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Analyzing Cause-and-Effect Relationships 

Writing built around cause-effect analysis addresses questions like “Why did that happen?” and “What is likely 
to happen next?” It can grow from simple curiosity about the why of events or from a practical desire to avoid 
unpleasant or unforeseen consequences. Above all, cause-effect analysis focuses on relationships, the links 
between one phenomenon and another. When you employ the pattern in expository writing, you need to do 
more than identify possible causes or consequences. You need to establish a reasonable relationship among them 
by showing how both logic and the available evidence point to the relationship. After all, two things that often 
occur together, such as storms and tornadoes, are not necessarily related. Since many storms occur without the 
accompaniment of tornadoes, a cause-effect analysis would focus first on identifying those kinds of storms 
frequently associated with the appearance of tornadoes, then isolate specific causal features that can be 
demonstrably linked to funnel clouds and destructive winds. 

A search for cause and effect can be rigorously scientific (“Researchers debate possible links between caffeine 
consumption and heart disease”) or it can be personal (“Why do I always end up arguing with my parents over 
things we all know are unimportant?”). It can take the form of causal analysis, trying to identify all the links in a 
causal chain: remote causes, necessary conditions, and direct causes to immediate effects and more distant 
consequences. Or it can identify the many conditions and forces that work together in no particular pattern to 
shape a person’s life, create a particular situation, or help bring about events. 

Most expository uses of the pattern do not require scientific rigor, however. For social or cultural events, like 
the growth of a political movement or the rise of a new form of art, we can seldom hope to pinpoint exact causes 
and effects. Instead, we can identify the roots of contemporary phenomena and develop an awareness of the 
kinds of changes that may be going on today. This is the kind of explanation provided by the following 
paragraph, which looks at the early development of a popular kind of music. 

Rap started in the discos, not the midtown glitter palaces like Studio 54 or New York, New York, but at Mel Quinn’s 
on 42nd Street and Club 371 in the Bronx, where a young Harlemite who called himself D.J. Hollywood spun on the 
weekends. It wasn’t unusual for black club jocks to talk to their audiences in the jive style of the old personality deejays. 
Two of the top black club spinners of the day, Pete (D.J.) Jones and Maboya, did so. Hollywood, just an adolescent when 
he started, created a more complicated, faster style, with more rhymes than his older mentors and call-and-response 
passages to encourage reaction from the dancers. At local bars, discos, and many illegal after-hours spots frequented by 
street people, Hollywood developed a huge word-of-mouth reputation. Tapes of his parties began appearing around the 
city on the then new and incredibly loud Japanese portable cassette players flooding into America. In Harlem, Kurtis 
Blow, Eddie Cheeba, and D.J. Lovebug Star-ski; in the Bronx, Junebug Star-ski, Grandmaster Flash, and Melle Mel; in 
Brooklyn, two kids from the projects called Whodini; and in Queens, Russell and Joey, the two youngest sons from the 
middle-class Simmons household—all shared a fascination with Hollywood’s use of the rhythmic breaks in his club 
mixes and his verbal dexterity. These kids would all grow up to play a role in the local clubs and, later, a few would 
appear on the national scene to spread Hollywood’s style. Back in the 1970s, while disco reigned in the media, the Black 
Main Streets of New York were listening to D.J. Hollywood, and learning. 

—Nelson George, The Death of Rhythm and Blues 



WHY USE CAUSE-EFFECT ANALYSIS? 
Some causes and effects are not very complicated; at least their explanation requires only a simple statement. 
New parking facilities are not built because a college (or town) lacks the money in its budget. But frequently a 
much more thorough analysis is required. New parking facilities are not built partly because of expense and 
partly because they simply seem to encourage more traffic and rapidly become jammed. The college (or town) 
delays the project until it can study why parking facilities quickly become overloaded. In writing, cause-effect as 
an expository pattern helps address these kinds of complicated relationships. 

Writers often respond to puzzling or intriguing phenomena with causal explanations. In its simplest form, 
the strategy consists of a description of a puzzling phenomenon (the persistence of alcoholism in families, for 
example) followed by an explanation or an examination of possible causes. The simplicity of this pattern gives it 
considerable power and flexibility. Writers speculating about social patterns and individual behavior often use 
the strategy or vary it to consider possible consequences. In dealing with effects, the strategy consists of 
discussion of a new or previously unnoticed phenomenon whose consequences are unfamiliar followed by 
consideration of its likely effects, or it begins with discussion of desired effects followed by examination of 
actions or arrangements most likely to produce these consequences. 

Causal explanations appear frequently in academic and research writing. Scholars often look for a 
particularly puzzling element in a subject or for a point over which there has been much disagreement and then 
build an essay in an attempt to explain the phenomena: “Perhaps the most interesting feature of early jazz is....”; 
“Over the last decade researchers have argued about the role of aggressive behavior in corporate 
organizations....” 

CHOOSING A STRATEGY 
To explain fully the causes of a phenomenon, writers must seek not only immediate causes (the ones encountered 
first) but also ultimate causes (the basic, underlying factors that help to explain the more apparent ones). Business 
or professional people, as well as students, often have a pressing need for this type of analysis. How else could 
they fully understand or report on a failing sales campaign, diminishing church membership, a local increase in 
traffic accidents, or a decline in crime and the use of drugs? The immediate cause of a disastrous warehouse fire 
could be faulty electrical wiring, but this might be attributed in turn to the company’s unwise economic 
measures, which might be traced even further to undue pressures on the management to show large profits. The 
written analysis might logically stop at any point of course, with the actual strategy a writer employs depending 
on the purpose of the writing and the audience for which it is intended. 

Similarly, both the immediate and ultimate effects of an action or situation may, or may not, need to be fully 
explored. If a 5 percent pay raise is granted, what will be the immediate effect on the cost of production, leading 
to what ultimate effects on prices and, in some cases, on the economy of a business, a town, or perhaps the entire 
region? 

Whatever the extent of the reasoning your writing task demands, you need to make certain strategic choices. 
Will you focus on causes, effects, or both? Will you focus on a single clear chain of causes and effects or provide a 
more general discussion, highlighting many contributing factors? How will you use the opening of your writing 
to convince readers of the importance of understanding the causes or effects of a phenomenon or situation and 
interest them in reading about the topic? 

Because causes and effects often form intricate, potentially confusing relationships, you should develop a 
straightforward plan for your writing—an organization that will help readers understand the order you have 
discovered within the complexity. This is particularly important when a phenomenon has multiple causes, as in 
the following example. 

Introduction: Example of a diverse audience at a horror movie responding with fear and pleasure to 
the film 
Tentative thesis: People choose to watch horror films for many different reasons, each depending on the 

individual’s taste and psychological makeup. 
Cause 1: The “thrill” of being shocked and scared 

Support: Some people are psychologically disposed to get pleasure from danger, especially when it is 
imaginary. 



Support: Certain people’s brain chemistry may mean that they (like people who engage in extreme 
sports) get a feeling of well-being after feeling that they have placed themselves in danger. 

Cause 2: The twists and turns of the plot 
Support: Many people enjoy the kinds of complicated, surprising plots they find in horror movies 

(similar in some ways to the kinds of plots people enjoy in adventure stories). 
Cause 3: The pleasure of “escape” 

Support: The dangers faced by characters in the films allow viewers to escape for a short time from 
their somewhat less serious but more real everyday problems. 

Cause 4: Fashion 
Support: Horror movies are popular. Going to them with friends and talking about them afterwards is 

a pleasant social experience. 
Summary 

Your writing will need to do more than identify causes and effects. It will need to provide readers with 
evidence that you have correctly identified the relationships. As a result, much writing that employs this pattern 
relies on detailed research. Printed sources, television documentaries, and interviews can provide you with 
useful information. You should keep such research focused, however, so you don’t stray too far into areas that 
are interesting but not really related to the causes or consequences you will be discussing. 

