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In GUSA’s recent elections for its new class of student 
senators, all seven of the elected freshmen are male. Though 
eight of the 21 freshman candidates were women and a ma-
jority of the first-year class is female, the freshman senate 
class will be dominated by male representatives. An optional 
survey conducted by GUSA following the election found 
that 70 percent of the senate as a whole identifies as male, 
an undeniable issue for a student body that is more than 
half female.

Gender disparity in the senate is only the start of GUSA’s 
problems. Overall voter turnout for the aforementioned elec-
tions was 20.9 percent, and overall turnout in February’s exec-
utive election for GUSA president and vice president was just 
39 percent, showing student apathy and disinterest in the or-
ganization. The senior staff of the GUSA executive resigned in 
light of sexual assault allegations against the former president, 
leaving the organization with no leadership for an extended 
period of time.

These recent issues with GUSA are part of a long his-
tory demonstrating that the organization desperately needs 
to change. The environment of distrust stemming from a 
sexual assault scandal, poor voter turnout, and a new senate 
class that lacks proper representation for women shows that 
GUSA lacks legitimacy and must be completely overhauled. 
We are calling for a student government that is representative 
of Georgetown’s student body and stands up for the wellbe-
ing of every student in areas like accessibility, affordability, 
sustainability, and diversity.

Students with good intentions who are interested in stu-
dent government have little reason to run, get involved, or vote 
when the biggest story from GUSA this semester is accusations 
of sexual assault against the former president. Students who 
want to make the real and necessary changes we need on cam-
pus have many better opportunities than joining GUSA.

Moreover, the organization presents barriers to entry to a 
more diverse group of representatives. One barrier to this rep-
resentative and effective student government stems from the 
cost of campaigns. GUSA’s spending limit is $50 for senate 
elections and $300 for executive elections—not all students 
can spend that amount on a GUSA campaign and potential-
ly walk away with nothing to show for it. Elections shouldn’t 
involve giant plastic banners and time-consuming and costly 
campaigns; running for student government should be as in-
clusive and cost-free as possible.

To solve the problems that the organization faces, GUSA 
will need to be remade from the ground up. The structure of 
the organization as it stands perpetuates continued bureau-
cratic and hierarchical tendencies. Students calling them-
selves “president,” “senator,” or “chief of staff” just allows 
for self-aggrandizement and adds credence to the idea that 
some students are only involved in the organization for the 
title and a resume boost. Spending over half of an emergency 
meeting discussing resolutions deciding the next leader only 
to apologize for the meeting afterwards demonstrates the 
organization’s emphasis on procedure and formalities at the 
expense of concrete action. 

While GUSA’s senate meetings are open to the public, 
it is unreasonable to expect students to attend every meeting 
just to learn what their student government is working on or 
find out that they have a new president. The organization’s op-
erations are typically opaque and behind the scenes. GUSA’s 
most recent successes, a food pantry for the Georgetown com-
munity and an effort to make Arrupe Hall more accessible, 
deserve commendation, but they are not enough to overcome 
the alienation most students feel from the organization meant 
to represent them. It is GUSA’s job to function as a liaison 
between the student body and administration, not to raise 
vague resolutions that foment grandstanding by senators and 
the executive.

This editorial board has written extensively in the past on 
GUSA’s insularity and failure to represent issues that should 
matter to the student body. In our criteria for endorsing an 
executive ticket this past year, we emphasized affordability, im-
migrant rights, and campus sustainability as three key issues 
that the executive should prioritize. We recognize that GUSA 
lacks the power to unilaterally change school policy on its own, 
but no matter how small the gains, it would be a welcomed 
change if GUSA begins to tangibly improve the state of these 
issues on campus.

As it stands, GUSA is not effective, is not representative 
of the Georgetown student body, and has lost much of its le-
gitimacy in the eyes of the students it represents. GUSA needs 
to move past the internal politics and get to the point: helping 
fellow students.

Georgetown’s Community Scholars Program (CSP) cele-
brated its 50th anniversary last week. Run by the Center for 
Multicultural Equity and Access, CSP’s stated mission is “to 
contribute to the successful retention and graduation of un-
dergraduate students who are often first-generation college 
students, and typically represent diverse racial and ethnic 
backgrounds.” Each year, the program brings together a group 
of first-generation students for a five-week academic summer 
program, which facilitates their transition to Georgetown and 
helps them form relationships with other students and faculty 
prior to the school year. CSP also supports students through 
academic programming, mentorships, seminars, and scholar-
ships. Its graduation rate is 91 percent, while the graduation 
rate for all first-time full-time college students at private col-
leges is 59 percent, according to the National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics.

CSP is a crucial component to ensure that first-generation 
and low-income students have access to high-quality resources 
while pursuing an education at Georgetown. Despite CSP’s suc-
cess, Georgetown still often fails to admit and support first-gen-
eration and low-income students to the extent that it should. 

We believe that Georgetown should take more steps to 
make its education accessible, beginning with the admissions 
process. Georgetown does not use the Common App, an on-
line undergraduate application that is used by more than 800 
colleges and universities. Students can apply to many different 
schools through the Common App in one central and easy-to-
use location. While the university has explained in the past that 
its decision to use a singular application is an effort to filter out 

applicants who may not be genuinely interested in the school, 
Georgetown’s individual application provides a time-intensive 
barrier to students with limited access to college counseling 
resources. We believe that Georgetown should use the Com-
mon App and make their process as accessible as possible to all. 
Georgetown also “strongly recommends” that all candidates 
submit three SAT Subject Tests. Although College Board pro-
vides fee waivers for the exams in some cases, this three test 
recommendation is yet another barrier for students who do not 
have access to formal test preparation services.

Submitting an application to Georgetown costs a non-re-
fundable $75 fee. Students who want to waive this fee are re-
quired to have a guidance counselor fill out an official appli-
cation fee waiver form. Low-income students should have the 
easiest route possible to apply to the university. At the Univer-
sity of Chicago, for example, the application fee is automati-
cally waived for all students that apply for need-based financial 
aid. We call on Georgetown to adopt this policy.

The university has shown an effort to diversify its accept-
ed student profile. For example, in an attempt to reach more 
undocumented students, applicants are no longer required 
to provide their Social Security numbers. The class of 2022 
had the highest number of minority applicants in the school’s 
history. But despite the school’s effort to expand its pool of 
accepted students, attending Georgetown is still an extremely 
costly endeavour, which may encourage accepted low-income 
students to attend a different school.

The cost of attending Georgetown has been exacerbated 
by its consistent increases in tuition, including a 3.5 percent 

tuition rate increase for the 2018-2019 school year. The cost of 
the school, as well as the compounding effect of the university 
accepting legacy students at twice the rate of non-legacy stu-
dents, leads to tremendous wealth inequality on campus. 74 
percent of students at Georgetown come from the top 20 per-
cent of the income scale, and Georgetown has more students 
from the top 1 percent of the income scale than the bottom 
60 percent. Georgetown’s ratio of students who come from the 
top 1 percent to those who come from the bottom 60 percent 
is the 12th worst of U.S. universities. This statistic is alarming 
and reveals the need for Georgetown to do much more to sup-
port students from low-income backgrounds and create a more 
socioeconomically diverse student body.

As Georgetown exists today, the student body is not re-
flective of the majority of the country. By having such a dis-
proportionate number of students from the top 1 percent, stu-
dents’ sense of reality is warped. No matter where Georgetown 
students work after graduation, attending college with such 
a wealthy student body affects how we will view the world. 
Lifestyles and financial situations that are considered normal at 
Georgetown are not the norm for the majority of the country.

The work that CSP does is an extremely important and 
beneficial part of Georgetown. As we celebrate the organiza-
tion’s 50th anniversary, we recognize that discussions around 
making Georgetown a more socioeconomically diverse place 
are ongoing. However, we believe that Georgetown can still 
do much more to support students from all backgrounds. This 
editorial board calls on Georgetown to make these changes and 
a concerted effort to make Georgetown accessible to all. 

