
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The Best of the Whitesell Prize Competition 

2018–2019 
 
 
 

The Writing Center’s Phyllis C. Whitesell Prizes for 
Expository Writing in General Education 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

16th Edition, Fall 2018 
The Writing Center at Franklin and Marshall College 

Lancaster, PA 17604-3003 
717.358.3866 



 1 

Preface 

 

The Writing Center’s Phyllis C. Whitesell Prizes honor excellent student writing in 

Franklin and Marshall’s General Education curriculum.  Each year the Writing Center invites 

submissions and awards a prize for the best essay in both Connections I and Connections II. This 

booklet contains the prize-winning and honorable mention essays from this year’s competition. 

(Note: Due to the loss of the Writing Center Coordinator position, the Whitesell Competition 

was suspended between Spring 2019 and Fall 2020. There was no Connections II Prize awarded 

for AY 2018-2019) 

Named for the emerita Director of F&M’s Writing Center, the Whitesell Prizes serve 

several goals.  In addition to honoring both Phyllis’s dedication to teaching writing and the 

achievements of the College’s student writers themselves, the Whitesell Prizes seek to add to the 

vitality of the College’s General Education curriculum by getting students to think of their 

intellectual efforts as ongoing enterprises (revision, often after the essay has been graded and the 

class is completed, is a requirement of the competition).  Also, by involving faculty and Writing 

Center tutors in the judging of the essays—and by making this booklet available to the College 

community—the Whitesell competition hopes to foster a fuller awareness of the interesting work 

being done in our First-Year Writing Requirement courses.  

My great appreciation goes to the Whitesell Prize judges for AY 2018-2019. Professors 

Marco Di Giulio and Tate LeFevre and tutors Josh Lieb ’19 and Nimat Muhammed ’19 awarded 

the prizes. Many thanks also to Provost Cam Wesson for supporting the reinstatement of the 

Whitesell Prize in AY 2020-2021 and to tutor Hunter Conrad ’23 for compiling this booklet.  

 

        
Justin B. Hopkins 

       Assistant Director, Writing Center 
       April 2021 
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Connections I Category 
 

Whitesell Prize Winner 
 

“The Immigrant and the Viewer” 
 

Kyra Lisse 
 

CNX 198; Professor Comiskey 
 

… 
 
 

What’s thrilling about the filmic character-spectator relationship is that it exists beyond 

and despite separation by screen. While there is no actual contact between viewer and viewed, the 

former experiences a wide range of emotions as a result of the latter. The very same is true of the 

2014 melodrama, The Immigrant. James Gray’s film follows Ewa Cybulski, a Polish immigrant 

who, alongside her sister Magda, tries to gain entry into the United States. Upon arriving at Ellis 

Island, Magda is held back on account of disease, and Ewa, too, learns that she does not have the 

proper accommodations to emigrate. Along comes Bruno, who helps Ewa slip past the ranks and 

later manipulates her into his prostitution ring. Little does she know that theirs has not been a 

chance encounter: Bruno has come to Ellis Island specifically to get his hands on her. He is a self-

loathing pimp, his moral judgment mercurial and murky. Watching his character evolve, viewers 

undergo much affective transformation—from suspicion, to antipathy, to something more 

complex. 

 As early as the first scene, the audience must consider whether or not Bruno is worthy of 

our sympathy. His efforts to admit protagonist Ewa into the country are (potentially) laudable, but 

the manner with which he approaches her is not; right away he presents as forceful, gruff, and 

unfriendly, both in bearing and speech. This discrepancy raises questions of doubt and makes us 

hesitate to trust his intentions toward Ewa. However, we might set our reservations aside in favor 
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of the greater good he seems to be serving her. Not only has he helped her to evade the authorities, 

and the promise of deportation altogether, he has given her a place to stay. There are few, especially 

in the self-serving environment that is 1920s New York, who would stick their neck out for a 

helpless immigrant like Ewa. Bruno makes that sacrifice, and we might even admire him for it.  

 This potential admiration is, of course, short-lived. The fact that Ewa feels the need to sleep 

clutching a weapon under her pillow, and propping a cross near her head, causes us to reevaluate 

Bruno’s demeanor. Ewa, as the protagonist, holds our allegiance; when she senses something less 

than favorable about her host, we are wont to give ourselves over to her intuition. In the morning, 

she wakes with a start, as if in imminent danger. Shortly thereafter, Bruno brings word of her 

sister’s condition and deadpans that he can get her off the island, though the process will be 

“difficult and costly” (The Immigrant). Again, we see a contrast between what Bruno is saying and 

how he is saying it. He appears to want to help Ewa, but he regards her with blatant indifference, 

flippancy. He stresses the costs of the task, a manipulative strategy designed to make her feel all 

the more indebted to him, but he does so while slipping into his jacket—i.e., he never ventures to 

look her in the eye. The only time he passes her a glance is to inform her that she could “use a 

wash” (ibid). These disrespectful words and behaviors pose a challenge to the audience, who might 

wish to give him the benefit of the doubt. The more of him we see, the more we come to question 

his intentions. Eventually, Ewa does the same. 

