
ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

by Ethan

It was early summer, 2009. I was still in school and my friends and I were dying of the intense heat due to a dress code that mirrored that of an international CEO. So naturally, everyone complained.  You could not walk down the hallway without hearing cutting remarks, or occasionally seeing a random body drop to the ground. 

As if it would help, a new “hot day temperature” rule declared that if the temperature rose to over 97 degrees, we would be allowed to loosen our ties and unbutton our blazers. How kind! Skin begins to burn at temperatures not much higher than that!

As you can imagine, this only fed the fire of our anger, and eventually the heat was really on. Finally, our principal heard us. He called an assembly to which we all gratefully gathered. 


“As I have heard,” he began, “many of you seem to be dissatisfied with our uniform,” he went on, as sweat cascaded down his neck. “Let me remind you,” he continued, in a proud monotone, “that it is a privilege to wear this jacket and tie, and to uphold the school’s name. And it is an honor, yes indeed, to follow the traditions of this school, and we must believe in them if we are to believe in ourselves.” He pompously straightened his tie and jacket. “So wear it with strength and renewed pride!” he decreed, wilting in conclusion, as sweat seeped through shirts and boys toppled like dominos.


Are these behaviors really a necessity for character-building and meaningful education, or are they just façades that veil hidden agendas?     


At the beginning of seventh grade, I decided to leave this confining environment for a more creative and congenial one. I was relieved and excited to start a new year, at a new school, in a new atmosphere where a shirt and tie were no longer mandated as a symbol of, or an assurance of, success. 
About a month into the new school year, when I arrived home in my new uniform, a pair of sweat pants and a T-shirt, I was greeted by an envelope bearing the unpleasantly familiar insignia of my old school, a sword and shield, “Honor et Veritas” (honor and truth). Inside the envelope was a letter soliciting money. At the age of 12, I was already identified as a major philanthropist. It was assumed that I would be happy to contribute a hefty sum to my “alma mater” as a small token of gratitude for seven years of crippling captivity. What they did not assume is that I’d rather make a contribution to a homeless man’s sad bucket of change, or feed the creativity of a starving street artist. 


It seems to me that many of the rules and expectations, under the guise of tradition, are counterintuitive and anachronistic, and might be more apt to fall into the category of pretension. Despite all other arguments and flawed logic, the real point is a question of what people really achieve through these pretensions and why they defend them.

 Pretensions, from what I’ve observed, tend to be used as a kind of crutch to either maintain or boost one’s sense of self-importance, but do they really just mask as a false sense of pride, security and success?  Belief in such arbitrary codes of behavioral rules might appear to address necessity and character, but realistically and ultimately, who really benefits? Why would anyone create or support a repressed atmosphere of limited discussion and dictated behavior in the name of tradition, continuing to paralyze future generations to come? Why would anyone accept and weave these pretensions into lifestyles that give up the true spirit and success of a person? 

Perhaps the only true beneficiaries are those who use pretensions as a wall of protection from both the unpredictability and turbulence of life, ignoring the beauty of all the creative possibilities they might bring – and dismissing the many oppressive repercussions that result in the restriction of freedom of thought, expression and individuality.


As for me, I have chosen to cut off my ties to the rules of that strict, regulated world, where I felt so out of place – a world where an imposed uniform, a formal, uncomfortable tie around my neck, cut off my lifeline to the rewards of authenticity and originality.
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