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S
ummer or winter? Those 
two options, emblazoned 
on my thermostat, don’t 
really require much 

contemplation. Yet somehow 
those two austere stickers 
have become meaningful in 
the week and a half that I have 
been living in my sophomore 
suite. They signify just one of 
the many simple charms about 
living in an old dorm, and it’s 
something I do not want to see 
disappear.

The old dorm vs. new dorm 
debate doesn’t seem as im-
portant once you get out of 
freshman dorms. A sophomore 
suite isn’t that conducive to 
socializing when you’re already 
living with three or fi ve of your 

best friends. But here is where 
the debate can reach a whole 
new level: while potentially 

frigid for freshmen who want to 
be in a more social atmosphere, 
new dorms can be magnifi cent 

for upperclassmen. The only 
real advantage that I see in old 
dorms is the balcony, which was 
alluring enough to make me 
want to live in an old dorm for a 
second year instead of going for 
a luxurious new dorm. As many 
people say, the new dorms 
are like hotels. But who really 
wants to live in a hotel while at 
college?

Living in an ugly, messy 
dorm is part of the college expe-
rience. It’s counterintuitive to be 
here—on your own for the fi rst 
time—and to live in the Marriott 
Wydown. The relative squalor 
of the old dorms is more fi tting. 
We’re trying to take care of our-
selves, and the hot water goes 
on and off, there’s a slight odor 

ingrained in the walls that the 
maintenance staff (essentially 

the agents of the superinten-
dent of the buildings, ResLife) 
just can’t get rid of and the 
cable box is broken. Frankly, it’s 
a dump. But for most of us, it’s 

the fi rst time that we’re living 
on our own without our parents 
(who now become more mon-
etary fi gures than caretakers). I 
doubt many of us will live in a 
mansion when we fi rst get our 
own place. We’re supposed to 
be preparing for the proverbial 
real world in college, so let’s get 
ready to live like we will when 
we fi rst get into the real world, 
too.

As the new Koenig makes 
Forsyth look like Lien, and 
rumors swirl that Liggett is in 
its fi nal year, we need to fully 
expand the old dorm v. new 
dorm debate. Yes, the old dorms 
have concrete walls and are cur-
rently fi re hazards (and that can 
be fi xed with a simpler solution 

than tearing down the entire 
building, right?). Surely, a very 
high percentage of Washington 
University students will end up 
living in very fancy houses that 
will make neighboring houses 
look like old Liggett against new 
Koenig. But when we graduate, 
won’t we all end up living in 
fi re hazards or other possible 
catastrophes? I sincerely hope 
that future residents of a dorm 
named Hitzeman will always be 
able to fl ick the switch on their 
thermostats from “summer” to 
“winter.” 

Daniel is a sophomore in Arts 
& Sciences and a Forum Editor. 
He can be reached via e-mail at 
forum@studlife.com.

The glory of squalor
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Milstein

“It’s counterintui-
tive to be here—on 

your own for the 
fi rst time—and to 
live in the Marriott 

Wydown.”

By Jill Strominger
Staff Columnist

S
everal men on campus de-
cide they prefer the women’s 
restroom. A straight-A stu-
dent earns her first C. The 

president declares a pre-emptive 
war on another nation. Our parents 
no longer tell us right from wrong. 
We all attempt to figure out how 
to reach our dreams. Our college 
experience is definitely brown; 
our world is brown. Before you 
begin another litany of complaints 
about reading Richard Rodriguez, 
step back and give his work a real 
chance. If you aren’t a freshman 
and haven’t read “Brown” (or if 
you are a freshman and haven’t 
read it yet—you rebel, you), take a 
serious look at what Rodriguez is 
saying—it applies directly to your 

life at this very moment. Rodriguez 
writes about “brownness,” not just 
with regard to race or ethnicity but 
as a part of every life experience. 

I know you think the book is 
confusing. It confuses me, too. In 
fact, it confuses me more every 
time I reread it, but it’s supposed 
to be that way. Rodriguez tells us 
that “brown confuses.” It’s the “ce-
ment between leaves of paradox.” 
Paradox is confusing—it makes 
you hold your head in your hands 
and take thirty aspirin, but deal-
ing with paradox is how we move 
forward as a society.

It doesn’t matter whether you 
are talking about confusion of 
identity within blended cultures, 
the twin paradox you learn about 
in physics or mathematical for-
mulas suggesting that eleven 
dimensions exist. As humans we 
haven’t developed the capacity to 
understand reality accurately. In 
fact, if we assume that science will 
continue to disprove previous theo-
ries regarding the way the universe 
works, we can be pretty sure that 
a lot of the beliefs we now have 
about the world we live in are inac-
curate. For example, if it’s true that 
eleven dimensions exist, as a four-
dimensional being it’s impossible 
to even comprehend the physical 
world around us correctly.

