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Stephanie Chung 
 

Creative Writing 
 

 
 

Nature in Shelley’s “Ozymandias” and Whitman’s “When I Heard the Learn’d Astronomer”:   
A Study of Breaking Bad 

 
Abstract 

 
Throughout Breaking Bad’s five storied seasons, Percy Shelley and Walt Whitman are strategically referenced in pivotal moments of 
the story’s plot. By studying those references, I argue that Breaking Bad is greatly influenced by Romanticism’s transmission of early 
geological research. Setting is an important element of the show, and the setting of Breaking Bad is rooted in nature. By examining the 
intertwined history of geological and literary study, we can see how Breaking Bad is using nineteenth-century British and American 
Romantic poetry to exemplify the metamorphosis of its central character, Walter White, throughout the course of the series. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

Breaking Bad is set in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and frequently features the “boundless and bare” deserts of the Navajo 
reservations, particularly the area named “To’hajiilee,” which the writers of Breaking Bad paid homage to in the episodes “To’hajiilee” and 
“Ozymandias.”  To’hajiilee is a significant location in the series:  it is the place where Walt and Jesse first cook meth in their stolen RV 
before upgrading to Gus Fring’s super lab, as well as the place where Walt decides to bury his money after bowing out of the meth industry.  
It is also the location of the very first scene of Breaking Bad, where we see Walt desperately drive away from the cook site in his RV.  In the 
episode “To’hajiilee,”  Jesse works with Hank to convince Walt to return to To’hajiilee, a familiar yet deserted location where they plan to 
arrest him.  Walt, realizing that he is being ambushed, calls Jack, his ex-protégé Todd’s uncle, a leader of a white supremacist gang, with the 
coordinates of his buried money for backup.  When he realizes that he is actually being ambushed by Hank, his family member, he calls Jack 
off, not wanting to hurt Hank.  However, Jack comes to his “rescue” and kills Hank despite Walt’s desperate pleas.  Hank’s death marks the 
end of Walt’s reign because, for the first time, Jack’s gang has gained leverage over him.  Walt realizes this as he watches Jack’s gang dig up 
all of his money and bury Hank in its place.  This is the moment Walt realizes that his empire is truly finished.  “Ozymandias” is an episode 
about revisiting the past, and Breaking Bad’s past begins with To’hajiilee.   

The long shots of the red, crumbling rocks of the desert stretching for miles on end were comforting in the beginning, when Jesse 
and Walt cooked harmoniously in nature in their humble, meth lab RV, protected from and undetected by their separate lives back in the city.  
The anonymity of the deserts, as well as the distance of the landscape, kept them safe. However, the anonymity and distance of the desert also 
left them defenseless against the conveniences of civilization in moments of vulnerability.  Deep in the desert, Walt and Jesse were unable to 
call for help when they lost battery power in their cellphones and RV.  When they finally did resort to using Walt’s phone (which Walt 
suspected Skyler was monitoring), they were unable to give precise directions to their location.  

When Hank is shot, Breaking Bad applies the “Vertigo Effect” or “Impairment Shot” to convey the range of emotions on Walt’s 
face.  The camera slowly follows the broken expression on Walt’s face until his face falls sideways into the sand, half buried like the statue 
described in Shelley’s poem, “Ozymandias.”  Walt’s despair over Hank’s death is deep and lingering, represented by the shadows cast over 
the rocks in a time lapse sequence as Walt’s figure remains unmoving on the ground.  There is little sound in this scene, except for the sound 
of the shovels digging into the sand as the vast landscape silently bears witness to the collapse of Walt’s empire.  Compared to Breaking 
Bad’s signature fast time-lapse sequences, combined with upbeat Western mood music, this sequence moves in and out of diegetic sound, 
making the transition to each shot feel deliberately long and stretched apart. 
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The scene returns to its regular frame per minute when Jack’s men are done digging Walt’s money out of the ground and are ready 
to leave.  Walt, still lying sideways on the ground, sees Jesse hiding in the sand, under the car.  This shot is reminiscent of our first 
introduction to Jesse’s character in the pilot, when Walt is sitting in the DEA trunk, watching Jesse climb half naked out of a woman’s 
window, and mouthing the words, “Jesse Pinkman?”  In this scene, Walt is not confused.  He states “Jesse Pinkman” confidently and 
defiantly.  To’hajiilee witnessed Walt’s transformation from the cautious high school chemistry teacher who would nervously rehearse his 
lies before calling his wife, to the arrogant meth kingpin who came back to the scene of his first crime to proudly bury his blood money, and 
finally to the broken man with nothing left to lose.  Walt is now fully evolved.  

