
We categorize the places in 
which we live. We stereo-
type ourselves and those 

around us in order to describe our iden-
tity and our culture. Where we have come 
from, what we like, how we work, who we 
are; that is our culture. Now more than 
ever people are relocating to places that 
align with their own values, creating a 
more dichotomous society than ever be-
fore. So why are we here in Corvallis?

Portland is very laid back home of the 
young professional hipsters with college 
degrees, most of whom don’t actually have 
a job. Eugene is the place where former 
hippies go to start businesses and retire. 
Other notorious cities: New York: the cul-
tural melting pot of the U.S., Beverly Hills: 
land of the rich and excessive, Chicago: the 
business hub of the midwest, and Detroit: a 
great city if you decide you no longer want 
your wallet, and yeah, cars are made there 
too.

All these cities are so identi!able but 
when we sit back and try to label the culture 
of Corvallis, nothing comes out. What is it? 
Obviously, if you say it is a college town, 
you’re right. But that could be anyone of 
a couple hundred cities around the United 
States. Beyond the University, what is Cor-
vallis, does Oregon State University sum 
up the city as a whole, and what about the 
other half that makes up the population?

“As a recent transplant to Corvallis, I 
am rather confused about the culture,” said 
Courtney Nikolay, a current OSU grad 
student. “Oregon State University clearly 
dominates the town, and without it I’m not 

sure Corvallis would even be on the map.”
It is true that college towns are more like-

ly to lean to the left politically, as it is also 
true that in 2011, democrats tend to live 
near democrats and republicans want to live 
near other like-minded republicans. Is Cor-
vallis that cut and dry though, can we just 
claim to live in a liberal-minded town, or is 
the town trending toward more conserva-
tive viewpoints as the permanent residents 
(non-students) become older?

I will admit that in my attempt to uncov-
er the culture of Corvallis, I spoke to many 
people. My goal was to speak to someone of 
every demographic: young, old, rich, poor, 
white, minority, migrant and native. Only, 
one problem arose from my quest to !nd 
these people. I found people of di"erent 
ages, incomes, and ethnic backgrounds, but 
I could not !nd anyone who was a Corval-
lis native. #ey exist, of course I know they 
exist, but I did not bump into a single one.

Perhaps that is the culture of Corvallis, a 
city of migrants, all with completely di"er-
ent cultural backgrounds hailing from dif-
ferent places. But,does the lack of a large 
number of natives actually translate into 
more diversity? “#e town is very, very 
white and could use a huge in$ux of di-
versity in every sense of the word,” Nikolay 
said, “the city is dominated by upper middle 
to upper class white people who talk the 
talk of being accepting to the lower-income 
and homeless populations and to the LG-
BTQQ communities, but I really don’t see 
arms being opened to diverse populations.”

A lot of the people I spoke with called out 
Corvallis as having false pretenses, saying 
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the city boasts itself as far more innovative, 
accepting, and open-minded than it even 
comes close to actually being. Alan Calvert, 
a Corvallis resident for 16 years, stated that 
Corvallis, “wants to be a small town version 
of Portland.” !e comparisons to Portland 
are inevitable, but nobody I talked with 
agreed they are actually anything alike.

Many of the people I spoke with com-
plained about the amount of things to do 
in Corvallis, especially for youth, that did 
not involve drinking or partying. Although 
known for its beauty, many residents said 
they were disappointed with the dedication 
to outdoor activity development outside of 
possibly hiking Bald Hill.

“Besides the beautiful scenery, there re-
ally isn’t much to do here besides eat medi-
ocre tasting food after shopping at WinCo 
or Fred Meyer,” Nikolay said.

Like-minded people are migrating to-
gether now more than ever in the history of 
America. Author Bill Bishop refers to this 
phenomenon as “!e Big Sort” and states 
that it is, “not simply about political parti-
sanship, about how Americans vote every 
couple of years. It is a division in what they 
value, in how they worship, and in what 

they expect out of life.”
In Corvallis, this division seems to be 

happening within the community, as evi-
denced by the recent backlash against the 
geographical expansion of student housing 
around the OSU area. A recent Gazette-
Times article explained how record enroll-
ment rates at OSU meant more students 
would be sprawling out into once solely 
residential parts of Corvallis. !is article 
generated many comments and opinions 
about how this was causing many perma-
nent Corvallis residents anguish by driving 
up rental rates and severely limiting hous-
ing opportunities. One quote in the story 
even stated that students are “chasing” out 
non-students and long-term residents. !is 
along with the stereotype of college stu-
dents as incessant party animals tends to 
create a dichotomy between the two major 
residents of Corvallis, described by a new 
resident who has been here for 3 weeks as 
a, “mixture that combines college students 
with retirees but little in between.”

Although Corvallis relies on OSU eco-
nomically, the students are often treated as 
visitors rather than members of the com-
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small group of students and attempted to 
recruit more I have seen this same dedica-
tion but also the lack. !e reason why the 
FSM worked was because of the truth and 
motivation that went behind it. !e work 
put in was the "ght, not just the marches 
and rallies, there was an idea of need and 
the unity inspired at "rst by the administra-
tion of Berkeley but held together by the 
dedication of the student body.