GUSA Fails Students

Prioritize Educational Access for Low-Income Students
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The last thing I expected to be listening to on the way 
home from Emelia’s vigil was trap music. Piled into my car, my 
high school friends and I took a long drive on the back roads of 
rural Connecticut, yelling to each other over heavy bass drops, 
asking about college, sharing stories about our new friends and 
classes, talking about anything but Em. Dried tears stained my 
cheeks, used tissues filled my pockets, and melted candle wax 
left burns on my fingers. We had spent the last few hours in a 
chapel, mourning our friend’s death—I wasn’t exactly trying 
to turn up. 

If I had been on aux, we probably would’ve been listening 
to “Drops of Jupiter” on repeat for the hour ride back from the 
vigil. I needed to sulk in my emotions. More than anything, I 
needed to talk to the people who understood what it felt like to 
lose her. Our silence that night was final, even though we, of all 
people, knew how dangerous silence was—dangerous enough 
to take a life.

In the weeks following her death, I was at a point where I 
could talk honestly about Em. I was so distraught that I didn’t 
care if people saw me cry or had to listen while I tried to get a 
grip on my anxiety. I was learning what it meant to lose some-
one permanently, so I didn’t care if people felt some slight dis-
comfort with my emotional outbursts.

As time passed and I regained my composure, I stopped be-
ing so blunt about my feelings. Somewhere along the way, it 
became difficult to talk about Em, even though I was finally get-
ting to a place where I could say her name without tearing up—
most of the time. The world was moving on, and she stopped 
coming up naturally in conversations. I couldn’t find the right 
words to bring her up, so I resorted to silence.

And since then, talking about her has been hard.
It’s been hard because I want people to remember her for 

more than just her death. However, I am still not at a point 
where I can promise myself that I will only talk about the good 
times because I am not ready for that. I am still trying to figure 
out what happened and how to process it.

It’s been hard because I want people to understand how tru-
ly great she was, how that is not just some kind of post-mortem 
glorification. It’s hard because Em, regardless of how cheerful 
and bright she was, took her own life. I can’t reconcile that with 
the person I knew. 

It’s been hard because I hate the anxiety I feel when I try to 
talk about her. Eventually, I couldn’t stand the sad smiles, nods, 
and variations of “I’m so sorry” that I would get in response. I 
learned to hate the silence that filled a conversation after I talked 
about her, and my own need to fill it by saying, “It’s fine,” in 
the same breath, just to make someone else feel comfortable. It 
is never going to be fine, but it is more difficult to explain that 
than to wave it off or not bring it up at all.

For a long time, it was easier to just ignore those difficult 
emotions unless it was an occasion, like the anniversary of her 
death, her birthday, or an especially hard night when I just want-
ed to hear her voice. On one of those nights this summer, I 
re-watched the video of a speech she gave to our high school 
student body, just two months before she died. After sharing her 
experience with depression and coming out as transgender, she 
ended with this:

“The meaning of life must be to share it honestly with oth-
ers, because that’s the only way to give life any meaning. I love 
you,” she said.

Over a year and a half after her death, I am finally reaching 
a point where I can share my experiences honestly again. I can 
find the words to talk about how I lost a friend, and I don’t need 
anyone to think it is fine. It is not, and it does not need to be. 

Em was outgoing, passionate, and downright hilarious. Em 
was the girl who would whip out a guitar and start a sing along 
in the middle of the student center. She filled every room she 
walked into with laughter, cracking everyone up with her imper-
sonations and witty jokes. She was the friend that would distract 
you from studying for finals and force you to question why you 
were stressing yourself out when you should only ever do things 
that make you happy. She was intelligent, kind, and spirited. 
She was radiant.

I want you to know her as I do, so I will talk about her.
Knowing Em has made me a better person, and I learned a 

lot from her kindness and the love she gave so freely, even when 
she could not accept it herself. Losing her has made me endlessly 
appreciative of the people I love and even the people I don’t. You 
never know what someone is struggling with, and that’s why 
talking about our experiences is important.

Each of us only gets one life, and we are entirely limited to 
our own scope of reality. We only know our own struggles. But 
the universe is composed of an infinite number of lives, so we 
have to travel beyond our own vistas if we are ever to understand 
it. We have to be authentic with ourselves and each other to 
understand what other people’s struggles look like, and, more 
importantly, how to extend kindness and compassion to those 
who need it most. Like Em said, connectivity is the only way to 
find true meaning. 

And my connection with Em has given my life more mean-
ing than I can possibly say. 

Listen Like 
Spring and 
Talk Like 

June

Brynn Furey is a junior in the 
School of Foreign Service and is 
the leisure editor of the Voice.

Camillla Aitbayev

Carrying On: Voice Staffers Speak
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I didn’t wear makeup for over a year. 
I highly recommend this to every girl who has been regu-

larly applying makeup since those middle school days of un-
comfortably large blobs of colored eyeshadow. It gave me a new 
perspective, and not just of my own face. 

In my sophomore year of college, I defined myself in lots 
of ways: I became more dedicated to my favorite clubs; I de-
clared my major; and I refused to apply any sort of definition 
to my long, light-colored eyelashes. Like the other two, this 
last decision developed organically over time and after much  
rumination. 

I had already not worn makeup for the summer, since I 
worked as a lifeguard and spent my free time swimming and 
hiking. It had felt like the perfect liberating summer style; it 
took minimal effort to get ready, and I never had to worry about 
how my daily activities were affecting my appearance. When I 
came back to campus, I assumed I would revert to my usual hab-
it of daily mascara and cover-up because campus was “regular 
life,” where I had to wear more than a bathing suit. But when I 
mentioned this to my boyfriend, he began to question me about 
why I wear makeup, and, like most of our conversations, it be-
came a deep and convoluted discussion. I started thinking seri-
ously about the role of makeup in my life, and its role in society. 

This questioning continued for a year. When my boyfriend 
told me he thought I looked beautiful without makeup, it was 
enough to motivate me to stop wearing it completely. I assumed 
that I cared most about his opinion of my appearance since he 
was the person on campus I cared most about. 

For the next 12 months, when I looked in a mirror, my 
naked face looked back. I got comfortable seeing myself that 
way, and I knew the people I cared about were also comfortable 
seeing me this way. But even after months had gone by, I still 
found myself occasionally wishing I had makeup on. 

When I reflected on this, I started to realize that my original 
assumption was wrong. I did not wear makeup to look attractive 
to my boyfriend. I wore it to impress the broad, nebulous “soci-
ety:” those people passing me on the street, meeting me briefly, 
or sitting around me in a classroom. My boyfriend, my family, 
and my friends all know me well enough to see my beauty goes 

beyond small physical changes. Heck, they have the opportunity 
to stare at my face long enough to know I have long eyelashes. 
But I wanted to wear makeup for the people who I am least close 
with. My desire for makeup was a desire to present myself in the 
best light possible for those who only see my outer facade, and 
therefore solely judge me based upon it. 

And then I realized another piece of the assumption was 
wrong: I thought I wore makeup to look physically attractive to 
men. I assumed it became superfluous because I had a boyfriend 
who considered me attractive without it. Yet when I stopped 
“fixing” my face with makeup, I realized I only felt judged by 
other women. That’s not to say I got any nasty comments from 
other women–quite the opposite. When I talked about my deci-
sion, many were quick to praise me for being natural. But I still 
felt most naked when I could feel the eyes of a fellow woman on 
me, especially an attractive one. 

The more I thought about it, the more it seemed to me that 
women judge each other by their levels of attractiveness. The 
majority of comments about my appearance, whether positive 
or negative, come from other women. My year without makeup 
made me more conscious of the female gaze. And, even if I don’t 
like it, I’m a part of that gaze. I’m still working out exactly why 
it is that, as a straight woman with a boyfriend, I care most 
about the judgments of the women around me and reciprocally 
make judgments based on their appearances. Maybe it’s a primal 
jealousy over the competition for “potential mates.” Maybe it’s 
a habit that has been socially inculcated into girls from a young 
age. Whatever the cause, I feel the need to emphasize my phys-
ical characteristics that prove to them that I can be “attractive.” 