According to Ensley F. Guffey in his essay “Buying the House: Place in Breaking Bad,” the desert’s physicality “evokes an idea of 
‘space,’” and that space allows it to be “devoid of memory” (169). The desert’s spaciousness allows it to be timeless, and the “timelessness of 
the landscape denies memory.  Even when littered with the debris of former human habitation the sense evoked is always of a place 
abandoned, left to revert to empty space, with no one to give meaning [to the things] that remain” (169).  Because of this abundance of space 
and the lack of time and memory associated with the desert, it is a “place where anything can happen and everything is allowed,” as 
To’hajiilee is for Breaking Bad (169).  Guffey compares the desert’s spaciousness with what Yi-Fu Tuan says about space being “closely 
associated with freedom,” and about how the “threat of space” plays an important role in freedom (x).  He applies Tuan’s theory to the desert 
in Breaking Bad:  “In Breaking Bad the desert very quickly becomes the place where death is done, and where murder goes unpunished and 
all but unnoticed.  [Consequently] every scene filmed in the desert evokes unease in the viewer, and the show’s characters are always 
noticeably nervous when they find themselves there” (Guffey 170). By returning to To’hajiilee, a place forgotten in the show’s history until 
the episode leading up to “Ozymandias,” the writers reintroduce the place and therefore foreshadow the following scenes in “Ozymandias". . .  
 “Ozymandias,” Breaking Bad’s third-to-last episode, is named after Percy Shelley’s famous poem.  In 1817, a statue of the Egyptian 
pharaoh Ramesses II was newly acquired by the British Museum during a period of growing interest in ancient Egyptian culture (Bloom 17).  
Consequently, the statue’s arrival in England inspired “friendly literary competition” between Percy Shelley and his friend and fellow poet, 
Horace Smith (Colla 68).  Shelley and Smith submitted sonnets about the statue to the Examiner, both of which were published a mere year 
apart (Rodenberk 121).  Unfortunately for Smith, “Ozymandias” immediately was recognized as the superior poem and overshadowed his 
sonnet entitled “On A Stupendous Leg of Granite, Discovered Standing by Itself in the Deserts of Egypt, with the Inscription Inserted 
Below."  
 Shelley’s “Ozymandias” is a sonnet about the inevitable collapse of empires.  The speaker of the poem introduces himself as “I,” 
yet spends the majority of the poem relaying a story about a dismembered statue in “an antique land” that he heard from another traveler.  
This traveler describes the statue in great detail, recounting the imposing words on the plaque of the statue, and then reflects on its current 
state in “the lone and level sands [that] stretch far away” (Shelley 14).  The theme of loss of power in the poem appropriately reflects Walt’s 
current state in the episode. 
 The similarities between Walt and Ramesses II are extensive.  In the Breaking Bad episode “Ozymandias,” Walt’s head is also “half 
sunk” in the sand, and he too wears a “shattered” expression on his face after witnessing the death of Hank.  To make matters worse, Jack’s 
neo-Nazi gang takes his hard-earned money, leaving him with nothing to show for the pain he caused his family.  Though Walt is shattered, 
he too had a “wrinkled lip” and a “sneer of cold command” (Shelley 5).  Walt inhabited a smug, conceited persona at the height of his meth 
empire:  he gave chilling, egotistical speeches about how he was “the one who knocks” when his wife Skyler expressed concern for their 
safety, and he dared people to “say [his] name”—Heisenberg—in ways that resemble Ozymandias’ warning in Shelley’s poem:  “My name is 
Ozymandias, King of Kings; / Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!”  (Shelley 12).  The dramatic irony of the statue’s current state 
against the boastful tone of Ozymandias’ warning is ironic. Ramesses II calls himself “King of Kings,” challenging viewers, telling him to 
look at his statue, his works, and “despair!,” but “nothing beside remains” (12).   Similarly, all but one of Walt’s “works” are loaded onto the 
back of Jack’s truck. 
 The time-lapse sequence following Hank’s death has the same effect as the last three lines of Shelley’s poem. The traveler switches 
from reading the words on the plaque of the statue:  “Nothing beside remains. Round the decay / Of that colossal Wreck, boundless and bare / 
The lone and level sands stretch far away” (Shelley 12).  Despite his boastful claim about being the “King of Kings,” the traveler somberly 
states that aside from this plaque and the ruins of Ozymandias’ statue, nothing else signifying his power and grandeur remains at which to 
marvel.  Instead, the traveler calls the ruins a “colossal Wreck,” “boundless and bare,” alone in the desert, far away from people to observe.  
The next few words produce alliteration: “boundless and bare,” “lone and level”, and “sands stretch.”  These descriptions are grouped 
together until the last two words, “far away,” which break away from the alliterative structure. This sudden shift in pattern make the words 
"far away" feel more significant, evoking the sense of space that Guffey described and underlining the importance of place and the natural 
landscape in the poem.  
 