DEVELOPING CAUSE-EFFECT ANALYSIS 
Discussions of causes and effects can easily become complex and confusing, so consider using the following 
strategies for alerting readers to the relationships among causes and effects. A concise statement near the 
beginning of an essay can point out relationships you plan to examine. Statements in the body of an essay can 
remind readers of the points you are making and the supporting details and reasoning you are providing. 
Likewise, terms that identify causes and effects or that indicate their relationships can help guide readers’ 
attention: 
result effect accomplishment development 
outcome antecedent source first 
cause instrument as a result second 
means thus motive third 
consequence reason agent next 

When you analyze causes and effects, your readers must always have confidence in the thoroughness and 
logic of your reasoning. Here are some ways to avoid the most common faults in causal reasoning: 

 1. Never mistake the fact that something happens with or after another occurrence as evidence of a causal 
relationship—for example, that a black cat crossing the road caused the flat tire a few minutes later, or 
that a course in English composition caused a student’s nervous breakdown that same semester. 

 2. Consider all possible relevant factors before attributing causes. Perhaps studying English did result in a 
nervous breakdown, but the cause may also have been ill health, trouble at home, the stress of working 
while attending college, or the anguish of a love affair. (The composition course, by providing an 
“emotional” outlet, may even have helped postpone the breakdown!) 

 3. Support the analysis by more than mere assertions: offer evidence. It would not often be enough to tell 
why Shakespeare’s wise Othello believed the villainous Iago—the dramatist’s lines should be used as 
evidence, possibly supported by the opinions of at least one literary scholar. If you are explaining that 
capital punishment deters crime, do not expect the reader to take your word for it—give before-and-after 
statistics or the testimony of reliable authorities. 



 4. Be careful not to omit any links in the chain of causes or effects unless you are certain that the readers for 
whom the writing is intended will automatically make the right connections themselves—and this is 
frequently a dangerous assumption. To unwisely omit one or more of the links might leave the reader 
with only a vague, or even erroneous, impression of the causal connection, possibly invalidating all that 
follows and thus making the entire writing ineffective. 

 5. Be honest and objective. Writers (or thinkers) who bring their old prejudices to the task of casual analysis, 
or who fail to see the probability of multiple causes or effects, are almost certain to distort their analyses or 
to make them so superficial, so thin, as to be almost worthless. 

Student Essay 
As an expository pattern, cause-effect can explore personal matters as well as those of broader public interest. 
Aware of her difficulties in coming to terms with her mother’s death, Sarah Egri used the pattern to explore one 
possible reason for her feelings. 

How a Public Document Affected My Life 
Public documents are a part of everyday life. The presence of these documents can affect a person’s life in many 

different ways. However, the absence of such documents may also affect a person’s life, such as my own. I believe the 
absence of my mother’s death certificate has affected my life. 

When I was around 12 years old, my mother became very ill with cancer. She was diagnosed with lymphoma, 
which is cancer within the lymph nodes. She sought several types of medical treatment, but nothing seemed to help 
her. During this time, the doctor told my family that my mom did not have much longer to live. The doctor also told 
my mom this, but she did not believe him, nor did she want to. At this point, I did not know what was happening. Since 
I was so young, I did not understand. I listened to my mom and believed her because I did not want her to die. She and 
I were quite close. I was able to talk to her about anything and everything. There was still so much I had to learn from 
her, still so many more memories to be made. 

When I was 14 years old my mother passed away. I will never forget that night, for it seemed like a dream; it 
seemed as though it were not really happening. I awoke to a phone call at one-thirty in the morning saying that my 
mom had passed away. No more would I be able to talk with her, or learn from her, or make precious memories. She 
was gone, yet it felt like it was not real. I could not grasp the concept that she would no longer be a part of my life. The 
years passed by and I only got used to my mom not being there; I never faced the fact that she had died. The day that 
my mother died, I never saw her death certificate. Perhaps if I had seen it, her death would have seemed more realistic. 

Now as I think back, I never saw my mother’s death certificate. A death certificate is a document that is signed by a 
doctor, giving information about the time, place, and cause of a person’s death. This document finalizes everything. It 
may be that since I never saw this document, I never came to the realization that she had passed. Since I did not believe 
she would die, I cannot bring myself to believe that she did die. If I had seen the death certificate, I would have come 
to terms with her death. 

How can such a small document make such a big difference in my life? All a death certificate is, is a small piece of 
paper with a person’s name on it. I think it might have made a difference because it’s an official notification of my 
mom’s death. It’s a real, physical thing; it is more real than just thinking someone has died. 

My mother’s death certificate has affected my life, even though I never did see it. The absence of this document 
affects my life, because if I had seen it, I would have come to the realization that she is really gone. If I had seen that 
document, her death would have been finalized in my mind and I would not just be used to her not being around; I 
would know that she has passed and is no longer with us. The death certificate finalizes a person’s death, and if I had 
seen my mom’s it would have finalized her death for me. Since I did not see this document, I have not brought my 
mom’s death to a close. Perhaps the absence of some documents, such as my mother’s death certificate, can affect a 
person’s life more than the presence of other documents. 



SUSAN PERRY AND JIM DAWSON 

SUSAN PERRY is a former staff writer for Time-Life, Inc., and now works full-time as a freelance writer specializing in health, 
business, and women’s issues. Her articles have appeared in such publications as Ms., the Washington Post, and the Minneapolis 
Star-Tribune. She is the author of Nightmare (1985) and Natural Menopause (1992).  

JAMES DAWSON is a science reporter who writes regularly for the Minneapolis Star-Tribune. Perry and Dawson coauthored The 
Secrets Our Body Clocks Reveal (1988). 

What’s Your Best Time of Day? 

This essay, published as a magazine article, is drawn from The Secrets Our Body Clocks Reveal. The piece opens with 
examples of some puzzling behaviors, looks at their causes in the rhythms of our bodies, then examines some further 
effects of these rhythms. The authors make use of examples, classification, and process to support the cause-effect 
pattern and provide practical advice for taking advantage of the biological patterns that help govern our lives. 

Every fall, Jane, a young mother and part-time librarian, begins to eat more and often feels sleepy. Her mood is 
also darker, especially when she awakens in the morning; it takes all her energy just to drag herself out of bed. 
These symptoms persist until April, when warmer weather and longer days seems to lighten her mood and 
alleviate her cravings for food and sleep. 

Joseph, a 48-year-old engineer for a Midwestern computer company, feels cranky early in the morning. But 
as the day progresses, he becomes friendlier and more accommodating. 

All living organisms, from mollusks to men and women, exhibit biological rhythms. Some are short and can 
be measured in minutes or hours. Others last days or months. The peaking of body temperature, which occurs in 
most people every evening, is a daily rhythm. The menstrual cycle is a monthly rhythm. The increase in sexual 
drive in the autumn—not in the spring, as poets would have us believe—is a seasonal, or yearly, rhythm. 

The idea that our bodies are in constant flux is fairly new—and goes against traditional medical training. In 
the past, many doctors were taught to believe the body has a relatively stable, or homeostatic, internal 
environment. Any fluctuations were considered random and not meaningful enough to be studied. 

As early as the 1940s, however, some scientists questioned the homeostatic view of the body. Franz Halberg, 
a young European scientist working in the United States, noticed that the number of white blood cells in 
laboratory mice was dramatically higher and lower at different times of day. Gradually, such research spread to 
the study of other rhythms in other life forms, and the findings were sometimes startling. For example, the time 
of day when a person receives X-ray or drug treatment for cancer can affect treatment benefits and ultimately 
mean the difference between life and death. 

This new science is called chronobiology, and the evidence supporting it has become increasingly 
persuasive. Along the way, the scientific and medical communities are beginning to rethink their ideas about 
how the human body works, and gradually what had been considered a minor science just a few years ago is 
being studied in major universities and medical centers around the world. There are even chronobiologists 
working for the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, as well as for the National Institutes of Health 
and other government laboratories. 

With their new findings, they are teaching us things that can literally change our lives—by helping us 
organize ourselves so we can work with our natural rhythms rather than against them. This can enhance our 
outlook on life as well as our performance at work and play. 

Because they are easy to detect and measure, more is known of daily—or circadian (Latin for “about a 
day”)—rhythms than other types. The most obvious daily rhythm is the sleep/wake cycle. But there are other 
daily cycles as well: temperature, blood pressure, hormone levels. Amid these and the body’s other changing 
rhythms, you are simply a different person at 9 A.M. than you are at 3 P.M. How you feel, how well you work, 
your level of alertness, your sensitivity to taste and smell, the degree with which you enjoy food or take pleasure 
in music—all are changing throughout the day. 

