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Ortez 4

Popularity – Psychological Achievement and Physical Travail  


While reading Anna Quindlen’s ‘Now It’s Time For Generation Next,’ I stumbled across an interesting topic of research; research that has led to an amazing discovery; and a discovery that has not really been discovered because it has been staring the group enclosing adolescents to twenty-something people in the face for several decades and generations, even though most of them will deny any knowledge of this ‘discovery.’ Banishing all acknowledgements of instances when this discovery is brought to attention from their outer surfaces for the sake of the way they will be perceived by others, only on the inside of themselves can they ever come to terms with the harsh but simple truth – the fact that in the face of continuous change, they must adjust quickly to meet the compliant standards of change, or force being left behind, rejected, and/or ridiculed by their then-current peers or society.  


In her article, Quindlen points out the stereotypes associated with certain positions held by the children, say, ages twelve to eighteen, or our time. ‘The dutiful son has a pierced tongue. The student-government president dresses like Morticia Addams. Where once we could identify who was who by the college, the crew-neck sweater, now the lines of identity are constantly blurred, in our perceptions and in the stages of their lives.’ In our minds we have a picture of the way a person should look based on the role they are involved in. A basketball player is expected to be tall, a straight-A student preppy, a highly developed computer user generally white and nerdy. But this is not so. Society is a very large and influencing entity and the way someone dresses or how they act is generally due to society’s grappling hold and mesmerizingly mystical power over them.


Now the average teen will refute that they are manipulated by clever marketing schemes and stunts pulled on them by corporate America; their counter will be that they are unique. The clothes they wear, they wear because they are comfortable, it’s what they themselves choose – ‘I wear what I want to wear.’ Anyone that whole-heartedly believes this is utterly foolish. Corporate America has them in the palm of their hand, and the futilely senseless teen is clueless. Unfortunately, the teen that considers himself an exclusive individual because of the style he sports, claiming to be original, will look down on anyone else that does not conform to that same level of sophistication of what he is wearing; whether this be conscious or unconscious - remember, teens will not accept the fact that they judge others based on how they look.


The goal in high school is to be popular. Those that say this is not true just might be happy with the friends that they have, even if everyone does not know them, but lack the necessary intelligence required to know that being accepted, approved, and acknowledged by the masses is an ultimate high, a state of constant euphoria. True success lies in who you know and where you stand on the social ladder. How far you get in life and the quantity of pulp you can squeeze from it like an orange is all decided on who can get you there. Face it, the ones that are truly adored in life are the ones that are mysterious, the ones that we know of based on not knowing them but living them through others; the people that are on the lips of everyone. 


Why do we discriminate against those that do not or cannot conform with the role that society has given them? In Paul Graham’s ‘Why Nerds are Unpopular,’ Graham examines the various facets associated with unpopularity amongst nerds. Dorks, geeks, whatever the term might be, they exist and we do not like them for the simple reason that they are smarter than us. They are not consumed by social ranking status, not bothered by how many people they know or how many people even know them. Popularity is not something that they bother themselves with, and that’s what bothers us because popularity is not something that we just have; it’s something that we work for. Being popular isn’t a divine right, it’s something that we make ourselves. But these nerds still are not acceptable because although they are ignorant to society’s perception of them, this perception is ever present. 


On the other hand, intelligence is on some levels extremely important. The echelon of astuteness we carry with us is important because our thoughts and language is what we - on the inside, the side that no one will ever see, save that they ones we are loved by – use to define and understand ourselves. But intelligence and appearance go hand in hand. If one can conceal their unfortunate appearance and are intelligent, they are accepted, and if one can conceal their lack of intelligence and are attractive, they are accepted. 


Take Frankenstein for example - quite a pathetic creature sewn together from hideous body parts; an eye-sore to society - yet he is astoundingly smart. In Anders Bylund’s essay ‘The Power of Mind Versus the Power of Appearance in Frankenstein,’ Bylund brings into focus ‘the importance and power of language on the one hand and of outward appearance on the other’.  In his early life, like a nerd, Frankenstein is unaware of his misfortunate appearance: “Alas, I did not yet entirely know the fatal effects of this miserable deformity.” As he growingly develops his mind, he begins to understand that ‘the function of appearance is to make society react to you… all that matters is the way you look.’ When Frankenstein is able to conceal his appearance, he is judged by the content of his mind, but when he reveals himself, this first judgment is abandoned and ‘proves to be worth very little indeed… in short: in order to stay sane and loved, nurture your mind, but in order to stay socially accepted and popular, nurture your body.’


For the sake of my argument, let’s say that appearance in high school is not important, being accepted does not matter, and everyone is fine being mediocre. Pan out. In the real world, after high school, after college, what matters? Having a successful career, marriage, a family, nice car, nice house; all of these things make the list, but confer with your inner senses for a moment – how do you acquire these things? Studies have shown that physical appearance does indeed count when being interviewed for a job.


Debbie O’Halloran of IrishJobs.ie conducted a survey that further concedes my point:

· 95% of employers interviewed said a jobseeker’s personal appearance affected the employer’s opinion of that applicant’s suitability for a job.

· 91% said they believed dress and grooming reflected the applicant’s attitude towards the company.

· 61% said dress and grooming had an effect on subsequent promotions as well.


At the end of the day when all is said and done, what will matter most is how a person feels about himself or herself. But in the grand scheme of things how others perceive them is what will determine their level of self-esteem; because a person would like to believe that they have a place in this world, a place where they are accepted. They have to ignore what people tell them - that looks don’t matter, it’s what’s on the inside that counts. It is not true, a person has to be constantly aware of how the carry themselves because having the satisfaction of knowing that people will not pity them for being in the unfortunate situation of not fitting in, is a great feeling.
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