Yet removing my makeup also helped me be conscious 
of when I was trying to hide or change my appearance 
to fit a standard of beauty which I unnecessarily exag-
gerated in my head. While I became more conscious of 
the female gaze, I also realized the female gaze was not 
as harsh as I assumed. Instead of negative comments cri-
tiquing my appearance, I got compliments encouraging 
me to keep accentuating my best features. I was still my 
own harshest critic by falsely assuming others were harsh-
ly critiquing me. So I spent the year working on putting 

myself in a mindset focused on proudly highlighting  
my best features, not hiding behind alterations. And that’s 
why I decided to go back to wearing mascara. 

I’m proud of my eyelashes, and I want to accentuate them. 
I want people to notice the things about me that I like about 
myself. That holds true for everything, from physical appear-
ance to inner personality and character traits. So yes, it is a type 
of vanity that causes me to wear makeup on most days of the 
week. It’s vain because I do it to make myself look attractive in 
the judgemental eyes of society. And yes, most of the eyes who 
notice and judge based on mascara are female. But it’s a vanity 
I can accept because I derive confidence from knowing that it’s 
the parts of myself I personally find attractive which I show off 
to society. I now wear makeup when I want to, not because I 
feel like I have to. 

All of this was to say that I recommend everyone, wheth-
er a habitual makeup-wearer or not, spend some time thinking 
seriously about personal grooming habits. I’m not in a position 
to tell anyone that they should change their habits, especially 
since I’m not even done with fully coming to terms with my 
own. But I do encourage challenging yourself by suspending a 
habit you feel obligated to perform. It leads you to question why 
you feel that obligation. That introspection can lead to greater 
self-awareness, which in turn leads to great comfort with your-
self and with society’s view of yourself. So even if you end up 
going back to the habit, you do so consciously.

Carrie Connelly is a 
junior in the College. 

She likes running, 
flannels, and puns. 

Beauty is in 
the Eye of 

the Beholdress
Olivia Stevens
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On the largest wall of my dorm room hang three maps of 
America’s national parks. The National Park Service manages 
over 400 public lands, historic sites, and protected areas, but 
only 59 of these—the best and brightest—are referred to as 
national parks on my maps. All 59, from Shenandoah to Gates 
of the Arctic, are represented by a dot or a small tree. My maps 
make me happy. They are proof, if only paper proof, that the 
protection of natural areas is an essential component of Amer-
ican identity. No matter how far contemporary politics have 
strayed from the policy of environmental conservation, these 
wild lands remain, as does an unshakable pride in the beauty of 
the American wilderness. The maps are a comfort, a reminder 
of what is and what has been, a grounding measure of the 
resilience of nature and goodness.

But earlier this year, in a cruel and uncharacteristic act of 
cooperation between our two ruling parties, my maps were 
made obsolete. Only in a world as wondrously ironic as our 
own can President Trump, from whom I expected nothing less 
than the abolition of the National Park Service, sign into law 
a bill calling for the creation of America’s 60th national park: 
Gateway Arch, in St. Louis, Missouri. And only in a world as 
bitterly ironic as our own can the creation of a new national 
park make me angry.

My immediate reaction, after weighing the costs of re-
placing my maps, was incredulity. The St. Louis Arch? I 
thought. What right does a glorified McDonald’s advertise-
ment have to share the status of the Rocky Mountains and 
the Grand Canyon? Before the Gateway Arch, only one oth-
er national park protected primarily man-made structures: 
Mesa Verde, which preserves the 1400-year-old cave dwell-
ings of the indigenous Ancestral Pueblo. The Gateway Arch 
was designed by a Finnish-American in 1947 and completed 
in 1965. Hardly a comparison.

St. Louis was now a great big invisible stain on my maps. 
A cartographical travesty. And it stank of pork-barrel, a scheme 
by some Missouri politician to boost tourism in “the Gateway 
to the West.”

“Gateway to the West?” Is that still what St. Louis is called? 
Still how it actively wishes to be known? As the jumping-off 
point, the diving board, the starting line of the great genocidal 
rat-race of Manifest Destiny? Prior to its redesignation, the 
arch was managed under the name Jefferson Expansion Na-
tional Memorial. Expansion. Sometimes the most innocuous 
of euphemisms are the most terrifying. And, lest there be any 
confusion regarding who was being memorialized, let me as-
sure you that it was not the Native Americans who were killed, 
tortured, raped, starved, and imprisoned during the Great 
Migration Westward. According to the National Park Service 
website, the park is a “memorial to Thomas Jefferson’s role in 
opening the West” and “to the pioneers who helped shape its 
history.” Gateway to the West, indeed.

And yet, for all my self-righteousness, it is only now that I 
realize the terribly obvious. None of America’s national parks 
rightfully belong to the United States government or its citizens. 
These lands, which we mythologize as having been “discovered” 
in pristine condition and “gifted” to the public by the govern-
ment, were populated and widely used long before Lewis and 
Clark set out from dear old St. Louis. The displacement of the 
Ahwahneechee from the land later to become Yosemite, the re-
moval of more than 20 tribes from Yellowstone, and the expul-
sion of the Blackfeet people at Glacier are only three of countless 
examples of what was commonplace in establishing the Nation-
al Park System. Only through coercion, deception, dishonesty, 
and outright violence did the United States government evict 
Native Americans from lands they had lived on for hundreds of 
years, and only through decades of revisionism has it scrubbed 
from our historical and ecological memories any trace of the 
national parks’ indigenous heritage. 

The myth of the “pristine American wilderness” is as ri-
diculous as the assertion that Columbus discovered America; 
indigenous groups have been inextricably tied to the ecology 
of the areas now “protected” by the government for 15,000 
years. But those in power, including famous figures such as 
John Muir and Theodore Roosevelt, believed that the indige-

nous peoples had no place in the lands they had hunted, wor-
shipped, and lived on for centuries. And so, as America’s most 
significant landscapes were cordoned off “for the enjoyment of 
future generations,” the indigenous people who had lived on 
that land were cordoned off into a different sort of “protected” 
area. We all know the story, and yet how easily it is forgotten!

With this history in mind, the tone-deafness of Gate-
way’s creation is staggering. But tone-deafness can be useful. 
It awakens us from the cognitive dissonance with which we 
usually treat topics we find uncomfortable. A national park 
that memorializes westward expansion without acknowledging 
its genocidal history should anger us. But with the anger must 
come a sense of guilt over our own tendency to mythologize 
“America’s Best Idea.”

It comes down to the responsibility to take a critical look at 
our history, our government, and the narratives we perpetuate. 
The word of the day is skepticism, of the healthy variety. Just as 
sinister as an injustice from which we avert our eyes is an injus-
tice at which our eyes glaze over, obliquely conscious of reality 
but protecting ourselves from engaging with it. Oppression of 
indigenous peoples did not end when the West was won. It 
continues, in the Dakotas, Utah, everywhere. I knew that, and 
yet for many years I saw no hypocrisy in the unqualified pride 
I felt looking at my maps. Now the gaping St. Louis-sized hole 
in eastern Missouri is the first thing I notice, leaning hungrily 
westward, denying malintent, oozing hypocrisy. A reminder of 
our country’s capacity for subtle and banal injustice, and of my 
responsibility for subtle and banal resistance.

Renny Simone is a sophomore 
in the School of Foreign 

Service. He digs books, jazz, 
and social justice.

Indigenous Peoples 
and 

National Parks 
A Case of American Amnesia

Kathryn Crager
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Every other year on Election Day, two Hoyas land jobs their 
classmates probably did not even know they could get. They win 
spots on the Advisory Neighborhood Commission (ANC) 2E, 
which comprises Georgetown, Burleith, and Hillandale.