Most of us seem to reach our peak of alertness around noon. Soon after that, alertness declines, and 
sleepiness may set in by midafternoon. 



Your short-term memory is best during the morning—in fact, about 15 percent more efficient than at any 
other time of day. So, students, take heed: when faced with a morning exam, it really does pay to review your 
notes right before the test is given. 

Long-term memory is different. Afternoon is the best time for learning material that you want to recall days, 
weeks or months later. Politicians, business executives or others who must learn speeches would be smart to do 
their memorizing during that time of day. If you are a student, you would be wise to schedule your more difficult 
classes in the afternoon, rather than in the morning. You should also try to do most of your studying in the 
afternoon, rather than late at night. Many students believe they memorize better while burning the midnight oil 
because their short-term recall is better during the wee hours of the morning than in the afternoon. But short-
term memory won’t help them much several days later, when they face the exam. 

By contrast, we tend to do best on cognitive tasks—things that require the juggling of words and figures in 
one’s head—during the morning hours. This might be a good time, say, to balance a checkbook. 

Your manual dexterity—the speed and coordination with which you perform complicated tasks with your 
hands—peaks during the afternoon hours. Such work as carpentry, typing or sewing will be a little easier at this 
time of day. 

What about sports? During afternoon and early evening, your 
coordination is at its peak, and you’re able to react the quickest to 
an outside stimulus—like a baseball speeding toward you at 
home plate. Studies have also shown that late in the day, when 
your body temperature is peaking, you will perceive a physical 
workout to be easier and less fatiguing—whether it actually is or 
not. That means you are more likely to work harder during a late-
afternoon or early-evening workout, and therefore benefit more 
from it. Studies involving swimmers, runners, shot-putters and 
rowing crews have shown consistently that performance is better 
in the evening than in the morning. 

In fact, all of your senses—taste, sight, hearing, touch and smell—may be at their keenest during late 
afternoon and early evening. That could be why dinner usually tastes better to us than breakfast and why bright 
lights irritate us at night. 

Even our perception of time changes from hour to hour. Not only does time seem to fly when you’re having 
fun, but it also seems to fly even faster if you are having that fun in the late afternoon or early evening, when 
your body temperature is also peaking. 

While all of us follow the same general pattern of ups and downs, the exact timing varies from person to 
person. It all depends on how your “biological” day is structured—how much of a morning or night person you 
are. The earlier your biological day gets going, the earlier you are likely to enter—and exit—the peak times for 
performing various tasks. An extreme morning person and an extreme night person may have circadian cycles 
that are a few hours apart. 

Each of us can increase our knowledge about our individual rhythms. Learn how to listen to the inner beats 
of your body; let them set the pace of your day. You will live a healthier—and happier—life. As no less an 
authority than the Bible tells us, “To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven.” 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. What cause(s) and effect(s) do the writers discuss in this selection? 
 2. According to the explanations in this essay, what are the best times to undertake the following activities, and why? 



 a. Play a sport 
 b. Balance a checkbook 
 c. Learn a speech 
 d. Prepare for an exam 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. What functions do the examples that open the essay perform for readers? (See “Guide to Terms”: Introductions.) 
 2. Where in the essay do the authors use classification? Why? Where do the authors use process analysis? Why? 
 3. Would this essay be more effective if discussions of the causes and the effects were more clearly separated? Why, or 

why not? (Guide: Evaluation.) 
 4. Discuss the arrangement of Paragraphs 9–12, paying special attention to parallel structures and transitions within and 

between paragraphs. (Guide: Unity; Parallel Structure.) 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. In what ways does the diction in Paragraphs 1 and 2 emphasize the contrasts being illustrated? (Guide: Diction.) 
 2. Discuss how the authors provide explanations of the following scientific or otherwise unfamiliar terms in the text so 

that readers will not have to pause to look them up: homeostatic (Par. 4); circadian (8); cognitive tasks (12); manual 
dexterity (13). 

 3. Does the allusion that concludes the essay seem appropriate? Why, or why not? Try looking up the passage in the Bible 
(Ecclesiastes 3:1) to see if its original meaning is similar to the one it has in the context of this essay. 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Assume for a moment that Perry and Dawson’s view of the cause-effect relationship of body cycles and 
behavior is accurate. In a group, discuss how typical academic or work schedules might need to be altered to take into 
account the patterns described by the authors. What common practices seem particularly in need of change given the 
information provided here? As a group, plan an essay with such practical consequences as its topic. 

 2. Considering Audience: In a magazine like Discover or Scientific American, read an article that offers a physical explanation 
of human behavior. Or in a magazine like Psychology Today, read an article that offers a psychological or social 
explanation of behavior. Then prepare a brief analysis of the different kinds of audiences to which this article and Perry 
and Dawson’s essay are directed. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Perry and Dawson use numerous examples to explain and confirm the effects of body cycles. Do 
your experiences agree with what the authors say about the cycles that guide our behavior? In an essay of your own, 
provide examples that either support or contradict their conclusions, or that do the same for some other well-known 
explanation of behavior. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by analysis of CAUSE AND EFFECT are on pp. 351–352 at the end of this chapter.) 



CULLEN MURPHY 

CULLEN MURPHY grew up in Greenwich, Connecticut, and attended school in both Greenwich and Dublin, Ireland. He received a 
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Just Curious, was published in 1995. 

Hello, Darkness 

“Hello, Darkness” was first published in the Atlantic Monthly in 1996. With touches of humor, Murphy looks at a 
subject that troubles many people: lack of sleep. His explanations of a phenomenon that most of us view as a matter 
of personal behavior may at first seem surprising; nonetheless, they point convincingly to technology and social 
change as the culprits who have stolen sleep. 

Americans today have plenty of reasons to be thankful that they were not Americans a hundred years ago, but 
they also have more than a few reasons to wish they had been. On the one hand, a hundred years ago there was 
no Voting Rights Act, no penicillin, and no zipper, and the first daily comic strip was still more than a decade 
away. On the other hand there was no income tax, no nuclear bomb, and no Maury Povich. Also on the plus side, 
the average American a hundred years ago was able to sleep 20 percent longer than the average American today. 

That last figure, supported by various historical studies over the years, comes from a report released by the 
Better Sleep Council. Americans in the late 1800s are believed to have slept an average of about nine and a half 
hours a night. The average today is about seven and a half hours. A survey by the Better Sleep Council reveals 
that on a typical weeknight almost 60 percent of Americans get less than seven hours of sleep. Other evidence 
seems to indicate that the rate of sleep loss is in fact accelerating. 

Some may argue that the Better Sleep Council’s news should be discounted, on the grounds that the council 
has an interest in the story—it is supported (comfortably?) by the mattress industry. 

I would counter that the data simply confirm what anecdotal evidence already suggests is true. Independent 
experts at universities and hospitals speak as one on the subject, observing that as a nation we are laboring under 
a large and increasingly burdensome “sleep deficit,” defined as the difference between how much sleep we need 
and how much we get. 

Would that we could pass this particular deficit on to our children! But the only way we can pay it back, the 
experts say, is by getting more sleep ourselves. Apparently, we’re trying. A recent article in The Wall Street Journal 
took note of the growing phenomenon of employees napping at work, but I suspect that this barely covers the 
interest payments, which go right to Japan. (As you may have noticed, the Japanese are asleep most of the time 
that we’re awake.) 

Why, by degrees, are we banishing sleep? In a handful of instances, arguably, the cause has been 
government over-regulation. I am thinking of the recent case of Sari Zayed, of Davis, California. Ms. Zayed, after 
being overheard by a neighbor, was awakened at 1:30 A.M. by a municipal “noise-abatement officer” who gave 
her a $50 citation for snoring too loudly. The amount of money that Ms. Zayed subsequently received in damages 
from the city of Davis would allow her to pay for nightly snoring citations from now to the end of the year. 