To think on a deeper level, we 
need to become comfortable with 
brownness. Unfortunately, brown 
by definition isn’t comfortable. 
Rodriguez tells us it isn’t pure. We 
have trouble dealing with impurity; 
we can’t tie it up in a little package 
with a bow and classify it as x or y. 
“Brown bleeds through the straight 
line, unstaunchable—the line 
separating black from white, for 
example.” Brown is not knowing 
for sure what the right answer is or 
what the right action is. It’s making 
mistakes. It’s our life.

I invite those who classified 
the book as simply a piece about 
being Hispanic to look at the book 
again. I think this is something we 
should all read seriously. Within 
his work, Rodriguez has presented 
us with problems about the way 
society thinks and has challenged 
us to change the way we view our 
world—the first step to changing 
the way the world operates.

Jill is a freshman in Arts & Sciences. 
She can be reached via e-mail at 
jlstromi@artsci.wustl.edu.

“Paradox is confus-
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forward as a society.”

A brown
experience

By Nick Loyal
Staff Columnist

F
reshman move-in day tradi-
tionally brings three things: 
weather that makes hun-
dreds of East-Coast parents 

question Missouri’s status as a 
nondesert state, traffi c quandaries 
that bring meter maids tears of joy, 
and, above all else, an undeniable 
feeling of optimism and excitement 
among the members of the entering 
class. Two days later, as upperclass-
men move in, everything remains— 
except possibly the optimism.

In one case, a man who worked 
his whole life to learn sits in the 
town he grew up in because return-
ing to this place for a second year 
is something he cannot wrap his 
brilliant mind around without feel-
ing it falter.

In another case, a beautiful 
woman walks out of her apartment 
onto a campus that can give her 
everything she wants, only to be 
deathly afraid that she’s not good 
enough to be among the intellectual 
demigods she has made her fellow 
students out to be. 

And in the third through 1,174th 
cases, youth on the brink of adult-
hood sit down in their fi rst day of 
Orgo class wondering if they really 
want to be doctors—or if there is 
something else.

College, despite all of its joys, 
can be a place of considerable 
duress. Depression is common, self-
destructive behavior is more rule 
than exception, and the collective 
weight of being away from home, 
adapting to a new way of life and 
planning the rest of one’s existence 
is enough to make anyone feel like 
you just can’t pull off everything 
that someone out there (or someone 
inside) is expecting you to do. Even 
the best four years of your life have 
their low points.

When I visited the University be-
fore my freshman year, one of the 
guys I talked to calmly informed 
me that for nearly every student on 
campus there is at least one time 
when they consider transferring to 
an institution that is less rigorous, 
less expensive and may actually 
care about organized athletics. I 

thought this was unusual until 
halfway through last March when 
I found myself standing in the 
admissions offi ce of the University 
of Missouri fi lling out a housing 
request card.

Freshman year is the greatest 

year of your life, and those who 
are just starting it should not read 
this and think that their fi rst six 
months at college will make them 
empty shells of their former selves. 

But for all the upperclassmen who 
may have ever felt this way, there is 
a reason that you’re still in 63105 
reading this: You’re good enough.

Sure, that’s a little campy, but 
consider it my “convocation” for 
the year (only without a funny hat, 
glowsticks and free ice cream). For 
the Class of 2008, 1,452 matricu-
lated out of 19,822 applicants. If 
you are a transfer, you did well 
enough in your previous work to 
be admitted. Everyone at this place 
is good—and for one reason or an-
other, that’s why it’s so hard.

One of the best messages put 
forth at convocation is the notion 
that despite the intellectual bril-
liance of the people in the room, 
only 5 percent of the freshman 
class will be in the top 5 percent of 
the class. This is said to make sure 

that those phone calls home when 
John and Jill get Cs on their fi rst 
Chem exams will be expected—but 
it’s the wrong message. Every 
student at this school can excel; 
we had to in order to get in. So 
rather than fear the hammer of the 
coming year, believe in what you 
can do. Take what is yours, earn 
the respect you deserve and never 
feel that you aren’t good enough. 
Granted, someone might do it bet-
ter, but even the man at home, the 
woman in fear, and the pre-meds in 
Orgo weren’t the best at what they 
were doing. And you’ll never believe 
what they’ve done since.

 Nick is a sophomore in Arts & Sci-
ences. He can be reached via e-mail 
at naloyal@artsci.wustl.edu.

