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105GOOD

My promotion was cause for celebration for everyone but 
me. Friends clinked glasses at happy hour, and though I 
smiled over martinis, I felt dread. I’d worked so hard for my 
new title, but I already crammed my art into the nooks and 
crannies of the occasional free evening. For a (very) mild 
pay raise and resume-fattening responsibility, I’d be giving 
up more time and energy to do work that frankly bored 
me. Saying so aloud seemed like spitting on my privilege.

Only one person in my life understood my ambivalence: 
my father. The first in his family to go to college and land a 
gig that required pressed shirts and briefcases, he’s prone 
to waxing nostalgic about his college construction job, 
the one he took to pay off the tuition that was supposed 
to give him a “better” life. Laying bricks left his body sore 
and his mind unfettered; he missed knowing that when 
he put his hammer down for the day, his life was his own. 

Being “the boss of your own life” is the kind of you-
go-girl platitude embraced by Lean In and its brattier kid 
sister #GIRLBOSS. Like a lot of working women in the 

“grind ’til you own it” era, I’ve been a disciple of both Sheryl 
Sandberg and Sophia Amoruso, but these narratives couple 
empowerment with earning power, trapping millennials in 
the same patriarchal structures that boxed “company men” 
like my father in cubicles for decades. There’s no shortage 
of cultural hand-wringing about millennial women like me 
burning out too young; in an infamous article for Forbes, 
Larissa Faw proposed that either we never learned to relax, 
or we’re harboring unrealistic fantasies about everyday 
workplace drudgery. I think there’s another possibility: 
that both men and women are eager to punch out of the 
old standards for success to seek personal satisfaction. 

Yet how we answer that old question, “What do you do 
for a living?” remains as relevant as ever—embedded in 
hip-hop braggadocio or the swag surrounding TV heroes 
like Peggy Olson, Mad Men’s ingénue-turned-executive 
strutting down the halls of McCann-Erickson, cigarette 
dangling from her lips. “Mainstream media is a reflection 
of its times,” says Monique Anair, assistant professor of 
media studies at Santa Fe Community College. And these 
are the times of the 24/7 hustle. As journalist Dan Lyons 
laments, “There is no need for work-life balance because 
work is life, and life is work.” 

My father’s exemplar of corporate high-life was Gregory 
Peck in the 1956 film The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit—a 
good-looking fella who takes early trains into the city on 
his way to becoming a V.P. Forget Peggy—her boss Don 
Draper was the perfect deconstruction of this archetype, 
grabbing each end of the tug-of-war rope in the center of his 
chest, pulling equally hard toward stability and freedom. 

Artist Nairobi Collins says, “We were shown men who 
[rose up] corporate ladders to be successful. You work, 
you earn, you succeed.” Collins “tried to go corporate and 
failed.” Today, he focuses on creative projects and keeps 
himself afloat through odd jobs. Once I was on the other 
side of an office door with my name on it, I discovered 
that plenty of my peers were forging less conventional, 
if rockier, paths. Entrepreneur Jon Mazzetta got tired of 

“taking the lead” in his 9-to-5 jobs: “I decided to actually 
take the credit and do it for myself instead of making 
someone else rich.” Yet, he says, that first step was steep: 

“There wasn’t really any support structure or financial help. 
I just held my breath and dove in.”

I want to be like Collins and Mazzetta—to trust in the 
power of my off-hours hustle and make an earnest go at 
freelancing so I can head out to artists’ colonies. But I’m 
trapped in a Sisyphean circle jerk of paying down student 
loans and keeping steady footing on economic ground 
rocked by the recession. I suppose I’m too afraid the 
earth beneath my feet will never be solid, and my father’s 
good-on-paper life is the only model I’ve ever known. For 
all his grumbling, he strikes me as a satisfied guy. 