America’s sleep deficit, though, is surely a systemic phenomenon. Many commentators would blame it on 
what might be called the AWOL factor—that is, the American Way of Life. We are by nature a busy and 
ambitious people whom tectonic social forces—declining average wage, high rate of divorce, two-paycheck 
families, instant telecommunications, jet travel across time zones, growing popularity of soccer for everyone 
older than four—have turned into a race of laboratory rats on a treadmill going nowhere ever faster. And there is 
obviously something to this explanation. It is noteworthy that television shows like Seinfeld and Cheers, on which 
nobody seems to have any real responsibilities (circumstances that accord more fully with most viewers’ fantasies 
than with their actual lives), have come to constitute a distinct broadcast genre known as “time porn.” 



It is hard not to credit the importance of the AWOL factor, but I wonder if the driving force behind the sleep 
deficit is in fact more pervasive, and indeed global in nature: the triumph of light. I am by no means a romantic 
or a Luddite when it comes to electricity (anyone who is should read Robert Caro’s The Years of Lyndon Johnson 
for its haunting description of life in west Texas in the days before rural electrification), and I also don’t subscribe 
to the fashionable opinion that electronic labor-saving devices (personal computers possibly excepted) end up 
consuming more labor than they save. Yet electricity’s ubiquitous and seemingly most innocuous use—to power 
the common light bulb—could not help exacting a price in sleep. Electricity made it possible for the first time in 
history for masses of humanity to vanquish darkness. 

I had never given much thought to the role of darkness in ordinary human affairs until I read a monograph 
prepared by John Staudenmaier, a historian of technology and a Jesuit priest, for a recent conference at MIT. (The 
essay appears in a book called Progress: Fact or Illusion, edited by Leo Marx and Bruce Mazlish.) Staudenmaier 
makes the point—obvious when brought up, though we’ve mostly lost sight of it—that from the time of the 
hominid Lucy, in Hadar, Ethiopia, to the time of Thomas Edison, in West Orange, New Jersey, the onset of 
darkness sharply curtailed most kinds of activity for most of our ancestors. He writes, 

Living with electric lights makes it difficult to retrieve the experience of a non-electrified society. For all but the very 
wealthy, who could afford exorbitant arrays of expensive artificial lights, nightfall brought the works of daytime to a 
definitive end. Activities that need good light—where sharp tools are wielded or sharply defined boundaries 
maintained; purposeful activities designed to achieve specific goals; in short, that which we call work—all this subsided 
in the dim light of evening. Absent the press of work, people typically took themselves safely to home and were left with 
time in the evening for less urgent and more sensual matters: storytelling, sex, prayer, sleep, dreaming. 

Staudenmaier’s comments on electric light occupy only a few passages. His larger subject is Western 
intellectual history, and how metaphors of “enlightenment” came to be associated with orderliness, objectivity, 
and progress, even as metaphors of darkness came to signify the chaotic, the nonrational, the terrifying. He 
argues that we have lost, to our detriment, the medieval view that some aspects of life and understanding are not 
necessarily helped by clarity or harmed by ambiguity. Observing that Enlightenment ideals have “taken a fair 
beating” in the course of this century, Staudenmaier wonders if it is time to rediscover the metaphysical dark, 
that place “where visions are born and human purpose renewed.” 

I’ll leave that thought where it is. But the implication of electricity in the sleep deficit seems hard to argue 
with. Whatever it is that we wish or are made to do—pursue leisure, earn a living—there are simply far more 
usable hours now in which to do it. Darkness was once an ocean into which our capacity to venture was greatly 
limited; now we are wresting vast areas of permanent lightness from the darkness, much the way the Dutch have 
wrested polders of dry land from the sea. So vast are these areas that in composite satellite photographs of the 
world at night the contours of civilization are clearly illuminated—the boundaries of continents, the metastases 
of cities. Even Wrigley Field, once a reliable pool of nocturnal darkness, would now show up seventeen nights 
during the baseball season. In the United States at midnight more than five million people are at work at full-time 
jobs. Supermarkets, gas stations, copy shops—many of these never close. I know of a dentist in Ohio who 
decided to open an all-night clinic, and has had the last laugh on friends who believed that he would never get 
patients. The supply-side theory may not have worked in economics, but it has certainly worked with regard to 
light: the more we get, the more we find ways to put it to use. And, of course, the more we get, the more we 
distance ourselves from the basic diurnal rhythm in which our evolution occurred. 

Thomas Edison, famous for subsisting on catnaps, would have wanted it this way. In contrast, Calvin 
Coolidge, a younger man with an older temperament, slept at least ten and often as much as eleven hours a day. 
Two world views collide here, and somewhere between them is a balance waiting to be struck. Where and how? 
The only useful contribution I can make is to recall life in Ireland in the mid-1960s. One of the elements that made 
it so congenial was a shared expertise among engineers at the Electricity Supply Board which resulted in regular 
but unpredictably occurring blackouts. The relentless march of time would suddenly be punctuated by a limbo of 
uncertain duration. Lights were extinguished. Clocks stopped. Television screens went black. Drivers became 
hesitant and generous at traffic signals. Society and all its components took a blessed time out. 

There was also something in Ireland called “holy hour,” a period in the afternoon when all the pubs would 
close. Perhaps what Americans need is a holy hour in the form of a blackout—a brief caesura in our way of life 
that might come every day at perhaps nine-thirty or ten at night. Not the least of the holy hour’s benefits, I might 
add, would be an appealing new time slot for Maury Povich. 



MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. The writer mentions “anecdotal evidence” of a “’sleep deficit’” (Par. 4) but does not present it directly. Why do you 
think he chose not to offer it in detail? Is the essay weakened—or perhaps strengthened—by this omission? Explain. 
(See “Guide to Terms”: Evaluation.) 

 2. Are we to take the example in Paragraph 6 seriously? If not, what is its role in the essay? Is it an indication that we 
should not take other examples in the essay seriously? Why or why not? 

 3. Explain why the author might be justified in referring to certain television shows as “time porn.” Do you think most 
readers will agree or disagree with his conclusion? Why? 

 4. According to this essay, what was lost when electricity made it possible to “vanquish darkness” (8)? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Where does Murphy first announce the phenomenon he 
wishes to explain? Should this announcement be considered a 
thesis? Why or why not? (Guide: Thesis.) 
 2. What is the role of the rhetorical question that opens Paragraph 6? (Guide: Rhetorical Questions.) 
 3. Which causes of the sleep deficit does the author consider most important, and how does he signal their importance to 

readers? Which of the strategies for creating emphasis does he use with frequency in this essay? (Guide: Emphasis.) 
 4. Where in the essay does the author begin discussing the effects of electricity? 
 5. What is the role of the extended discussion of Staudenmaier’s work in Paragraphs 10 and 11? To what extent do these 

paragraphs contradict or complement Murphy’s tone and approach in the rest of the essay? (Guide: Style/Tone.) 
 6. What strategy does the writer use to conclude the essay? (Guide: Closings.) How effective is the conclusion? 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. To what does the title allude? (Guide: Figures of Speech.) How is the allusion related to the rest of the essay? Discuss 
how repetition of the word “darkness,” beginning with the title, serves to create unity and coherence in the essay. 
(Guide: Unity; Coherence.) Is the title effective even for readers who do not recognize the allusion? Why or why not? 

 2. What choices of words and phrases does the writer make in Paragraph 8 to indicate the importance of electricity as one 
of the causes of the sleep deficit and the disappearance of “darkness” in our daily lives? (Guide: Diction.) Do you think 
the diction in this paragraph is appropriate to its purposes, or is it excessive? Explain. (Guide: Evaluation.) 

 3. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following terms, look them up in a dictionary: anecdotal (Par. 4); 
systemic, tectonic (7); Luddite, innocuous, vanquish (8); hominid, curtailed (9); metastases, diurnal (11); subsisting, 
limbo, duration (12); caesura (13). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: In a group, think of other modern inventions (airplanes, television, the Internet, credit cards) and the 
ways they have changed our society and shaped our lives. The inventions can be seemingly insignificant (cup holders 
in automobiles, telephone calling cards, zippers, or Velcro) and still be topics worth exploring because of their 
consequences, both good and bad. Then plan an essay exploring the consequences of one or more of the inventions. 

 2. Considering Audience: This essay is partly humorous, partly serious. Prepare an essay analyzing the role of each element 
and discussing how readers are likely to respond to the combination. 