This is not the D.C. Council. It is not GUSA. Washington, 
D.C. is divided into eight wards, each of which elects a mem-
ber of the Council. Each ward is further divided into ANCs. 
Across the District, there are 40 of these commissions that serve 
as go-betweens for the city and its neighborhoods.

Issues like zoning, dockless bikes, liquor licenses, and accessi-
bility are the domain of the ANCs. ANC 2E, unlike most other 
ANCs, also deals with university-related issues, like off-campus 
housing and student transportation. The body can propose legisla-
tion to the D.C. Council and can demand a response, if not specific 
action, from city departments. The ANC’s opinions and proposals 
are supposed to be given “great weight,” according to D.C. law. 

The ANC covering Georgetown is composed of eight Single 
Member Districts, each of which elects a commissioner for a 

Landre uses a wheelchair, so Georgetown’s hills and historic 
buildings can impede her daily life.

When Landre started at Georgetown, she committed her-
self to advocating for on-campus accessibility. This year, she is 
the chair of GUSA’s accessibility policy group. “I think that’s 
an issue that’s very big for Georgetown. We’re a historic area, 
which is wonderful in so many ways,” she said. “But it’s going to 
become a problem—it’s already a problem.”

Part of her advocacy work involves attending meetings on 
campus about the university’s plans for campus and its facilities. 
Those meetings, Landre said, inspired her to run for the ANC. 

For Landre, the ANC is a way to make sure that everyone 
can enjoy Georgetown—the university and the neighborhood. 
Landre’s hopes for the ANC go well beyond infrastructure. She 
listed several separate problems she wants the ANC to work 
on, including long-term public transit, accessibility, and pub-
lic safety. Some issues might put students at odds with their 
neighbors.

two-year term. Two of those districts are made up entirely of 
students. The fourth district, which Anna Landre (SFS ’21) is 
running for, covers the north side of campus. The eighth, which 
Matias Burdman (COL ’21) is running for, covers the south, 
along with a few blocks outside the front gates.

Unfortunately for those with a hankering for some student 
body electoral drama, the upcoming ANC election will disap-
point. Landre will be on the ballot in an uncontested race. Burd-
man, despite being a write-in candidate, has no obvious compe-
tition. Their predecessors, who are seniors and not running for 
reelection, have endorsed the two.

***
Landre almost went to George Washington University, but 

Georgetown’s admitted students weekend convinced her other-
wise. Still, others were skeptical of her choice.

“As someone with a disability who interacts with others in 
the disability community, when I told people I was going to 
Georgetown, they were like, ‘Are you sure?’” Landre said.

jacob bilich

Won’t You
Be My
Neighbor?

Georgetown Students Run for
Advisory Neighborhood Commission
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“I got to go to Congress in Brazil to speak to influential pol-
iticians and just see how much of a difference they could make 
if they chose to and also to see how some of them weren’t doing 
that,” Burdman said.

Those kinds of social and political issues, Burdman said, 
have been apparent to him since he was a child.

“Ever since I’m little, I see the differences between the U.S. 
and Brazil,” Burdman said. “I think, wow, why are things one 
way in Brazil and why is it completely different in the U.S.? 
Why is it that some people are so well off and some people ar-
en’t? And what can we do to make a difference?”

Burdman saw Georgetown as the best place to search for 
those answers. Its proximity to the Capitol and decision-mak-
ers was one of the primary reasons he settled on Georgetown, 
Burdman said.

But the ANC’s office, which is in a low-slung building off 
Wisconsin Avenue, does not resemble the Capitol. It is not big 
enough to host the ANC’s meetings, which they hold monthly 
at Georgetown Visitation Preparatory School, adjacent to the 
university’s campus. Yet, the unpaid, unglamorous position he 
hopes to assume in January still excites Burdman.

“The ANC is a way to get involved in government—to get 
involved in the community,” he said. 

But what it lacks in scope, Burdman explained, the ANC 
makes up for with personal touch. “It really is grassroots, like 
bottom level up, democracy. And you can just see it in that you 
have residents talking to their representatives and just telling 
them what they want.”

Burdman emphasized conversation with constituents and 
other commissioners as an essential part of the job of represent-
ing Georgetown students.

“Students like to party, but maybe the residents don’t like 
how we party, and things like that,” Landre said. “But there’s 
also a lot of potential for us to identify problem areas that we 
both see—like maybe transportation, maybe it’s the state of 
sidewalks, maybe it’s having certain businesses here and certain 
businesses not here.”

At the same time, Landre said, ANC representatives have an 
obligation to fight for their constituents’ interests.

“There’s three interest groups: You have the students, you 
have the university, and you have the neighbors,” she said.

“It’s OK to be a little conflictual,” she added. “The good 
news is that from everything I’ve heard … in the past few years, 
the relationship with other residents on the ANC has been a 
really good one.”

Landre said that those relationships will be at the core of 
her work on the ANC, just as her relationships on campus 
have been central to her work on the GUSA accessibility team. 
Landre, who will keep her position in GUSA for the rest of the 
academic year, said that by combining those connections, she 
will be able to get more done for her constituents.

“Say an issue with neighborhood safety comes up that’s go-
ing to specifically affect campus,” she said. “I’m thinking, ‘Who 
can I go talk to in university administration to make sure that 
our interests are aligned?’”

For Landre, the ANC is not political. It’s about solutions 
to problems.

“I don’t see myself ever getting very partisan on ANC is-
sues,” she said. “The fact that this is so local means that the egos 
aren’t as big, things are not as flashy, and that’s part of what I 
love about local government.”

***
Matias Burdman went to high school in Sao Paulo, Brazil. 

His school sent him and some of his classmates to interview 
Brazilians and report on what they found, and as a part of the 
project, he spent a year interviewing Brazilian politicians.

“That’s where my allegiance lies, first and foremost,” he said. 
“What I’m trying to do in the ANC is I’m trying to present 
what’s best for the students while at the same time trying to keep 
in mind the interests of the neighbors and trying to understand 
their perspectives.”

Asked what he wanted to accomplish on the ANC, Burd-
man did not focus on particular policy goals. Instead, he talked 
about the importance of relationships—with his fellow commis-
sioners and students, along with neighbors, nearby businesses, 
and the D.C. government.

Student commissioners have not always had smooth rela-
tionships with their fellow commissioners. Controversy over the 
university’s 2010 campus plan, the university’s proposal for land 
use, housing, and enrollment, among many other topics, pro-
duced months of administrative delays and drawn-out negotia-
tions. ANC 2E and another nearby ANC, along with other local 
interest groups, opposed the original 2010 plan over concerns 
surrounding off-campus student housing.

In the end, the parties agreed to a temporary measure so they 
could come to an agreement on a longer-term plan. To facilitate 
a new agreement, the university funded the new Georgetown 
Community Partnership (GCP), which includes representatives 
from all the stakeholder organizations in the neighborhood. The 
GCP is supposed to focus on consensus building in an effort to 
avoid unnecessary conflict. Ultimately, they found consensus, 
and the 2017 plan, in effect now until 2036, won unanimous 
approval from the ANC and the GCP.

Zac Schroepfer (MSB ’19), an outgoing member of the 
ANC, said that his relationship with the rest of the body is 
strong, and he credited that strength in part to the GCP. Burd-
man said he wants to keep it that way.

“Things are going great now. The university, and students, 
and the community are always on the same page,” Burdman 
said. “We completely agree on pretty much everything.”

Burdman described the ANC as a way to reach agreements, 
even when students disagree with other Georgetown residents, 
or when the university wants to expand and neighbors object.

“If you think about it, there isn’t even much that we could 
do that’s good for us that’s bad for them,” Burdman said, refer-
ring to Georgetown residents.

Since 1996, when Georgetown students first sat on the lo-
cal ANC, student representatives have looked for ways to make 
change for students. Landre and Burdman have done the same 
since they arrived on campus. Landre worked to improve acces-
sibility on campus; Burdman joined a Center for Social Justice 
tutoring program. They both see the ANC as a way to continue 
their work. 