Still, I’m glad to see new models in pop culture. From 
Louie to Broad City, male and female characters are “lean-
ing out,” prioritizing restlessness and self-discovery over 
traditional success. Perhaps Wild’s Cheryl Strayed, sweaty 
and alone on the Pacific Crest Trail, can be my guide instead 
of Sheryl Sandberg. Yet it seems these intentional hot 
messes arrived in the world fully self-actualized, totally 
comfortable choosing life over work. My heart is with Don 
Draper when he stands up in the middle of that meeting, 
eyes on the blue sky outside the boardroom window, and 
simply walks out the door—off, if only for a moment, to race 
cars and meditate and roam the country. To be someone, 
anyone, other than the man in the gray flannel suit.   •

ESSAY: The Ambivalent Corporate Climb

#GirlBoss, Interrupted
by Laura Bogart
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107GOODESSAY: Philanthropy’s Pop Appeal

Welcome to Swiftopia
by Jordan Crucchiola

The youth of America has always been, in part, raised by its 
idols. We mark the passage of time with songs and films. In 
our restless years we’re more inclined to heed the words 
of our favorite artists than those of our parents. Today, 
there is no one more influential in shaping the collective 
social consciousness than the biggest star in the world: 
Taylor Swift.

Dismiss her at your own peril because, over the course 
of her career, Swift has redefined the job description of 
pop star into committed philanthropist with a progressive 
social agenda. She represents not only the most effective 
and sustainable business model in music, but the new 
archetype of superstardom, one in which speaking out 
and giving back will become the expectation instead of 
the exception. 

You’d be forgiven for not taking Swift’s ascent to power 
seriously because we’re only just now being trained to see 
its effects. It used to be that our most galvanizing activist 
entertainers whipped up the masses through protest 
songs, massively organized demonstrations, and divisive 
public acts. We identify our demi-saints and firebrands by 
the grandeur of their activism or the number of powerful 
people they manage to piss off. Nina Simone sang out 
about racial inequality. Bob Dylan was the poet of the 
anti-war movement. Madonna sexually liberated popular 
culture. And Bono—well, Bono has been trying, almost 
single-handedly, to save the world for years.  

But rather than sponsor a Live Aid concert or spearhead 
a charity anthem featuring a cohort of British musical 
legends, the 26-year-old Swift has executed a slow-burn 
campaign of social awakening, a kind of conscientiousness 
by inception, defined by almost compulsive beneficence 
and a narrative of female empowerment embedded in 
everything she does and says. And while her music is 
apolitical and often desexualized, her entire ethos is an 
inherently political act. She doesn’t just take the stage, she 
strides forward, owning  her art and enjoying her success 
every single time she accepts a new award—which is often. 
That behavior has the potential for lasting impact on her 
young female fans. She may not have her own version 
of The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan or an incendiary “Like a 
Virgin” MTV moment, but Swift celebrates  all that she has 

amassed for herself by sharing that success with others.
She has been DoSomething.org’s most charitable 

celebrity in the world for four straight years. In 2013, the 
Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum opened its Taylor 
Swift Education Center after she signed over a $4 million 
endowment. In addition to supporting many organized 
causes like Broadway Cares/Equity Fights AIDS, Swift also 
writes a lot of personal checks, like the $50,000 she gave 
to a leukemia patient’s GoFundMe page or the $250,000 
she delivered to industry colleague Kesha to help with 
legal bills. And then there’s Swiftmas, when she roots out 
superfans on social media so she can send them elaborate, 
personalized Christmas packages.

The way Swift utilizes Tumblr, Twitter, and Instagram 
to affect change is a compelling indicator that good-
doing is shifting away from the old, Bono-style version of 
extravaganza activism. With a cross-platform social media 
following in the hundreds of millions, Swift can infiltrate 
the conversations of her fans on a one-to-one level while 
exerting the kind of power that extends into the real world. 
She used her Tumblr account, for instance, to censure 
Apple for shortchanging artists on its music streaming 
service, spurring the company to publicly apologize and 
change its operating policy. And now, one year after Swift 
issued her Tumblr spanking, she’s become a promotional 
centerpiece for Apple Music—the very platform she 
threatened to boycott if Cupertino didn’t pay songwriters 
their fair share. Yes-please-thank-you, Ms. Swift.