 3. Developing an Essay: This essay makes effective use of the concept of a “deficit,” that is, the difference between what we 
have and what we ought to have. Use a similar strategy to begin an essay of your own by introducing some other kind 
of “deficit” whose causes and consequences are worth exploring. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by analysis of CAUSE AND EFFECT are on pp. 351–352 at the end of this chapter.) 



MARY ROACH 

MARY ROACH is a freelance writer whose work has appeared in a number of magazines. She lives in San Francisco. 

My Father the Geezer 

In “My Father the Geezer,” Susan Roach begins with the assumption that most readers hold negative views about the 
likely effects of having older parents, then goes on to undermine them by presenting in often humorous detail the 
consequences in her own life of having a “geezer” for a parent. This essay first appeared in the New York Times 
Magazine. 

My father was 65 when I was born. Even to myself, the statement sits funny, like one of those how-so brain 
teasers with the hidden loophole—the boy’s mother is the doctor. But there is no loophole. He was my biological 
father, 20 years older than my mother. He had children late because he married late. I came in under the wire. 

People invariably want to know what it was like growing up with an old father. Some want to know because 
they’re coming to parenthood relatively late themselves and wonder how it will affect their children. Most are 
just rubbernecking. There’s a “Good God!” in their tone, as though I’d been suckled by wolves. Who fed whom, 
they’re wondering. Did I dress him or did he dress me? To which I reply that he was a young 65, white-haired 
but red-blooded. 

Granted, my upbringing seemed a little odd. I could recite the names of all the members of the Lawrence 
Welk musical family. I practiced phonemes by reading aloud from Modern Maturity. My first paying job, at age 7, 
was to sit on my father’s lap with a pair of tweezers and cull overgrown ear hairs for 2 cents a pluck. 

One thing I didn’t do was engage in those “When I’m age X, he’ll be X” calculations. Children live in the 
moment. If he was around next Saturday to drive me to the riding ring, that was good enough. We’d deal with 
the strangeness when we got to it. How will an 82-year-old cope with a 16-year-old? As best he could, and with 
frequent naps. 

Fortunately for all involved, I wasn’t a particularly difficult teen-ager. I remember one summer afternoon, 
walking out of the A&P with a roll of “Ripe for Tonight” avocado stickers I’d swiped from a stockboy’s cart. My 
father, who’d been waiting in the car, said, “What’s under your sweatshirt?” “Nothing,” I lied. He just shook his 
head and went back to his newspaper. For whatever reason, I never moved on to the big stuff: jewelry, clothing, 
actual avocados. I like to think my father’s indifference took the thrill out of shoplifting. More likely, he was just 
lucky. 

In the end, what most people fixate on is that my father was too old to—as they often put it—play ball with 
me. This is true. I can’t recall ever seeing him run. He didn’t swim or ride a bicycle or roller-skate. The extent of 
my father’s physical activity was an evening constitutional to the end of Dogford Road, in his Irish tweed hat, 
whistling a tune and swinging a Hanover Hardware yardstick as if it were a brass-tipped cane. Perhaps that’s 
why I didn’t learn to swim as a child, why I was chosen last for gym teams. Perhaps, and who cares. Show me the 
support group for children of sedentary parents. 

What stands out about my father are not the things he couldn’t do but the things he did. That most of them 
were done from a sitting position hardly seems to matter. My father was an artist, a storyteller, a character. When 
I was 11, he painted a life-size elephant on the basement floor because elephants were my favorite animal. He 
taught me to draw, making a squiggle on a sheet of paper and challenging me to finish the picture. He framed 
my finger paintings and hung them on the living room wall, and when guests commented, he’d make up the 
name of “a noted abstract artist” and wink at me. My father, in short, was a very cool dad. So he mixed 
Metamucil in his orange juice. So he turned the TV up loud. So his hands shook on the steering wheel. Of all the 
undesirable things fathers can be (absent, cruel, cold, immature), old is pretty weak poison. 

Parenthood over 60 has its advantages. My father spent a good deal more time with me than the average 30-
year-old father can afford to. Retirement is like endless paternity leave. Pop was my day care, my baby sitter, my 
play date. We didn’t break a sweat together, but we had a lot of fun. 

To be sure, it could easily have been otherwise. Old fathers are more likely to be invalid fathers, senile 
fathers, dead fathers. (I like to think I kept mine young at heart.) Sixty-five is not the ideal age to have a baby. 
You can be too old to be a parent. You can also be too young. Neither has all that much to do with years. 



Would my father have been a better parent had he been 30 at the time I was born? Probably not. My father 
spent his 30’s on the road with a theater troupe. He would have resented my arrival, the shelved aspirations, the 
loss of freedom I represented. As it was, I was a gift (or so I like to think), an unexpected coda on a long, full life. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. Why does Roach point out that people “fixated” on the fact that her father was “too old to play ball” (Par. 1)? What is 
the traditional value placed on children playing ball with their fathers? What activities “replaced” this for Roach? 

 2. Why is the phrase “retirement is endless paternity leave” (Par. 8) significant for readers today who often come from 
homes with two working parents? 

 3. What is the significance of the last line of the essay? Why is the musical reference appropriate for an essay on Roach’s 
father? 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Roach tells us that her father married late and consequently was an older parent (Par. 1). Only at the end of the essay 
does the reader learn what career Roach’s father had and the potential reason that he may have settled into marriage 
later in life. Is it important for the reader to know why Roach’s father had children later in life early on in the essay? 
Would it have been more effective? Why might Roach have waited to share that information with her readers? 

 2. What positive and negative effects of having an older father does Roach list in this essay? Do they support her response 
to people that she shares with her readers at the end of Paragraph 2 (“to which I reply that he was a young 65, white-
haired but red-blooded”)? 

DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. What is the tone of Roach’s essay? Does she make light of a serious topic, or is her use of humor very deliberate? 
Explain. (See “Guide to Terms”: Tone.) 

 2. At what point does she take on a serious voice? Why might she have chosen this spot? 
 3. What kinds of readers might enjoy this piece? Explain. 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Roach shares particular memories of episodes and events with her father. Individually, write a list of the 
times that you remember the most with one of your parents. Compare your list with a partner and look for any 
common threads or activities that you might have. Then look at what you did differently. Write an individual 
comparison and contrast essay of the memories that you and your partner have with your respective parents. Be sure to 
include a cause-effect analysis explaining the differences. 

 2. Considering Audience: How would readers who have grown up without a father in the household respond to this essay? 
Would it have the same impact? Rewrite this essay for a reader who might better identify with a mother or some other 
woman who was a strong role model. Use a woman in your life as the basis for the essay. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Choose a role model in your life who may have been somewhat different from role models in your 
friends’ lives (i.e., Roach’s father was different because of his age). Write an essay similar in style sharing with your 
reader the experiences that you remember. Be sure that the experiences reflect the different quality that the person you 
choose possesses. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by analysis of CAUSE AND EFFECT are on pp. 351–352 at the end of this chapter.) 



Issues and Ideas 
Living in a Consumer Culture 

• William Severini Kowinski, Kids in the Mall: Growing Up Controlled 
• Susan Linn, Branded Babies: From Cradle to Consumer 

Malls, trademarks, and logos: these three phenomena are essential features of a consumer culture. Their 
consequences for our behavior and values are significant, at least according to writers like Susan Linn and 
William Severini Kowinski. Consumer culture shapes our values and habits (Kowinski) and it shapes our 
perceptions, sometimes from infancy (Linn). 

Many people are inclined to consider the elements of a consumer culture as separate from the values that 
“really” define us. Or they consider the consumer culture so much a part of everyday life that we have already 
learned to deal effectively with it. Yet if consumer culture is a part of everyday life, then it must be important 
because it is an element in almost everything we do, say, or believe. 

William Severini Kowinski regards consumer culture in the form of malls as one of the causes of “passivity” 
and a lack of emphasis on risk-taking and imagination in contemporary life. Kowinski’s outlook is relatively 
pessimistic. He takes a detailed look at the social forces ranged against people growing up in today’s complex but 
controlled environment—forces that leave them with few alternatives. 

Susan Linn tries to surprise readers with the extent to which consumer culture pervades our lives, even on 
noncommercial television and in the cradles of newborns in our hospitals. To the extent that Linn sees her job as 
alerting her readers to surprising developments, we might be tempted to see her outlook as more optimistic than 
Kowinski’s. Nonetheless, the social developments she explains are both powerful and hard to notice, and they are 
likely to have significant effects. 