 A later scene humanizes Bruno mere moments before it turns us against him. Catching Ewa 

gazing upon her family locket, Bruno confesses to a rocky upbringing of his own. For the first 

time, he sets aside his hard exterior and makes himself vulnerable, or at the very least feigns 

vulnerability, eliciting our concern for him. He moves to embrace Ewa, she rejects him, and he 

explodes with rage, revealing his true colors. Here, he is the perfect case study for local emotion, 
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or emotion that is felt in short yet dynamic bursts. The spectator startles when Bruno raises his 

voice, and that surprise turns to disgust at his aggressive behavior. While the reaction itself is 

fleeting, it seems to be gearing us up toward a more global antipathy of Bruno. For some viewers, 

this outburst may be the final straw. It may be where he crosses the line from flawed savior to 

abusive captor. Such an assertion proves true when Bruno finally profits from Ewa, a heinous act 

which no viewer could possibly defend. 

 Bruno, to be sure, is a troubling case. We find satisfaction in putting people into boxes, in 

categorizing them. Much to our bemusement, he fits no particular mold. We can hold him in 

antipathy—another emotional type—but we cannot easily label him a villain. He clearly has a 

capacity for compassion, which he demonstrates in his attempt to relate to Ewa and embrace her. 

But he also has a manipulative streak, a willingness to see her suffer for his own gain, and that 

alone overshadows any display of affection toward her. The viewer has invariably seen other 

classical Hollywood films; she knows that not all characters will be as cut-and-dried as Cinderella, 

that some are bound to demand more emotional investment and unpacking. 

Our ambivalence only intensifies when he is set against Orlando the Magician, or Emil, 

Bruno’s cousin and the object of Ewa’s affections. Emil embodies everything that Bruno is not: 

poised, respectful, uncomplicated, and genuine—a bit ironic, considering his line of work. The 

two men are enemies, foils; Emil’s morality calls attention to Bruno’s immorality. During the scene 

in which Bruno tackles the magician to the ground, and lunges at him with a knife, we hold onto 

our resentment for him. However, the contrast between the men eventually convolutes our 

emotional response, causing us to feel a kind of pity for Bruno. This occurs when the impassioned 

Emil raises a gun to Bruno’s head. In an act that looks awfully like self defense, Bruno stabs Emil, 

killing him. The situation is tragic—we see that, with or without the cue of Ewa’s distress. It is 
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not, however, a savage murder on Bruno’s part. He acts out of necessity, not of evil, and therefore 

we cannot hold him accountable. Whereas before we might have abhorred him outright, we must 

now stop and recognize Emil’s instigating role in the sequence of events. It does not absolve Bruno 

of what he has done up to this point, but it hardly adds to it. 

Bruno’s subsequent actions serve to paint him in a more positive light, or at least in a less 

negative one, which is an arguably different goal. We start to believe him when he says his “care 

is for [Ewa]” (The Immigrant). At the end of the film, when the police arrive, Bruno does not think 

twice before making sure that Ewa can get away safely. He then takes a literal beating for her, 

refusing to give up her whereabouts to the police. It is also here that Bruno is referred to as “kike,” 

a derogatory term to which we take offense (ibid). The officers become the antagonists. And 

Bruno? Our perception of him, it seems, is evolving; we note that he has turned a corner and is 

finally beginning to do right by Ewa. That is, until he reveals that he has lied about being able to 

help her sister, that he has selfishly wanted to keep her near. This leaves us in an emotional gray 

area, where, all things considered, we are both angry and sympathetic toward him. 

It all comes to a head in the finale, when Bruno tells Ewa to go off and start a new life,  to 

leave so that he can confess to Emil’s death without condemning her, too. She thanks him, at which 

point he admits to having sought her out for his prostitution scheme. His own words echo our 

feelings about him: “And yeah, I loved you Ewa, but that couldn’t stop me from using you like I 

used all the others.” Yes, we recognize his tenderness for her, but he nevertheless did wrong by 

her, a fact that confounds our emotions to no end. We see this man—filthy, drugged, and 

defenseless—and we feel sorry for him, not unlike the way one feels sorry for a criminal on death 

row: his fate is horrendous, but more likely than not, it is justified. Bruno seems to be aware of his 

wickedness, too. “If you could lick my heart,” he spits, “you’d taste nothing but poison.” Writhing, 
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he continues, “I am nothing” (ibid). At a certain point in the film, we might have agreed with him. 