But here’s the really good news: This tactic of living the 
message is becoming standard practice beyond Swift. Real 
change requires critical mass, and the community of high-
profile models, writers, and performers that have sprung 
up around Swift reinforces the fact that to be relevant 
and responsible in the social media-fueled ouroboros of 
fans and idols, you must also stand for something bigger 
than yourself. As Swift’s fanbase grows with her, they 
will mature into the next set of power brokers in business, 
politics, human rights activism, environmental policy, and 
so on, and they will have done so with a sorority of cultural 
tastemakers telling them that standing for something isn’t 
just what’s right. It’s what’s expected.   •
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109GOODESSAY: Killer Career Moves

Hi! You’re Fired :)
by Carter Maness

If being laid off is the corporate version of a sucker punch, 
mass termination via form letter is more like a round of 
carpet bombing. A few years ago, AOL informed me that 
my “engagement for content services” was no longer 
needed in a company–wide email that addressed me 
as “Hi There.” Emboldened by visions of financial ruin, I 
composed a scathing essay that ran on a popular humor 
website.

“Are you sure you want to burn that bridge?” asked a 
concerned friend. “You’ll never work with them again.”

He had a point. Conventional wisdom says that trash-
ing an employer is bad business. Rather than piercing 
AOL’s armor, it’s possible I’d only dent my own. What if I 
came off as an entitled crybaby, suspiciously interested in 
workers’ rights only after getting rejected? But when the 
piece went live, commenters cheered me on, and my bitter 
words were picked up across the internet. Surprisingly, 
freelance job offers piled up in my inbox—good ones. 
After years of lowbrow “content creation,” I’d fired back 
and, in the process, gained respect as a serious writer.

Pre-internet, the public kiss-off was essentially 
nonexistent, save for the rare office legend who gave his 
boss the finger. But as our jobs move into virtual spaces 
with employers we’ve never met, it’s hard to resist the 
impulse to turn a burned bridge into a shared bonfire 
by going viral. 

Online brush-offs aren’t limited by platform. In 2013, 
Marina Shifrin quit her job at Next Media Animation by 
posting a YouTube video of herself dancing to the lyrics 
from Kanye West’s “Gone.” Nearly 20 million people 
viewed her routine, and eight years after its release, 
the song showed up on the Billboard Hot 100. Shifrin’s 
internet fame wasn’t temporary, either; these days, 
she’s on the writing staff of Comedy Central’s late-night 
show @midnight. 

Bridge burners occasionally do double duty as 
whistleblowers, as when Wendy Bradshaw, a special 
education teacher from Florida, resigned last October 
with a Facebook post that also blasted education reforms. 
Then there’s former Goldman Sachs vice president Greg 
Smith. Two months after being denied a million-dollar 
promotion, Smith published a New York Times op-ed in 

2012 detailing how “morally bankrupt” his colleagues 
were. The missive was juicy enough to lead to a book, 
Why I Left Goldman Sachs. Released barely six months 
after his departure, the tell-all bombed, though it netted 
Smith a $1.5 million advance. 

This year, Talia Jane, a one-time customer service rep 
for the Yelp-owned Eat24 took to Medium to tear down the 
company’s treatment of employees with “An Open Letter 
to My CEO.” On February 19, she published the screed 
outlining how Eat24’s terrible pay, in combination with 
exclusionary Bay Area real estate prices, had left her 
teetering on the poverty line. Seemingly moments later, 
the backlash had begun. Online pundits couldn’t shake 
the entitled millennial in their sights, digging through her 
Instagram history to uncover smoking guns in the form 
of semi-expensive bourbon and face peels. By February 
22, the blogosphere’s response had metastasized in the 
form of another Medium post titled “A self-righteous open 
letter to people who write self-righteous open letters to 
people who write self-righteous open letters…” 

We’re living in a post-Jane era, when spiteful declara-
tions of independence feel too much like navel-gazing 
to be taken seriously. It seems I slid past the closing 
doors just in time: Last year, I quit the editorial job I’d 
been offered in the wake of my AOL essay to spend more 
time writing, but I found it difficult not to reach for my 
trusty old weapons. 

I tapped once more into the well of vengeance and 
virality with a sophomore kiss-off essay for the same 
publication—this time about the blogs that paid me 
poorly and then died, stranding my work in the internet’s 
version of purgatory. The second post garnered a bigger 
response than the first: more comments, better job 
offers. Turns out, the people who matter—your future 
colleagues and bosses—won’t hold your indignance 
against you. They’ve worked for the same monsters. 