“It’s still a way to get involved with the people around 
you in a way in which you can make some sort of difference,” 
Burdman said. “I’d say that’s the main reason I’m there. I mean, 
you’ve got to start somewhere.”

Won’t You
Be My
Neighbor?
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Throughout October, Multiflora Productions is present-
ing the second annual Flash of the Spirit Worldwide Sound 
Festival, a celebration of immigrant communities through 
music. Groups native to countries such as Ethiopia, Mali, 
Puerto Rico, Ukraine, and Syria—to name just a few—will 
perform at different venues throughout the District, including 
at Georgetown.  

As part of a collaboration between Multiflora Productions 
and the Georgetown University Department of Performing 
Arts, Turning Jewels Into Water is coming to McNeir Audi-
torium on Oct. 19. The emerging duo is unparalleled in its  
synthesis of cultural inspiration and experimental, electronic 
elements. An installment in the department’s Friday Music Se-
ries, their performance aligns well with the series’ aim to create 
cultural empathy and understanding through music.

Professors Benjamin Harbert and David Molk, who or-
ganize the Friday Music Series, have worked with Multiflora’s 
owner and director Jim Thomson for a few years to bring di-
verse artists to Georgetown. The series is free and open to the 
public, attracting students, faculty members, and music lovers 
from the community.

Multiflora Productions is a multifaceted and multicul-
tural agency that promotes emerging international musicians 
from abroad and local musicians with the goal of celebrating 
the stories, heritage, and cultures of immigrant communities. 
Harbert categorized the partnership between Georgetown and 
Multiflora as a “win-win” situation, beneficial for both the 
campus and the musicians.

“I always check in with Jim before a season starts to ask 
him what he’s excited about and what’s going on, and it does 

two things,” Harbert said. “It brings great music here and to 
campus. But it also helps out the greater D.C. area by giving 
a guaranteed slot and payment for musicians who come in be-
cause, as an institution, Georgetown can financially support 
musicians.”

Harbert was not familiar with Turning Jewels Into Water 
before Thomson’s introduction, but he was quickly impressed 
by the band’s international perspective, citing them as the per-
fect choice to perform at Georgetown. 

“They are the epitome of global musicians. They also span 
that difference between really engaging electronic music with a 
global sensibility,” Harbert said. 

Turning Jewels Into Water consists of percussionist Ravish 
Momin and Haitian experimental electronic artist Val Jeanty, 
who goes by Val-Inc. They are a self-described “beat-and-ritu-
al-based project” rooted in improvisation.

Momin was born in India and grew up in different parts of 
the world, including the Middle East, England, and Australia. He 
draws heavily from these diverse cultural backgrounds in his work.

“I would say it’s very organic; it’s not a conscious process 
of, ‘oh I’ll take a third of this and sixteenth of this,’ but obvi-
ously everything that you encounter in your day-to-day affects 

By Mary Mei 
Photo Courtesy of Ed Marshall Photo Courtesy of Evan Chapman

 Ravish Momin and Val Jeanty form the electronic duo Turning Jewels Into Water

“They are the 
epitome of global 

musicians.”

Global Beats:
Flash of the Spirit 
Worldwide Sound 
Festival Comes to 
Georgetown

Photo Courtesy of Ed Marshall 
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what you think about and how you approach things,” Mo-
min said. “Growing up in India and learning all these Indian 
rhythms [has been influential] but growing up in all these dif-
ferent environments has made me globally aware.”

Jeanty, meanwhile, explores the ancient rhythms and puls-
es of Haiti through digital beats—taking inspiration from the 
Haitian religion Vodou. Together, the two create a unique syn-
thesis in an attempt to, according to their website, “expose the 
esoteric realms of the creative subconscious” through a digital 
format. Or as Momin describes, they are “trying to create elec-
tronic dance music, but trying to make it organic.” 

Turning Jewels Into Water’s emphasis on cultural relevance 
and connection differentiates it from other electronic dance 
music groups. The music isn’t a feel-good arrangement of puls-
es for a Saturday night rager; it’s distinctly multiethnic and at 
times downright chilling. Their EP, Which Way Is Home, is a 
collection of complex and artistic tracks for those willing to 
holistically experience the refreshingly exploratory elements 
that Jeanty and Momin blend together.

Momin describes his and Jeanty’s music as “folk music 
from nowhere.” 

“Folk music to me means connection to the people,” 
Momin explained. “I want to challenge people’s concepts of 
folk music, of music from nowhere. I get inspired by people 
coming up to me saying ‘I hear Indian rhythms, I hear Hai-
tian chants.’”

Thomson believes in an intersection between politics and 
culture. He began the Flash of the Spirit Festival last year but 
feels that the event’s message and themes are more important 
than ever right now, given the charged political debate sur-
rounding immigration. 

Working with the different groups in the lineup for the 
festival brought the relevance of the series’ themes home for 
Thomson. Many of the bands and artists are former immi-
grants who are now U.S. citizens or people living in Amer-
ica who are here on work visas or green cards. According to 
Thomson, these individuals and their diverse backgrounds are 
representative of the fabric and culture of the U.S. 

Thomson does not see himself as a political person, but he 
feels that current political issues have permeated and affected 
the realms of art and music to a degree that cannot be ignored.

“I feel like the [more] you’re involved in the arts, you’re go-
ing to get to that intersection at some point. I’m not a person 
that’s going to attach a political sticker to everything but just 

inevitably it kind of crosses that line. I find that recently, I just 
have wanted to take a stand because I feel a deep sensitivity to 
inclusivity,” Thomson said.

Momin and Jeanty find particular interest in exploring the 
conflicts posed by dual and multicultural identities. 

“We’re both American citizens, but it’s really about ques-
tioning—not necessarily trying to make a political statement,” 
Momin said. “Which way is home—as a person of hybrid 
identity, as a person who was displaced due to climate change? 
We’re trying to address all these things. It’s very much con-
nected to the name of the band, it’s very much connected to 
who we are.”

Turning Jewels Into Water appears as part of a diverse 
lineup of bands, films, and exhibits scheduled for the Flash 
of the Spirit Festival. The musical groups include Fendika, an 
Ethiopian music and dance group; Quatro na Bossa, a Bra-
zilian band that performs music from the ’50s and ’60s; and 
La Marvela, an all-women band that draws inspiration from 
Colombian Afro and indigenous rhythms.

“Folk music to me 
means connection 

to the people. I 
want to challenge 
people’s concepts 

of folk music, 
of music from 

nowhere.”

Photo Courtesy of Ed Marshall 

Photo Courtesy of Evan Chapman

The Flash of the Spirit Festival will also showcase global 
films. On Oct. 16, Bad Suns Cinema will present Burkinabè 
Rising, which concerns creative, political, and nonviolent re-
sistance to government oppression in Burkina Faso, a small, 
landlocked country in West Africa. A Q&A session with the 
brother of the revolutionary leader who was killed in a coup 
d’état in 1987 will follow the film.

Installations like 1,001 Syrian Nights will decorate D.C. 
for the duration of the festival. The exhibit is a presentation 
of Jason Hamacher’s pre-war photos of Syria, consisting of 
10 large pieces depicting Aleppo’s skyline before it was de-
stroyed. A meet and greet with Syrian musicians who are 
scheduled to perform at the Kennedy Center will be held 
on Oct. 12.

While the Flash of the Spirit Festival is a month-long array 
of events celebrating different cultures and identities, it is also 
a reflection on the composition of various societies and their 
struggles. It is a unique opportunity to explore and understand 
places that are normally not profiled nor highlighted. The 
Flash of the Spirit may only be in its second year, but it has the 
potential makings for a celebrated D.C. tradition.
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Former Director  
of Women’s Center 

Leaves Legacy of 
Advocacy

By Katherine Randolph

When Priyanka Dinakar (COL ’19) stepped into the 
Georgetown University Women’s Center to meet Director Laura 
Kovach for the first time, she had a good feeling. She was apply-
ing for the Women Advancing Gender Equity (WAGE) fellow-
ship, and Kovach was about to interview her.