Yet now we are inclined to take Ewa’s lead, and she shows him mercy. 

“You are not nothing,” she whispers (ibid). 

After everything he has done to hurt her, after all he has put her through, still she finds it 

in her heart to sympathize with him. This speaks not only to her strength as a protagonist, but also 

to the audience’s powerful allegiance with her. She welcomes us to follow her lead and offer Bruno 

our pity, or, if not our pity, then something close to it. We have invested our emotional energy in 

both of these characters, and the astounding thing is that they are just that—they are characters. 

We have established relationships with fictional beings, transcending the barrier that is the screen. 

It’s rather astounding how impressionable the spectator is. How susceptible her 

sensibilities are to existents neither real nor familiar. Just think about the emotional journey we 

track with the fictional Bruno Weiss: scene by scene, we must tango between giving him the 

benefit of the doubt and a slap to the face, until our feelings for him are far less identifiable. Our 

range of emotions, like Bruno’s character, is immensely complex. It may be said, then, that The 

Immigrant holds sway over our capacity for feeling. Therein lies the paradox of fiction, of film: 

our emotions are tethered to the screen. This of course is common sense to anyone who has ever 

seen a movie. Less apparent, though, is how frequently, and how drastically, the cinema can shape 

and reshape our emotions. Perhaps the only control we have over a film is our ability to hit play.  

	  



 8 

Works Cited 

The Immigrant. Dir. James Gray. Perf. Marion Cotillard, Joaquin Phoenix, and Jeremy Renner.  

The Weinstein Company, 2014. Netflix. 

	  



 9 

Connections I Category 

Honorable Mention 

“Manipulative, Controlling, Loving” 

Jeremy Mauser 

CNX 134; Professor Hopkins 

… 
 

 Two naïve, passionate teenagers. Two gorgeous, oblivious adults. Two twisted, 

controlling sadists. Among William Shakespeare’s greatest couples, three stand out in particular. 

Romeo and Juliet of Romeo and Juliet, Rosalind and Orlando of As You Like It, and Macbeth and 

Lady Macbeth of Macbeth possess distinct dynamics that differentiate themselves from 

traditional love interests in drama. However, the strongest bond of these three couples exists 

between the one that headlines Macbeth. Barring the events of the ending of each play, it is most 

likely that Macbeth and his wife, as opposed to the other couples, would have remained married 

for at least thirty more years. Even though Lady Macbeth’s manipulative nature could harm their 

relationship, this very trait, coupled with their proven devotion and successful dynamic, provides 

a stronger foundation than Romeo’s romantic inconsistencies and Orlando’s failure to 

communicate. 

 To address the stronger aspects of the Macbeths’ marriage, one must first consider 

counterarguments against their relationship’s strong foundation; for instance, one could claim 

that Lady Macbeth’s manipulation is too damaging for a long-lasting marriage. Evidence of this 

concept exists in Lady Macbeth saying, “’Hie thee hither, / That I may pour my spirits in thine 

ear / And chastise with the valour of my tongue / All that impedes thee from the golden round’” 

(1.5.23-26). By declaring her intentions to change her Macbeth’s mind, Lady Macbeth expresses 
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the control that she wishes to enforce on her husband, as she plans to manipulate him to achieve 

her own desires. With such blatant selfishness and disregard for her own husband’s interests, it 

may be challenging to imagine such a person in a long-lasting marriage.  

 Although her motives are dark and twisted, Lady Macbeth’s cunning coercion would 

actually keep her husband by her side for another thirty years. This is because she would be more 

than capable of manipulating him into staying by her side, even if he wanted to leave her. She 

establishes her coercive skills with such statements as, “’When you durst do it, then you were a 

man; / And to be more than what you were, you would / Be so much more the man’” (1.7.49-51). 

Lady Macbeth’s method of manipulation at this point is attacking Macbeth’s masculinity to 

make him feel like he must murder King Duncan to be a true “man.” Because they have been 

married for quite some time, she knows what drives him and how she can use his weaknesses to 

control him. Her success in doing so reveals itself as Macbeth responds to his wife’s coercions 

with, “’I am settled, and bend up / Each corporal agent to this terrible feat. / Away, and mock the 

time with fairest show’” (1.7.79-81). Through convincing him to take a drastic action in a short 

time frame, Macbeth establishes that his wife manipulated him successfully and effectively. If 

they had survived the events of the play and he tried to divorce her, then she would resort to her 

manipulative ways and convince him that he needs her by his side. She is successful in changing 

his perspective and influencing his actions in the first act of the play, and she would be just as 

successful later on down the road. It may be signs of a toxic relationship, but it is one that will 

stay together nonetheless. 