WILLIAM SEVERINI KOWINSKI 

WILLIAM SEVERINI KOWINSKI grew up in Greensburg, Pennsylvania. In 1964, the year before the first mall was built in 
Greensburg, he left to attend Knox College in Illinois. While attending Knox he spent a semester studying in the fiction and 
poetry workshops at the University of Iowa. Kowinski was a writer and editor for the Boston Phoenix and the Washington 
Newsworks and has written articles for a number of national newspapers and magazines including Esquire, New Times, and the 
New York Times Magazine. His book The Malling of America: An Inside Look at the Great Consumer Paradise (1985) is based 
on his travels to malls throughout the United States and Canada. 

Kids in the Mall: Growing Up Controlled 

Over the past 30 years, the number, size, and variety of suburban shopping malls have grown at astonishing rates, 
replacing, in many cases, both plazas and urban shopping districts. They are now important economic and cultural 
forces in American and Canadian society. In this chapter from The Malling of America, Kowinski looks at some of the 
ways malls have affected the teenagers who spend much of their time shopping, working, or just hanging around at 
the mall. 

Butch heaved himself up and loomed over the group. “Like it was different for me,” he piped. “My folks used to drop me off 
at the shopping mall every morning and leave me all day. It was like a big free baby-sitter, you know? One night they never 
came back for me. Maybe they moved away. Maybe there’s some kind of a Bureau of Missing Parents I could check with.” 

—Richard Peck, Secrets of the Shopping Mall, a novel for teenagers 

From his sister at Swarthmore, I’d heard about a kid in Florida whose mother picked him up after school every 
day, drove him straight to the mall, and left him there until it closed—all at his insistence. I’d heard about a boy 
in Washington who, when his family moved from one suburb to another, pedaled his bicycle five miles every day 
to get back to his old mall, where he once belonged. 

Their stories aren’t unusual. The mall is a common experience for the majority of American youth; they have 
probably been going there all their lives. Some ran within their first large open space, saw their first fountain, 
bought their first toy, and read their first book in a mall. They may have smoked their first cigarette or first joint 
or turned them down, had their first kiss or lost their virginity in the mall parking lot. Teenagers in America now 
spend more time in the mall than anywhere else but home and school. Mostly it is their choice, but some of that 
mall time is put in as the result of two- 
paycheck and single-parent households, and the lack of other viable alternatives. But are these kids being harmed 
by the mall? 

I wondered first of all what difference it makes for adolescents to experience so many important moments in 
the mall. They are, after all, at play in the fields of its little world and they learn its ways; they adapt to it and 
make it adapt to them. It’s here that these kids get their street sense, only it’s mall sense. They are learning the 
ways of a large-scale artificial environment: its subtleties and flexibilities, its particular pleasures and resonances, 
and the attitudes it fosters. 

The presence of so many teenagers for so much time was not something mall developers planned on. In fact, 
it came as a big surprise. But kids became a fact of mall life very early, and the International Council of Shopping 
Centers found it necessary to commission a study, which they published along with a guide to mall managers on 
how to handle the teenage incursion. 

The study found that “teenagers in suburban centers are bored and come to the shopping centers mainly as a 
place to go. Teenagers in suburban centers spent more time fighting, drinking, littering and walking than did 
their urban counterparts, but presented fewer overall problems.” The report observed that “adolescents 
congregated in groups of two to four and predominantly at locations selected by them rather than management.” 
This probably had something to do with the decision to install game arcades, which allow management to 
channel these restless adolescents into naturally contained areas away from major traffic points of adult 
shoppers. 



The guide concluded that mall management should tolerate and even encourage the teenage presence 
because, in the words of the report, “The vast majority support the same set of values as does shopping center 
management.” The same set of values means simply that mall kids are already preprogrammed to be consumers 
and that the mall can put the finishing touches to them as hard-core, lifelong shoppers just like everybody else. 
That, after all, is what the mall is about. So it shouldn’t be surprising that in spending a lot of time there, 
adolescents find little that challenges the assumption that the goal of life is to make money and buy products, or 
that just about everything else in life is to be used to serve those ends. 

Growing up in a high-consumption society already adds inestimable pressure to kids’ lives. Clothes 
consciousness has invaded the grade schools, and popularity is linked with having the best, newest clothes in the 
currently acceptable styles. Even what they read has been affected. “Miss [Nancy] Drew wasn’t obsessed with her 
wardrobe,” noted Wall Street Journal. “But today the mystery in teen fiction for girls is what outfit the heroine will 
wear next.” Shopping has become a survival skill and there is certainly no better place to learn it than the mall, 
where its importance is powerfully reinforced and certainly never questioned. 

The mall as a university of suburban materialism, where Valley Girls and Boys from coast to coast are 
educated in consumption, has its other lessons in this era of change in family life and sexual mores and their 
economic and social ramifications. The plethora of products in the mall, plus the pressure on teens to buy them, 
may contribute to the phenomenon that psychologist David Elkind calls “the hurried child”: kids who are 
exposed to too much of the adult world too quickly, and must respond with a sophistication that belies their still-
tender emotional development. Certainly the adult products marketed for children—form-fitting designer jeans, 
sexy tops for preteen girls—add to the social pressure to look like an adult, along with the home-grown need to 
understand adult finances (why mothers must work) and adult emotions (when parents divorce). 

Kids spend so much time at the mall partly because their parents allow it and even encourage it. The mall is 
safe, it doesn’t seem to harbor any unsavory activities, and there is adult supervision; it is, after all, a controlled 
environment. So the temptation, especially for working parents, is to let the mall be their babysitter. At least the 
kids aren’t watching TV. But the mall’s role as a surrogate mother may be more extensive and more profound. 

Karen Lansky, a writer living in Los Angeles, has looked into the subject and she told me some of her 
conclusions about the effects on its teenaged denizens of the mall’s controlled and controlling environment. 
“Structure is the dominant idea, since true ‘mall rats’ lack just that in their homelives,” she said, “and adolescents 
about to make the big leap into growing up crave more structure than our modern society cares to acknowledge.” 
Karen pointed out some of the elements malls supply that kids used to get from their families, like warmth 
(Strawberry Shortcake dolls and similar cute and cuddly merchandise), old-fashioned mothering (“We do it all 
for you,” the fast-food slogan), and even home cooking (the “homemade” treats at the food court). 

The problem in all this, as Karen Lansky sees it, is that while families nurture children by encouraging 
growth through the assumption of responsibility and then by letting them rest in the bosom of the family from 
the rigors of growing up, the mall as a structural mother encourages passivity and consumption, as long as the 
kid doesn’t make trouble. Therefore all they learn about becoming adults is how to act and how to consume. 

Kids are in the mall not only in the passive role of shoppers—they also work there, especially as fast-food 
outlets infiltrate the mall’s enclosure. There they learn how to hold a job and take responsibility, but still within 
the same value context. When CBS Reports went to Oak Park Mall in suburban Kansas City, Kansas, to tape part 
of their hour-long consideration of malls, “After the Dream Comes True,” they interviewed a teenaged girl who 
worked in a fast-food outlet there. In a sequence that didn’t make the final program, she described the major goal 
of her present life, which was to perfect the curl on top of the ice-cream cones that were her store’s specialty. If 
she could do that, she would be moved from the lowly soft-drink dispenser to the more prestigious ice-cream 
division, the curl on top of the status ladder at her restaurant. These are the achievements that are important at 
the mall. 

Other benefits of such jobs may also be overrated, according to Laurence D. Steinberg of the University of 
California at Irvine’s social ecology department, who did a study on teenage employment. Their jobs, he found, 
are generally simple, mindlessly repetitive and boring. They don’t really learn anything, and the jobs don’t lead 
anywhere. Teenagers also work primarily with other teenagers; even their supervisors are often just a little older 
than they are. “Kids need to spend time with adults,” Steinberg told me. “Although they get benefits from peer 
relationships, without parents and other adults it’s one-sided socialization. They hang out with each other, have 
age-segregated jobs, and watch TV.” 