“I didn’t even feel like it was an interview because Laura was 
so open about wanting to get to know me and my experiences,” 
Dinakar said.  

Kovach stepped down as the director of the Women’s Cen-
ter on Oct. 5 after more than 10 years in her role. She will begin 
a job at Alteristic, Inc., a nonprofit that addresses sexual assault, 
interpersonal violence, and other societal issues. Kovach will 
continue teaching in the Women’s and Gender Studies program 
through the end of the semester.

Karla Rondon, Women’s Center program coordinator and 
now the center’s only non-student staff member, will continue 
to oversee day-to-day programming at the center until a new di-
rector is hired. Jeanne Lord, associate vice president for student 
affairs and Title IX director, will serve as interim director. A state-
ment from Lord complimented Kovach’s work at Georgetown.

“Laura has been a powerful voice on current issues impact-
ing women, notably in conversations about sexual assault,” the 
statement read. “We wish Laura well in her new role at Alteristic.”

Rondon said that Lord will be involved in all of the cen-
ter’s programming and will keep Title IX issues separate from 
her work at the center. She noted that Kovach’s departure will 
not interrupt the services and programming the center provides. 

Kovach became director in July 2008 after working as a 
graduate assistant in Health Education Services. As director of 
the Women’s Center, Kovach continued to work closely with 
Health Education Services, Sexual Assault Peer Educators, and 
the HoyUs educational program on issues related to interpersonal 
violence and sexual assault. She also has taught the course Rela-
tionship Violence and Sexual Assault since fall 2013. In an email 
to the Voice, Kovach remembered what drew her to the center a 
decade ago.

“I knew the people here were wonderful, and I was excited 
to lead a Women’s Center,” Kovach wrote. “I can’t stress enough 
how amazing my colleagues are in student affairs and across cam-
pus. I’m grateful for their support and partnership.”

Kovach wrote that the creation of a sister center at the SFS 
Qatar campus, the Biondi Copeland Lecture Series on Wom-

en in Higher Education, and the WAGE fellowship were a few 
of the changes she has been most proud of during her time at 
Georgetown.  

The WAGE fellowship provides leadership training, confer-
ence funding, and networking opportunities to women in their 
sophomore, junior, and senior years. Dinakar, who has been a 
WAGE fellow since her interview with Kovach in the spring of 
her sophomore year, said the program created a tight-knit com-
munity of women for her on campus. Jazmin Flores-Peña (COL 
’19), another current WAGE fellow, cited Kovach’s involvement 
as a major part of the program’s success. 

“She is committed to ensuring all WAGE fellows are pow-
erful, fearless leaders on campus and encourages us to be bold,” 
Flores-Peña wrote in an email to the Voice. “I appreciated that I 
could go to the Women’s Center and just decompress with the 
other WAGE fellows.” 

During her tenure, Kovach also established the VOICES 
retreat, an annual two-day event that brings together a diverse 
group of women from across campus to discuss issues of social 
justice and identity. To promote further discussion on these top-
ics, the center hosts Feminist Roundtable discussions on current 
issues surrounding gender and activism and holds month-long 
programming for Women’s History Month in March and Sexual 
Assault Awareness Month in April.

Rondon said that Kovach’s empathy and knowledge about 
women’s issues made her uniquely qualified to lead the center.

“She just knows so much about women and what they 
need,” Rondon said. “She’s very special in that she’s not afraid to 
advocate for students, and she just cares so deeply about each of 
the students who come in.” 

Kovach’s colleagues said that during her time at George-
town she was unafraid to step in as a voice for students. Sylvia 
Levy (SFS ’18), who worked as a student staff member at the 
center for three years, met Kovach while volunteering during her 
freshman year.

“From the beginning, I wanted to work with her because 
I knew she was an incredible advocate for students,” Levy wrote 
in an email to the Voice. “Whatever room she was in, she always 
championed the needs of students and the University commu-
nity, challenging fellow administrators to think critically about 
how the policies and programs they were developing would affect 
students in real time and impact the campus for years to come.”

Dinakar complimented Kovach’s ability to navigate the 
world of higher education administration while also building 
sincere relationships with students.

“I think oftentimes, it’s hard for students to connect with 
administrators. She’s really supportive of us kind of learning our 
own activist style and advocacy style,” Dinakar said. “Because she 
knows why she does what she does, it’s very easy for students to 
talk to her.”

Levy expressed a similar sentiment, recalling her experience 
at the center. “While I sat at the front desk of the Center for all 
four years of my college experience, I saw students from virtually 
every pocket of campus come into our space to seek Laura out 
 —they knew she would help them through whatever they needed 
support around,” Levy wrote.

Rondon was unsure of when Georgetown plans to be-
gin searching for a new director. Some, including Flores-
Peña and Levy, are worried about the university’s ability  
to fill the position quickly in light of the current vacancy in the 
Title IX office. Former Title IX Coordinator Laura Cutway left 
Georgetown in June, and her position has not been filled. Title 
IX Investigator Samantha Berner is currently serving as interim 
coordinator.

“I am concerned about students, staff, and faculty who rely 
on the Women’s Center and the Title IX office,” Levy wrote. “The 
absence of a Title IX Coordinator, as well as recent campus issues 
around sexual assault, show us that Georgetown must ensure that 
the next Women’s Center Director has students’ wellbeing as her 
primary concern and who has the breathing room to make deci-
sions and advocate for what the community needs.”

Looking forward, Kovach’s colleagues hope for a new di-
rector who is able to carry on Kovach’s work in advocacy and 
activism.

“Being able to have a grasp of what happens on George-
town’s campus, being in touch with Georgetown’s student body 
and getting to know students was something that Laura did re-
ally well,” Dinakar said. “The new director should be willing to 
make connections with students but also with other resources 
on campus.”

For the women on campus who Kovach has touched, it’s a 
bittersweet goodbye. 

“I am sad to see her go,” Dinakar said. “But I’m excited 
because she’s excited for what’s next in her life.”

Photo Courtesy of Laura Kovach
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Looking to the Stars 
D.C.’s Only UFO Investigator
By Isabel Lord

Egan Barnitt

THE GEORGETOWN VOICE 13

For two weekends in July 1952, D.C.’s skies were falling. Or, 
so it seemed. 

Multiple reports of  unexplained radar blips from airports 
around the District flooded news reports throughout the coun-
try. “SAUCERS SWARM IN OVER CAPITOL,” read Iowa’s 
Cedar Rapids Gazette. “Saucer Outran Jet, Pilot Reveals,” head-
lined The Washington Post. 

Jump forward 14 years, and the Rev. Francis J. Heyden, S.J., 
head of  Georgetown’s astronomy department, explained to the 
Los Angeles Times his own experience with an unidentified flying 
object, which he later realized was a weather balloon. UFO wit-
nesses, he told the paper, “are not experiencing hallucinations; 
they are reasonably sane.” He believed it was possible for there 
to be more advanced beings out in the universe but suggested 
that sightings of  them on this planet were unlikely. 

Today, the Georgetown University Astronomical Society 
represents the remainder of  Heyden’s astronomy depart-
ment, which was closed in 1972 due to lack of  funding. But 
as far as its opinion on extraterrestrial visits goes, not much 
has changed. “The Astronomical Society does not believe in 
UFOs of  extraterrestrial origin,” the organization wrote in an 
email to the Voice. 

As far as we know, this is the extent of  Georgetown’s—and 
the District’s—relationship with unidentified flying objects. 

Chase Kloetzke is looking to change that. 

• • •

Kloetzke is the District’s newest and only active ufologist. 
Since 1996 she has volunteered for the Mutual UFO Network 
(MUFON), an international UFO-report investigating organi-
zation with over 5,000 members. She joined the nearly 50-year-
old network after working for the Department of  Defense, 
where she trained active duty and civilian anti-terrorist groups. 
With a degree in private investigation, Kloetzke began at MU-
FON as a field investigator, studying UFO sightings across the 
country and quickly rising to lead specialty task forces within 
the organization. Today, she is their director of  investigations, 
handling cases from all 50 states and 43 countries, and a lobbyist 
for the UFO fields at large. 

