as models of organization, as a source to add to your essay, or as something you just find interesting.
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