Perhaps much of this is not so terrible or even so terribly different. Now that they have so much more to 
contend with in their lives, adolescents probably need more time to spend with other adolescents without adult 
impositions, just to sort things out. Though it is more concentrated in the mall (and therefore perhaps a clearer 
target), the value system there is really the dominant one of the whole society. Attitudes about curiosity, 
initiative, self-expression, empathy, and disinterested learning aren’t necessarily made in the mall; they are 
mirrored there, perhaps a bit more intensely—as through a glass brightly. 

Besides, the mall is not without its educational opportunities. There are bookstores, where there is at least a 
short shelf of classics at great prices, and other books from which it is possible to learn more than how to do sit-
ups. There are tools, from hammers to VCRs, and products, from clothes to records, that can help the young find 
and express themselves. There are older people with stories, and places to be alone or to talk one-on-one with a 
kindred spirit. And there is always the passing show. 

The mall itself may very well be an education about the future. I was struck with the realization, as early as 
my first forays into Greengate,1 that the mall is only one of a number of enclosed and controlled environments 
that are part of the lives of today’s young. The mall is just an extension, say, of those large suburban schools—
only there’s Karmelkorn instead of chem lab, the ice rink instead of the gym: It’s high school without the 
impertinence of classes. 

Growing up, moving from home to school to the mall—from enclosure to enclosure, transported in cars—is a 
curiously continuous process, without much in the way of contrast or contract with unenclosed reality. Places 
must tend to blur into one another. But whatever differences and dangers there are in this, the skills these 
adolescents are learning may turn out to be useful in their later lives. For we seem to be moving inexorably into 
an age of pre-planned and regulated environments, and this is the world they will inherit. 

Still, it might be better if they had more of a choice. One teenaged girl confessed to CBS Reports that she 
sometimes felt she was missing something by hanging out at the mall so much. “But I’m here,” she said, “and 
this is what I have.” 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. Do teenagers who spend their time in malls display any obviously unusual behavior? If so, in what ways do they 
behave? If not, how might one describe their behavior? 

 2. What question does this essay attempt to answer? Where in the essay is the question asked? Other than providing an 
answer to the question, what purpose or purposes does this selection have? (See “Guide to Terms”: Purpose.) 

 3. What does Kowinski see as the major effects of malls on teenagers? What other, less important effects (if any) does he 
identify? Discuss whether or not the author presents enough evidence to convince most readers that he has correctly 
identified the effects. 

 4. Where in the essay does Kowinski consider causes other than the mall environment for the attitudes and behaviors of 
teenagers? Explain how the alternative explanation either undermines or adds to his view of the malls. 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. What strategies does the author employ in the introduction (Pars. 1–3) to help convince readers of the importance of 
reading and thinking about what happens to teenagers as a result of the time they spend at malls? (Guide: 
Introductions.) 

 2. Discuss how the author uses examples, quotations from authorities, and various strategies of emphasis in Paragraphs 8, 
9, 11, 13, and 14 to indicate whether or not the effects of malls can be considered harmful. (Guide: Emphasis.) 

 3. Which chapters of the essay are devoted primarily to exploring the effects of the mall environment? Which are devoted 
primarily to discussing whether or not the effects are harmful? 

 4. What use does the author make of qualification in presenting his conclusions in Paragraphs 15 and 17–19? (Guide: 
Qualification.) Explain why this strategy adds to or weakens your confidence in his conclusions. 

 5. Explain how parallelism in Paragraphs 17 and 18 helps emphasize similarities in the environments. (Guide: Parallel 
Structure.) 



DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. Who is the Nancy Drew alluded to in Paragraph 8? (Guide: Figures of Speech.) What is the purpose of this allusion? 
 2. What transitional devices are used to tie together Paragraphs 7–9? (Guide: Transition.) Which are used to link 

Paragraphs 10–13? 
 3. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following words, look them up in the dictionary: loomed, piped (Par. 1); 

viable (3); resonances, fosters (4); incursion (5); inestimable (8); mores, ramifications, plethora (9); surrogate (10); 
denizens (11); nurture (12); socialization (14); impositions, empathy, disinterested (15); kindred (16); forays, 
impertinence (17); inexorably (18). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: Working in a group, use these questions to help develop a topic and plan for an essay: Were malls as 
important to you as they were to the people Kowinski describes in his essay? Based on your experience and 
observations, does Kowinski appear to be overstating the effects of malls on teenagers? What other influences on the 
lives of teenagers are as important or more important than malls (or than shopping in general)? Are malls important in 
people’s lives because of the special experiences they offer, or simply because they bring together large numbers of 
people and offer work to many individuals? 

 2. Considering Audience: Kowinski takes a partly negative view of malls and the work they provide. Are readers in general 
likely to agree or disagree with him? What do you think? Prepare a brief essay analyzing readers’ likely reactions to the 
essay. 

 3. Developing an Essay: What experiences and activities condition us for success or failure? Which ones give us important 
goals for work, personal relationships, and civic responsibility? Taking an approach similar to the one Kowinski 
employs in “Kids in the Mall,” criticize the influence of the activities that characterize contemporary teenage life. Or, 
reverse Kowinski’s approach and praise the effects of particular activities and experiences. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by analysis of CAUSE AND EFFECT are on pp. 351–352 at the end of this chapter.) 



SUSAN LINN 

SUSAN LINN is Associate Director of the Media Center for Children at Harvard University-affiliated Judge Baker Children’s 
Center. She is also an Instructor in Psychiatry at Harvard Medical School. She has published articles in the Boston Globe, the 
Los Angeles Times, the Christian Science Monitor, the Washington Post, and Newsweek. Her book, Consuming Kids: The 
Hostile Takeover of Childhood was published in 2004. She has also created video programs for children, including Different and 
the Same: Helping Children Identify and Prevent Prejudice (1966). 

Branded Babies: From Cradle to Consumer 

In this selection from Consuming Kids, Susan Linn discusses the possible effects of a surprising advertising strategy: 
introducing infants and toddlers to product and corporate logos. As Linn points out, the strategy can include gift 
packages for newborns, and many readers might wonder how such a tactic could possibly have any consequences for 
consumer habits in later years. 

On September 1, 1998, in maternity wards all around the country, newborns got a jump-start on their lives as 
media consumers and marketing targets. PBS Kids, along with Ragdoll Productions, Itsy Bitsy Entertainment, 
and Warner Home Video, celebrated the release of a series of Teletubbies videos by making “Teletubby Gift 
Packs” available to babies born on that day. Hospitals distributed the packs—including copies of two videos, 
Here Come the Teletubbies and Dance With the Teletubbies, and a mini-Teletubby plush toy from Hasbro—free of 
charge. 

Teletubbies, in case you don’t know, are small humanoid creatures with television sets embedded in their 
tummies. Their heads are topped by antennae, which in their incarnation as stuffed toys are conveniently sized to 
fit in a baby’s grasp, like a plush rattle. On their television program, the Teletubbies babble unintelligibly in a 
language sounding a lot like toddler talk as they frolic in a lush, fairy-tale landscape. Under the watchful eyes of 
a blue-eyed, giggling baby ensconced in a glowing sun, they interact with things of great interest to young 
children—a butterfly, a giant ball, a toaster. One of the program’s main characters is a vacuum cleaner. The 
Teletubbies’ TV tummies show films of real toddlers and caring adults engaged in such activities as playing 
games or fixing bicycles. Periodically a speaker set on a tall pole calls the Teletubbies to assemble at an appointed 
place: “Teletubbies, come here!” 

As a television series, Teletubbies first appeared on BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation). It debuted in the 
United States on the Public Broadcasting Service in 1998, accompanied by a slew of toys and accessories. It is the 
first television series ever marketed as educational for children as young as one. 

Whenever I think about the recent explosion of marketing to “under twos,” I find myself face to face with 
Teletubbies. The program may seem like old news—it exists only in reruns today—but the success of this 
particular series and its spin-offs raises several important and very current issues all at once. These include the 
efforts of marketers to promote brand recognition even before a baby can talk.... 

By the 1990s, it was inevitable that babies and toddlers would be included in the deluge of child-targeted 
marketing. As an article published in KidScreen explains, “When it comes to building kids [sic] brands, executives 
speak in terms of growing with a child from cradle to university. Yet when it comes to building a kid property’s 
product offering, often the only way to grow is ‘backward’”—that is, to cultivate an ever younger demographic. 