Her story began in a state not so far away, during her child-
hood in Rhode Island, on a day when she was home sick from 

school and a book titled Chariots of  the Gods landed in her lap 
from the hands of  her stepmother. It concerns ancient aliens, or 
the possibility that ancient cultures were visited and influenced 
by extraterrestrials. 

“That title threw me. I’m thinking, ‘I’m not interested 
in some church book.’ But eventually, I picked it up and it 
shocked me,” Kloetzke said. “It really was that rebel spirit of  
not accepting things you were told and to go ahead and look 
for yourself.”  

Because of  this rebel spirit, she became what she is today: 
an investigator of  the paranormal, strange creatures, conspiracy 
theories, and ancient aliens, as well as UFOs. “I definitely be-
lieve there is an intelligence out there; whether it’s good or not, 
I don’t know,” she said. 

However, she does know that 95 to 99 percent of  the time 
MUFON is investigating man-made objects; that UFO sight-
ings do not occur more frequently by race, country, or economic 
group; and that D.C. has few remarkable sightings. “It’s difficult 
for any kind of  observation here, because it’s so protected,” she 
said, as the District is in a flight restriction zone. “Everybody’s 
looking down. They’re only looking up when they’re talking to 
somebody.” 

The fast pace of  technological developments on Earth and 
secrecy surrounding nations’ space assets mean UFOs are get-
ting harder to identify and explain. In response, she is working 
to tighten the training of  MUFON investigators. “It’s important 
that people know that we investigate reports, and we take it se-
riously,” she said. 

All of  MUFON’s investigators follow the scientific method, 
collecting testable data and attempting to verify results. Kloetz-
ke said that this is what sets them apart from other reporting 
websites. “It makes us the historians or archivists, because we’ve 
been doing this since way back in the day when MUFON was 
first created. We’ve been collecting these reports, and they’re 
surgical, and they’re open to the public.” 

Her newest task is to bring the conversation on UFOs 
down from the skies and on to the desks of  D.C. lawmakers. 
For her, that means presenting the latest UFO cases to the Hill.

“I’m excited,” said Kloetzke. “You need to learn how D.C. 
works: It has its ways in, it has its protocols and the way things 
are done. Once you learn those, you can probably get the ear of  
the right person.” However, Kloetzke acknowledged that unless 

the case was recent and a threat, it would be difficult to get 
lawmakers’ attention.

Currently, MUFON is collecting data with other similar or-
ganizations on one unspecified case, and Kloetzke is awaiting 
the lab results from an encounter that left trace evidence on a 
witness’ car. 

In the meantime, she is hoping to build a network of  D.C.-
based investigators and is especially hoping to attract younger 
members, something MUFON has struggled with over the years. 

Kloetzke thinks the challenge is because today’s youth do 
not consider the concept of  aliens “weird.” She believes that 
a decrease in religious belief, coupled with the popularity of  
aliens in cartoons, video games, and on the internet, contributed 
to this change. “I think they hope that there’s more out there,” 
she said.

Roman Kosarzycki (COL ’19), the treasurer of  George-
town’s Astronomical Society, does think that other life may 
exist, but is more skeptical about UFO visits. “It is highly pos-
sible that life is out there,” he said, “but it is very human, and 
very Western, of  us to think that they would want to explore 
our planet.” 

Georgetown physics professor and author of  The Physics of  
Star Wars, Patrick Johnson, was similarly doubtful about UFO 
visits to Earth, largely due to logistical challenges. 

“I think statistically the universe is big enough that there 
are probably other living things out there,” Johnson said. “I am 
highly skeptical that any of  them have been to Earth. They are 
almost certainly very far away, and so it would be very difficult 
for them to get to us. We see no evidence of  advanced alien 
species on any of  the planets in our solar system and so the next 
closest planet would be 4.5 light years away, and not that that is 
an insurmountable distance, but that would take a lot.”

Many experiences people credit to extraterrestrials could 
have simple scientific or medical explanations, he said, such as 
sleep paralysis, epilepsy, and fluctuating levels of  carbon mon-
oxide. “I believe most of  the people who say they’ve had this 
experience. Do I believe the reason they’ve assigned to this ex-
perience? Not usually,” he said.  

For Kloetzke, she is seeking the truth, but knows that she 
may not find all the answers. “I hope that there are still myster-
ies this big that you and my kids and grandkids can grab that just 
ignite a passion that lasts a lifetime, that never fades.”
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The Center for Contemporary Political Art’s (CCPA) 
current exhibition, “Defining the Art of Change in the Age 
of Trump,” does not play to the tune of a soloist but the 
symphony of an orchestra. Both in intensity and diversity, 
the gallery is a convergence of voices from across the art 
world looking to educate and engage Americans all over 
the country. On display through Nov. 14, it showcases 
American artists’ response to the current political landscape 
under the Trump administration. Given that the only 
direction given to artists for submissions was the topic of 
Trump, it is compelling that the only commonality among 
these works, other than their focus on the president, is their 
solidarity in opposing him. 

“It’s not just one thing that’s being shown here,” said 
CCPA board member Judy A. Greenberg in an interview 
with the Voice. After retiring from her position as the 
director of the Kreeger Museum in New York last year, 
Greenberg joined the CCPA with the express purpose of 
providing politically-driven artists an outlet to showcase 
their work.

“I was very distressed with what was going on in this 
country, and after I retired, I was approached by Robin 
Strongin and Charles Krause about a new endeavor—
developing a center for contemporary political art,” she said.

Founded by Charles Krause in 2017, the CCPA is a 
non-profit organization that provides artists a platform 
to vocalize their political views by commissioning and 
exhibiting their work. Greenberg said that Krause 
sought to establish the CCPA following his experiences 
as a foreign affairs correspondent for organizations like 
CBS and The Washington Post. During excursions to 
Latin America, the Middle East, and central Europe, 
he interacted with many artists who, because of the 
political nature of their work, were unable to exhibit 
their art to the public without risking jail time. Seeing 
these restrictions abroad, Krause founded the CCPA 
to ensure similar injustices do not stifle the domestic 
American art world.

The first of the CCPA’s public exhibitions in 
Washington, “Defining the Art of Change in the Age of 
Trump” has been an undoubted success in this respect. 
After the formation of its board only one year ago, the 
CCPA held an open call for artists from all 50 states, as 
well as Puerto Rico and the D.C., to submit their work 
for display. In response, over 500 pieces were submitted by 
almost 300 artists from all corners of the nation.

Of these 500 submissions, not a single piece supported 
the Trump administration. The message, however diverse 
in its method of delivery, is clear when taken as a whole: 
The art world is unafraid to vocalize its dissatisfaction with 
the status quo under Trump.

The most striking aspect of the collection is the sheer 
number of angles from which the Trump presidency 
has been critiqued by different artists. This artistic 
resistance manifests itself through a diverse series of 
mediums, topics, and tones. This is not an exhibit that 
just explores women’s issues or immigration policy in the 
age of Trump, though these are both common themes. 
It addresses a multitude of affairs, ranging from freedom 
of the press, racism, and obstruction of justice to gun 
violence, corruption, and Twitter.

The entrance to the studio is ornamented with 
multiple works ranging from satirical to somber. While 
one is immediately greeted with caricatured toy Klansmen 
pulling a Trump statuette along in a white cart, such dark 
comedy in no way detracts from the more serious tones of 
other features. One piece, Michael Wartgow’s “The New 
Social Conscience,” is a compelling amalgamation of the 
creator’s many grievances with the current president. 
Centering on an eagle impaled by a flagpole at half-
mast in honor of John McCain’s passing, the picture is 
filled with details like Fox’s logo and an ominous, scarlet 
silhouette of the Kremlin looming over a horizon covered 
in Trump’s tweets.