No, it’s the internet you need to fear, that latent 
force forever trawling for argumentative gristle. The 
question is no longer: What will my next boss think? It’s 
more like: Do I want search results for my name to pull 
up essays calling me an entitled millennial? I wouldn’t 
recommend it.   •
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111GOODESSAY: Scholastic Sorcery Gone Sour

Harry Potter and the 
Curse of the Student Loans

by Kendra Eash

I had some vague idea that Hogwarts was expensive. But no 
one told me that when I graduated I would owe an amount 
equivalent to roughly 300,000 butterbeers. When I first 
embarked upon my wizarding degree, I had zero savings 
of my own and no one to co-sign my loans, so I took out a 
private loan on the recommendation of a “friend” who later 
turned out to be a Death Eater (long story). Anyway, after 
10 years of fighting for my life, rescuing classmates and 
mentors alike, blah blah blah, my interest rate was the last 
thing on my mind. Frankly, by my final year I assumed I could 
just Expelliarmus any extra debt that had accumulated.

Little did I know someone had put a Cascading Jinx 
on those loans. So I decided to defer them for a couple of 
years while I figured out what I wanted to do with the rest 
of my life—turns out that the only professorships they give 
out these days are adjunct, even at Hogwarts. I slipped on 
a few payments, and now I owe 60,000 Galleons more than 
when I started. I’m getting Howlers every second from the 
Ministry of Credit. I can’t walk out my door without being 
accosted by a fucking owl! 

Looking back, I wish someone had told me how all this 
worked. I was only 10 years old! I didn’t know what the 
hell “APR” stood for. And nobody told me how little people 
actually make from a degree in wizarding. Now that I’m out 
in the “real world,” so to speak, I’m finding it hard to snag 
even the most entry-level salary. Believe it or not, skills 
like “vanquishing” and “snitch-grabbing” don’t exactly 
translate. I finally got a position as a sandwich artist at a 
new shop called Blood ‘n’ Beans. (Rumor is, I only got the 
gig because I could Accio roasted tomatoes faster than 
everyone else.) I can barely pay off the interest on my loan, 
let alone touch the principle.

Even if I do find a job in magic, my degree is practically 
obsolete already because the technology moves so fast. I 
don’t know how do any of the latest defensive charms, and 
now that the damn Marauder’s Map went digital, everyone 
knows where I am all of the time.

The way I see it, no one deserves to be punished for 

trying to better themselves with an education, or for not 
totally grasping how loans work. So I took a few semesters 
off to go look for Horcruxes—so what? I obviously wasn’t 
thinking about the interest piling up when I was out literally 
saving the world.

Sometimes I find myself nostalgically diving into the 
old Pensieve, reliving that first moment I signed on the 
dotted line. If only I had known then what taking on that 
debt load really meant. After seven years of school, no 
matter how many half-corporeal energetic animal spirit 
guardians I produce from my wand, I still owe someone 
money. I’m a debtor now, not a hero. 

I guess I should have known that a school with the 
ability to disguise itself from authorities and send students 
across the space-time continuum couldn’t be trusted to 
clearly outline its student loan terms. Worse, when I called 
to see if I could consolidate, the loan company would only 
speak to me in Parseltongue. (Never a good sign.)

I’m barely able to make any payments now, but when 
I do, I have zero cash left for anything besides the rent on 
my studio chamber and the occasional Chocolate Frog to 
lift my spirits. God forbid I need emergency medical care. 
If some new physical manifestation of Voldemort comes 
after me next month and I have to fly my now outdated 
broom to the infirmary again, I’m screwed. 

I suppose it’s not all doom and gloom, though. When 
I go out, sometimes I throw on the old Invisibility Cloak, 
which at least helps me avoid the owls. And I’ve managed to 
piece together a side gig doing magic for children’s birthday 
parties. Also, YouTube videos of me testing Bertie Bott’s 
Every Flavor Beans have started to pay small dividends. 
Subscribe to my channel! I could use the ad revenue. 

As for you, I advise you to pay close attention to my 
tale of woe. If you still think you’d like to pursue a degree in 
wizarding, consider a state school. Or maybe the University 
of Phoenix Feathers? Sure, it’s online-only, and nearly as 
pricey as Hogwarts, but Snape told me they’ve got a pretty 
good postgrad job program.   •