In Oregon we have hundreds of thou-
sands of college students and the need for 
a properly funded education is a universal 
a#ect that all can become united around. 
When I participated in a march on the 
state capital there were around 500 students 
from many di#erent universities and com-
munity colleges. And while this is much ap-
preciated and powerful, being in the middle 
of this march was amazing but more is 
needed. Actively participating in education 
is the only way to become properly edu-
cated and I believe this both as a student 
and a future teacher. You must practice the 
knowledge that is being taught and ques-

tion that knowledge at the same time. Ex-
perience is key and new experience at that. 
We have been going to class for 12 years as 
we move into college and seeking out those 
aspects that are available, and a little beyond 
just drinking,  is something that is breaking 
from the routine that the educational sys-
tem establishes in an individual.

!e very functions of school are attempts 
at creating an individual trained for a cul-
ture of work not a culture of intellect. Bells 
in schools were established for a smooth 
transfer to a factory, assignments on time 
and no later, competition and grading sys-
tems also keep the "re of a cutthroat busi-
ness world right behind us as we move 
down the timeline of life. And to some 
extent this is necessary. But at some point 
schools needed to be used for the growth 
of human beings not just students who are 
soon to be workers.

And there are two sides. Go to school to 
search and wander in who you may want to 
become. Find a path that is going to bene"t 
you while also serving others and do not 
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just enroll based o# the common motivat-
ing tool of increased pay when entered into 
the workforce. A responsibility lies with 
the students attending just as much as the 
schools. But you must cultivate an environ-
ment that wishes this to be the goal. 

I know of the necessities that other pro-
grams advocate. Along with speakers from 
various schools around the state, and at ev-
ery level from K-12 to college, the Com-

mittee in Newport saw many di#erent peo-
ple advocating for their particular cause and 
their own reasons why they should be given 
attention. I know of the need for sacri"ce 
when times switch to become harder but I 
also feel education is very good at sacri"c-
ing and have already been doing this for 
many years and at some point it needs to be 
stopped and allowed to "nd a foundation as 
it continues to grow. 

continued from p. 7
munity. !ey pay a hefty premium to live 
and study in this city and help the econo-
my $ourish, they pay for rents that are ri-
diculously marked-up, and they work jobs 
around the city that would otherwise go 
unworked, yet often are not treated with 
the same amount of respect as permanent 
not-student residents.

On the other hand, the city of Corval-
lis relies heavily on its long-term residents. 
Although students are becoming the ma-
jority in the city, the turnover rate of those 
students is far too high to create any sus-
tainable programs or long-term projects to 
better the city and community. A common 
opinion is that perhaps the university is get-
ting too big, to the point where all culture 
that Corvallis did have at one time is being 
overshadowed. Many feel the small-town 
mentality that appealed to them several 
years ago no longer exists, with the expand-
ing enrollment only making it worse.

Beyond all of the negative feedback, there 
is a glimmer of hope in the collective opti-
mism of Corvallis residents. One thing that 
can be agreed upon in Corvallis is the safety. 
It is a very safe place to live, and it de"nitely 
feels like it. Some people may say this is due 
to the education of the residents while oth-
ers will point to how it seems as if Corvallis 
has 5,000 police per capita. Whatever the 
city is doing, it’s working.

Rachel Karasick moved to Corvallis to 
work as an AmeriCorps*VISTA, and what 
started o# as a 1 year job commitment has 
turned into 2 years and she sees no end in 
sight. “I keep running into folks who came 
to Corvallis on accident and stayed on be-
cause it was too easy to live here to ever 
consider leaving,” Karasick said. She con-
cedes that her commitment, “may just turn 
to 3, 4, 5, or 60 more years.”

So what does it mean that Corvallis is 

easy to live in? Often touted as a prime lo-
cation: 50 minutes to the coast, 90 minutes 
to Portland, 40 minutes to Eugene. !ere is 
just one problem; none of those things are 
innate Corvallis attributes, but rather, mere 
geographical coordinates. When asked 
what makes the town so great, Karasick 
said, “Maybe it’s the cutesy downtown, the 
friendly strangers, the smiling 30-some-
things with dogs and babies, the lure of the 
Willamette, the snug feeling in a valley...
maybe it's just the beer at Block 15.”

A Facebook group has been created to 
explore the culture of Corvallis (www.face-
book.com/corvallisculture). On that group 
site, after going on a rant about all of the 
things Corvallis lacks, such as thought-
ful expression and artist support, and how 
compared to Eugene, Corvallis feels in-
credibly repressed, the message poster Dan 
Crall conceded: “I can't imagine living any-
where else.”

Maybe there are too many cops, maybe 
artists aren’t getting enough exposure, and 
maybe the very school this city relies on in 
order to educate its population and provide 
jobs is causing the city to collapse into an 
abyss, but every city has its problems. It 
is we the citizens who make it what it is 
regardless of who is pulling the strings at 
the top. If you don’t like something about 
Corvallis, change it. Make this city great. 
While we may whine and moan about how 
Corvallis is not ideal, at the end of the day 
when we kick our feet up and look at the 
sun setting over the rolling valley, it’s really 
not so bad.

Karasick said it best, “I can't really put my 
"nger on the sticking point, but it's here. I'll 
let you know when I "gure it out.”

If any of you "gure out why you live here, 
feel free to let us know: culture@thealche-
mistweekly.com 