The emphasis placed on the haziness of the Trump 
campaign’s connections to Russian intelligence operations 
is one of the more frequently highlighted concerns among 
the contributors. In Catherine Johnson’s “Who’s Your 
Daddy?” Trump is depicted as a Russian soldier, dressed 
in military garb with a rifle in hand. With the Soviet flag 
waving in the background, the portrait of the president 
has the caption “СЛУЖУ СОВЕТСКОМУ НАРОДУ!” 
which translates to “SERVING THE SOVIET PEOPLE!” 
By referencing Soviet-era propaganda, Johnson beautifully 
satirizes Trump’s perceived affinity for the Russian 
Federation and, more specifically, Vladimir Putin. Joining 
Johnson’s referential Soviet piece was a variety of other 
depictions of this alarming relationship, including shirtless 
GOP elephant rides and a shadowy Putin emerging from 
the mouth of the president.

Among the array of work, there is one piece that best 
captures the underlying tone of the exhibit at large. Zac 
Benson’s “Life Preserver” is what it claims to be—a life 
preserver, old and used, mounted on the gallery wall. In 
the typhoon of reporting and rapid-fire developments that 
comprises an average day in the current political climate, 
one may feel as though they are sinking, drowning even, 
in the resulting floodwaters of news. For the artist, this 
token mounted on the wall is a reminder that these waves 
are not insurmountable. So long as he holds fast, wears his 
life preserver, and remains engaged, his head will remain 
above water.

More than this, the piece is honest. This life preserver, 
hanging there immobile, is exactly as it appears. It has no 
ulterior motive, no agenda, no ego. It will not lie. One may 
look at it, hanging there, and know for certain that it is an 
undeniable element of truth. It is a life preserver, there only 
to assist and safeguard. Nothing more, nothing less.

Benson’s “Life Preserver” conveys the freedom granted 
to the exhibition’s contributors, and it shows how through 
that freedom the status quo may always be challenged. It 
conveys the simplicity of their message, and how even with 
diverse forms of expression, these artists are able to build a 
cohesive and unified rejection of Trump’s politics. Above 
all else, however, “Life Preserver” symbolizes the honesty 
on display by the exhibit, and how passionate vocalizations 
of opinion, when amassed together, can create a movement 
that is motivating, creative, and immensely powerful.

Defining the Art of Change
in the Age of Trump

By John Woolley

“Abduction” by Juliette McCullough

“Who’s Your Daddy?” by Catherine Johnson

PHOTOS: JOHN WOOLLEY
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In the opening shot of Free Solo, we hear Alex Honnold 
before we see him. As the camera ominously pans over the 
top of El Capitan, the 3,000 foot rock face in Yosemite, the 
sounds of Honnold’s steady breath and his hands moving 
against the rock are barely distinguishable. The expanse 
of trees below comes into view, and Honnold appears, 
clinging to the side of the rock in a landscape so vast and 
magnificent that it is shocking to see human life dropped 
into the middle of it.

The juxtaposition of grand nature and human mortality 
is central to Free Solo, the National Geographic documentary 
directed by Chai Vasarhelyi and Jimmy Chin that follows 
33-year-old Honnold’s free solo attempt of El Cap, the 
first successful one of its kind. In the dangerous world 
of free soloing, climbers forgo their ropes and protective 
equipment for a challenge that requires perfection—one 
wrong move results in death. The issues the documentary 
addresses ultimately transcend the climb itself. Free Solo 
uses Honnold’s athletic feat as a vessel to tackle themes of 
coping with fear and mortality, understanding our closest 
relationships, and relentlessly pursuing our passions.

“It’s about having a life with intention, and that was 
always a universal thing,” Vasarhelyi said in an interview 
with the Voice. 

Wide-eyed and youthful, Honnold is brutally honest 
from the first frame onward. While he clings to the edge of 
the rock face, methodically clawing up its side, he explains 
his perspective on fear: “When people talk about trying 
to suppress your fear, I look at it a different way. I try to 
expand my comfort zone by practicing the moves over and 
over again. I work through the fear until it’s just not scary 
anymore.”

Because of the dangerous nature of documenting a free 
solo attempt, the filmmaking process was meticulous and 
intentional when it came to both the ethics and logistics 
of the shoot. When asked about the most difficult issue 
the crew faced, Vasarhelyi noted the decision to even make 

the film in the first place. “Jimmy decided we had to take a 
step back because of the danger involved and the questions 
around if you introduce a camera. Is he more likely to fall 
because of us than when he’s alone? And is that ok? And 
what can we do to mitigate those risks, and how can we live 
with those risks?” she said. 

The decision weighed heavy on the whole film crew, 
who had to grapple with the significant risks involved. 
What would happen if someone dropped a camera lens, 
and it distracted Honnold? Where could they safely 
position cameras along the route? Chin assembled a crew 
of filmmakers who were also all professional climbers, as 
they had to dangle alongside Honnold during the climb 
to get the right shots. “We also spent two years filming, 
practicing on it, so we had a very good sense of the very 
specific sections that were important to the narrative. We 
could dissect that up and be very surgical about how we 
shot that,” Chin said. 

Honnold’s athletic feats are superhuman, fundamentally 
unrelatable to the majority of the audience. Epic aerial 
shots of El Cap and the surrounding areas in Yosemite 
loom large throughout the documentary, inducing awe and 
sweaty palms at every turn. And yet, Honnold is humanized 
through shots of him gleefully eating vegetables off of a 
spatula or stretching back into child’s pose on the floor of 
his van, which doubles as his home. 

“There is this anecdote about Alex as a child, where 
it was scarier for him to speak to another person and ask 
him to be his partner than go climbing by himself, because 
he had no partner to belay him. I think most people have 
experienced a fear that is like that,” Vasarhelyi said. 

Free Solo is strongest when it depicts Honnold’s 
psychology and personal relationships. In one scene, 
Honnold takes an MRI which reveals that his amygdala, 
the part of the brain that triggers fear, fails to activate in 
the way most do. Later, he takes a psychological evaluation 
in the lab, reading each question out loud as he answers. 

“Emotionally stable? Agree. Ingenious, a deep thinker...
disagree,” he chuckles. “Is depressed … hm,” Honnold 
pauses to think, and the camera cuts away. In scenes like 
these, the film strays away from giving the audience a 
clear answer to why Honnold free solos. Instead, Free Solo 
portrays a collection of subtle yet revealing moments that 
provide insight into who he is without judgment. 

Most of the film’s most poignant moments occur 
between him and his girlfriend Sanni McCandless, whose 
relationship we see progress on screen. In one particularly 
memorable scene, McCandless and Honnold face each 
other in the van as McCandless asks Honnold if putting 
her into the equation when he solos would change his 
decisions. Honnold’s frank response is no, he doesn’t feel 
any obligation to maximize his lifespan just because she 
worries about him. In another scene, we watch McCandless 
embrace Honnold tightly before his El Cap free solo 
attempt. “See you later,” she says as she leaves the van. The 
weight of what Honnold is about to do makes seemingly 
simple human interactions like this one feel much more 
significant. 

At the climax of the film during Honnold’s anticipated 
free solo attempt, Chin and Vasarhelyi use the reactions 
of the filmmakers, the only people who know his climb is 
happening, as their primary narrative tool. Pitch by pitch, 
Honnold has memorized each hand and foot movement, at 
times letting the weight of his life rest on tiny divots in the 
rock. As he moves past his hardest pitches, the filmmakers’ 
actions during the free solo climb—either watching him 
intently or turning away in anxiety—speak louder than 
Honnold’s sheer athletic ability. As Honnold scales the final 
rocks and pulls himself onto the summit three hours and 
56 minutes later, the camera slowly pulls back into an aerial 
view, allowing the viewer to watch him become smaller and 
smaller until he is barely distinguishable against the vast 
landscape yet again. 

Hanging by a Finger: Free Solo Boldly 
Tackles Fate, Death, and Fear 

By Devon O’Dwyer

Courtesy National Geographic Documentary Films
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