 The passion in Romeo and Juliet’s relationship suggests an inevitable life of marriage and 

happiness, but this does not adhere to reality, as it becomes difficult to imagine someone as 

inconsistent as Romeo staying with anyone for thirty years. In his first scene, Romeo speaks 
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highly of his love for a girl named Rosaline with such proclamations as, “’she hath Dian’s wit, / 

And, in strong proof of chastity well armed, / From love’s weak childish bow she lives 

unharmed’” (1.1.202-204). The manner in which Romeo praises Rosaline and laments about her 

not returning his love suggests that his feelings for her are incredibly intense and long-lasting. 

However, a couple days later, he speaks of Juliet with, “’Her I love now / Doth grace for grace 

and love for love allow. / [Rosaline] did not so’” (2.2.85-87). While Juliet is loyal to Romeo 

without pause, this shift demonstrates Romeo’s blatant inconsistency: he is capable of believing 

he loves a girl one day and experiencing emotions even more intense for a different girl the next 

day. Thus, the chances of him remaining with Juliet for thirty years are extremely low, as he 

could realistically grow weary of Juliet and fall for another girl at any given time. Yes, he adores 

her with passion, but he adores Rosaline likewise mere hours before forgetting about her 

existence completely. 

 The Macbeths, on the other hand, demonstrate their commitment to one another. Their 

play takes place in the most tumultuous period of their lives, yet at no point do they lose their 

devotion to the other. Namely, even as Macbeth embarrasses the couple with paranoid behavior 

during the banquet, Lady Macbeth stands by his side and instructs the guests, “’Pray you, keep 

seat. / The fit is momentary. Upon a thought / He will be well again’” (3.4.53-55). Lady Macbeth 

could leave her husband to preserve her own dignity when this delusional episode begins, yet she 

stands by him throughout the entire ordeal and even attempts to justify his actions to the guests. 

While Romeo would likely abandon his wife upon realizing that she is not perfect, Lady 

Macbeth remains at her husband’s side through his unpredictable behavior. 

 Akin to Romeo and Juliet, Rosalind and Orlando seem like a strong couple on the 

surface, but their failure to communicate beyond hollow interactions fails to suggest a long and 
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prosperous marriage. During their first encounter, Orlando finds himself unable to speak and 

mutters to himself, “’Can I not say “I thank you”? My better parts / Are all thrown down, and 

that which here stands up / Is but a quintain, a mere lifeless block’” (1.2.215-217). Orlando thus 

establishes that he is incapable of speaking to Rosalind casually, much less affectionately, as he 

exhibits no positive qualities outside his charming appearance. Even if he were simply flustered 

and overwhelmed in that moment, he again fails to prove his abilities of engaging in a decent 

conversation with Rosalind as he later tells her, “’If there be truth in sight, you are my 

Rosalind’” (5.4.10). He states this after several interactions in which Rosalind disguises herself 

as a man, so while this singular line may appear affectionate in text, these being his only words 

at the end fails to demonstrate an actual positive dynamic between the two lovers when he knows 

of her identity. Because he can talk to her normally when he believes she is a man, this one-

dimensional line establishes his failure to communicate his romantic feelings effectively with the 

true Rosalind. Thus, Shakespeare fails to offer any evidence that the two will remain together for 

very long. 

 In contrast to Rosalind’s and Orlando’s unnatural dynamic, the Macbeths demonstrate 

their ability to work together through accomplishing daunting tasks. For instance, before they 

murder King Duncan, Macbeth asks, “’If we should fail?’” (1.7.59), to which his wife replies, 

“’We fail! / But screw your courage to the sticking-place / And we’ll not fail’” (1.7.59-61). This 

demonstrates how Lady Macbeth can motivate her husband to act courageously, even when the 

task is overwhelming, through her effective communication. They possess a natural dynamic that 

breeds success, which reveals itself as they murder Duncan and claim the throne. On the other 

hand, Rosalind and Orlando fail to communicate properly, much less effectively enough to 
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accomplish anything substantial together. Therefore, the Macbeths work well together, yet the 

other couple fails to even communicate suitably. 

 The Macbeths, with their distinct dynamic, establish the strength in their relationship. In 

comparison to the romantic inconsistencies and communication issues of the two younger 

couples, their firm foundation suggests a long and prosperous marriage. This is, in part, the result 

of their collective twisted nature. Consequentially, Shakespeare suggests that the strongest 

relationships may be between the cruelest people; despite its cynicism, Macbeth’s titular couple 

offers the greatest sincerity and stability. 
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