Don’t stop believing

“College, despite all 
of its joys, can be a 
place of considerable 

duress.”
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By Margaret Bauer
Editor in Chief

T
his summer, tracking 
service Technorati reported 
that new online journals, or 
“blogs,” were being started 

at a rate of about 40,000 per day. 
Last November, statistics released 
by the Pew Internet and American 
Life Project indicated that 8 million 
Americans had started blogs. With 
the kind of growth rate Technorati 
is reporting, that number is surely 
much higher now.

That’s a lot of people slinging 
ideas around in cyberspace. Blogs 
not only allow people to publish 
their opinions, but they may also 
be changing the substance of our 
thoughts and interactions.

As any Washington University 
blogger could tell you, hyperaware, 
self-conscious bloggers invent 
tropes and memes at a phenomenal 
rate. Some of the resultant terms 
are bandied about in the popular 
media. We speak of “the blogging 
revolution” and “the blogosphere,” 
using bloggers’ own terms to de-
scribe the phenomenon.

I’ve tracked the blogging commu-
nity for several years now as both 
a participant and a facilitator. Until 
this year, I was in charge of daily 
operations for a start-up blogging 
site, Jablog.com. We provided a free 

blogging interface until a botched 
software upgrade last fall left the 
site’s 500 users, including myself, 
unable to access their accounts. 
That pretty much ended our foray 
into the blogging world.

The upshot of that experience, 
though, was that it allowed me 
to spend two years observing the 
“blogosphere” fi rsthand. One of the 
most striking things I’ve observed 
is the tendency for bloggers to re-
write their lives as they occur. 

Such an approach to living our 
lives refl ects a trend toward what 
author Thomas de Zengotita would 
call “mediated” interaction. In a 
recent book, “Mediated: The Hidden 
Effects of Media on People, Places, 
and Things,” de Zengotita posits 
the idea that everyone’s actions are 
mediated by the culture with which 
they come in contact. Everyone is 
a method actor, says de Zengotita. 
Each individual is living the movie 
of his or her life.

Those of us who are continually 
in contact with pop culture—includ-
ing University students—become 
particularly vulnerable to this 
mindset. Advertisers and produc-
ers continually target us, telling 
us that our lives and our choices 
are paramount. Like the backyard 
basketball player who whispers 
crowd noise and cheers to himself, 
we begin to see ourselves as stars of 
our own show.

Why not? Reality TV says it’s 
okay. We see ourselves through the 
lens of the biopic that will be writ-
ten about us when we die—except 
we want that screenplay to be writ-
ten right now. Enter blogging.

The continual process of rein-
venting oneself that blogging en-
genders may not be a bad thing. A 
blogger can be Perry Mason one day 
and John Wayne the next, evading 
the adoption of a set persona. His 
writing may vary with his mood.

Such easy familiarity with the 
writing process constitutes prog-
ress by itself. More people are 
churning out more content all the 
time. Put a million bloggers in front 
of a million keyboards, à la Émile 
Borel’s monkeys, and something 
good may come of it.

Yet blogging also puts percep-
tions through the mill of the writ-
ing process, subtly altering them to 
refl ect the direction of the narra-
tive rather than real life. As such, 
blogging may put distance between 
writers and their lives, blunting the 
sharp, direct experience of things 
as they happen. Bloggers begin to 
put stock in a post-hoc version of 
events.

I’ve witnessed situations where 
someone asked a blogger how he 
was doing, and he referred them 
to his blog, as it told the story the 
way he wanted it to be told. Bloggers 
sometimes assume that everyone 

who matters reads their blog, so 
they stop telling people about their 
lives directly.

Not only that, but we mine con-
versations for kernels of thought 
that we can blog about, much like 
the raconteur who saves his best 
stories for a particular audience. 
The blogging modus operandi 
becomes “write more, faster,” and 
we begin to shed the caution and 
judgment calls that initially accom-
panied the endeavor. After a while, 
our lives are lived for the page.

Blogs can be valuable tools for 
self-discovery, expressing indi-
vidual choice and agency. Yet in a 
mediated culture like de Zengotita 
describes, blogging becomes an 
expression of our socialized desire 
to demand continual choice and 
agency in all aspects of our lives.

The fi ctionalizing that occurs in 
the writing of a blog post is a way 
of controlling the way we perceive 
ourselves and, in turn, the way the 
world perceives us. As millions of 
bloggers can attest, the blogging 
phenomenon refl ects a real change 
in the way we move through the 
world.

Margaret is a senior in Arts & Sci-
ences and Editor in Chief of Student 
Life. She can be reached via e-mail at 
editor@studlife.com.

Better living through blogging?
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