As they mature, children often discard playthings or clothing or other items that they associate with their 
younger selves—”But that’s for babies,” a new kindergartner might announce about a toy he played with the 
previous summer. Therefore, from the sole perspective of profit, it makes perfect sense to try to reach one step 
further back and market that product to the babies themselves. 

When it comes to products specifically designed for children, “cradle to university” may be the most one can 
hope for, but many manufacturers are looking for brand loyalty to last from cradle to the grave. James McNeal, a 
psychologist who has written extensively about how and why companies should market to children, estimates 
that a lifetime customer could be worth $100,000 to an individual retailer. Babies are a once and future gold mine 
for marketers, which helps explain why companies such as Ralph Lauren and Harley Davidson are now targeting 
infants and toddlers by putting out items like tiny T-shirts and sweatshirts with their logos on them. 



But wait a minute. Aren’t such infant and toddler products really marketed to parents? Well, yes—and no. 
Infants certainly can’t ask for brands. Remember, however, that according to industry research, toddlers are 
requesting brands as soon as they can speak. This would suggest that children may develop positive feelings 
about logos or licensed characters before they have words to ask for the products associated with them. As any 
parent can attest, even before a child has language, a tiny pointing finger accompanied by excited noises is 
enough to indicate “I want that.” By marketing nursery linens, mobiles, and crib toys decorated with brand logos 
or images of licensed characters, marketers are doing what they can to ensure that babies will recognize and 
request similarly adorned products ranging from cereal to stuffed toys as their verbal skills evolve. 

Whenever I see crib sheets emblazoned with Looney Tunes characters, or the Sesame Street “First Years 
Elmo” two-in-one bathtub, which positions a large portrait of the famed Muppet character to face the bathing 
baby, I can’t help thinking of what I learned in undergraduate psychology classes about what the Nobel Prize-
winning behavioral scientist Konrad Lorenz called imprinting. In a well-known series of papers published on the 
eve of World War II, Lorenz documented a phenomenon he had first observed when he himself was a boy—that 
baby geese who are exposed to a human being rather than to their mother at a certain time just after hatching will 
(presumably for the rest of their goslinghood) follow that human being around as if he or she were their parent. 
The human image becomes “imprinted” in their brains as “Mother.” 

It’s always risky to extrapolate from animals to humans without research to prove specific parallels, but for 
what other reason would companies make baby paraphernalia adorned with media characters and corporate 
logos? They might be marketing to parents and grandparents attracted to a particular familiar brand, but they 
also believe it provides a jump-start on brand loyalty that could last through preschool and early elementary 
school, if not, for companies like Ralph Lauren, for life. 

I suppose the kind of positive link between an image and a product that marketers hope to foster is based on 
building an association through what social scientists call “conditioning” rather than on imprinting. If the baby 
who snuggles in Sesame Street sheets and drinks from a Bugs Bunny bottle is also regularly plopped in front of a 
television to watch programs featuring the same characters she sees on her crib, clothes, mobile, and toys, her 
familiarity with those characters means (perhaps even before she’s fully verbal) that trips to the grocery store will 
be characterized by squeals of joy every time she sees them on cereal boxes and cries of disappointment if the 
cereal doesn’t land in the grocery cart. 

The Teletubbies gift package for newborns looks a lot like the kind of preemptive strike that corporations 
have often used to establish brand loyalty among purchasers of products for infants and toddlers—and 
eventually among the children themselves. 

MEANINGS AND VALUES 

 1. According to Paragraph 8, why does it make sense for companies to direct marketing campaigns at infants? 
 2. What specific causes and effects does the writer explain in Paragraph 8? 
 3. According to the writer, what psychological or social explanations might account for the effectiveness of marketing to 

infants? 
 4. How would you describe the tone of this essay, especially the sections where the writer describes specific marketing 

strategies, actual or possible? (See “Guide to Terms”: Tone.) 

EXPOSITORY TECHNIQUES 

 1. Where in the essay does the writer introduce the advertising strategy whose causes and effects she plans to explore? 
 2. What elements of the advertising strategy does she emphasize in order to convince readers that its causes and effects 

are worth analyzing? (Guide: Emphasis.) 
 3. Why do you think the writer provides so much background information on Teletubbies? Is this information likely to be 

necessary for most readers, including yourself? Why, or why not? 
 4. Why is the writer’s explanation of cause and effect based on the work of Konrad Lorenz (Pars. 9–10) convincing or 

unconvincing to you? How do you think most readers are likely to evaluate its effectiveness? (Guide: Evaluation.) 



DICTION AND VOCABULARY 

 1. What view of the motivations and values of advertisers and toy manufacturers is conveyed through phrases like 
“preemptive strike” (Par. 12), “got a jump-start on their lives as media consumers and marketing targets” (1), and “a 
once and future gold mine” (7)? 

 2. If you do not know the meaning of some of the following words, look them up in a dictionary: humanoid, incarnation, 
unintelligibly, frolic (Par. 2); slew (3); mobiles, verbal (8); paraphernalia (10);  
preemptive (12). 

READ TO WRITE 

 1. Collaborating: It is easy to identify advertising and marketing strategies that seem absurd or amusing yet are likely to be 
successful. Working in a group, make a list of such strategies. As part of the list, indicate briefly what makes each 
strategy amusing or absurd and indicate why group members feel that it is nonetheless likely to succeed. 

 2. Considering Audience: Talk to several people about their reactions to specific advertising or marketing campaigns and 
prepare a brief report of similarities and differences among their responses. 

 3. Developing an Essay: Using Linn’s essay as a model, take a critical look at the causes and effects of a particular 
marketing or advertising campaign. Draw your evidence from the ads and products themselves and from talking to 
people who are familiar with the products and the advertising. 

(NOTE: Suggestions for topics requiring development by analysis of CAUSE AND EFFECT follow.) 
 



 Writing Suggestions for Chapter 8 

CAUSE AND EFFECT 
Analyze the immediate and ultimate causes and/or effects of one of the following subjects or another suggested 
by them. (Be careful that your analysis does not develop into a mere listing of superficial “reasons.”) 

 1. The ethnic makeup of a neighborhood 
 2. Some minor discovery or invention 
 3. The popularity of some modern singer or other celebrity 
 4. The popularity of some fad of clothing or hairstyle 
 5. The widespread fascination for antique cars (or guns, furniture, dishes, motorcycles, old bottles, etc.) 
 6. The widespread enjoyment of fishing or hunting 
 7. Student cheating 
 8. Too much pressure (on you or an acquaintance) for good school grades 
 9. Your being a member of some minority, ethnic, or religious group 
 10. Your association, as an outsider, with members of such a group 
 11. The decision of some close acquaintance to enter the religious life 
 12. Some unreasonable fear or anxiety that afflicts you or someone you know well 
 13. The reluctance of many women today to enter what used to be primarily women’s professions such as nursing 
 14. Your tendency toward individualism 
 15. The popularity of computer games 
 16. The mainstreaming of handicapped children 
 17. The appeal of careers that promise considerable financial rewards 
 18. The appeal of a recent movie or current television series 
 19. The willingness of some people to sacrifice personal relationships for professional success 
 20. The disintegration of a marriage or family 
 21. A family’s move (or reluctance to move) to a new home 
 22. A candidate’s success in a local or national election 
 23. A recent war or international conflict 
 24. A trend in the national economy 
 25. The concern with diet and physical fitness 
 26. Worry about crime 
 27. Attention to gender roles 
 28. Personal stress or depression 
 29. Desire for success 
 30. Willingness to take risks, even extreme ones 

COLLABORATIVE EXERCISES 
 1. As a group, research the causes of a war or other armed conflict. Decide collectively which causes were most 

central, and together write an essay showing how the combination of such causes led to the conflict. Look at 
immediate (direct) causes as well as indirect causes. 

 2. Split into teams of four. Divide each team into two halves, one that will analyze the causes and one that will 
analyze the effects of number 20 (p. 351). Create a thesis based on your analyses that would work as a claim 
for an essay on the topic. 



 3. Perform the same task for the above question for the topic of “the high percentage of women in the 
workforce.” 
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1Greengate Mall in Greensburg, Pennsylvania, where Kowinski began his research on malls (Editors’ note). 
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