 
 
Bloom, Harold.  "Thematic Analysis of "Ozymandias.""  Bloom's Major Poets:  Percy Bysshe Shelley.  NY:  Chelsea House, 2001.  17-20.  Print. 
Colla, Elliott.  "Ozymandias."  Conflicted Antiquities:  Egyptology, Egyptomania, Egyptian Modernity.  Durham: Duke UP, 2007.  67-69.  Print. 
Guffey, Ensley F.  "Buying the House:  Place in Breaking Bad."  Breaking Bad:  Critical Essays On the Contexts, Politics, Style, and Reception of the Television Series. 

Ed. David Pierson. Lanham, MD:  Lexington, 2014.  155-72.  Print. 
Rodenberk, John.  "Travelers from an Antique Land:  Shelley's Inspiration for 'Ozymandias.'"  Alif:  Journal of Comparative Poetics.  24 (2004):  121-48.  Jstor.  Web.  

13 Dec. 2014 
Shelley, Percy Bysshe.  "Ozymandias."  Poetry Foundation.  N.p.  N.d.  Web. 5 June 2014. 
Tuan, Yi-Fu.  Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience.  Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1977.   
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Shabraj Miller 
 

Creative Writing 
 

 
 

Title 
 

Child of Trauma:  The Multifaceted Black Woman 
 

Abstract 
 
This thesis explores the multi-pronged identity of the black woman in twentieth-century African American literature.  It presents the 
principal tenets that uniquely surround the formation of such an identity, and intertwines literary, theoretical, and realistic perspectives 
in order to develop its overarching arguments.  In so doing, it provides a way of identifying what constitutes woman's identity across 
roughly 100 years of fiction, putting such identity in the context of trauma and its consequences and complexities, patriarchal structure 
and hegemonies in American culture, and various issues involving societal pressures and positioning.  The positives and negatives of 
woman’s multifaceted identity are broached and discussed in detail, and the journeying of the black woman from past to present is 
aptly chronicled.  In short, “Child of Trauma:  Multifaceted Black Woman” devotes itself to exploring the female subject who is 
marginalized within a complex set of racialized, and sexualized social and cultural hierarchies. 
. 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

Images, the goriest of them, play within the folds of the human psyche.  The stinging edges, crusted by pellets of dried 
blood, of a raw wound are vividly rendered.  A dangling finger – blood spurting from its center like the rhythm of the beating 
heart – is etched.  Sounds intersect and intermingle with the relativity of normalcy.  Pain-laced, earth-shattering shrieks pierce 
calm.  Roars of displeasure bite and tear through the atmosphere.  Such is the essence that accompanies trauma.  It is an essence 
that is magnified by the communal, the collective.  

The term "collective" begs close investigation and study.  The term suggests a unified but nonetheless pluralistic body.  
Therein lie implications of gathering, imputations of sharing.  There are instances of collective bargaining, pockets of collective 
grief, bursts of collective praise.  A singular identity is forged from multiple sources, and a unique identity, communal in nature, 
emerges.  The principle of collectivity does not have the physical tangibility of a wound; rather, it extends to the intangible — 
to those factors that cannot be perceived by raw human senses.  This intangibility allows for the construction of new molds, new 
conventions, new pluralistic identities.  Such identities do not impose any kind of order:  they arise from and remain true to their 
original outlier positions and extenuating circumstance(s), forming  a loose collectivity based on the dynamics of trauma.  

In the same way that the term "collective" has its own meaning, so "trauma " has its own set of distinct implications.  
The term is not solely anchored to the physical body; rather, it is dual-pronged, has an underlying duality, speaks to body and 
heart or mind.  Its depths echo from the alignment of the physical and the psychological, or the disruption of the psychological 
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that is also a scarring of the physiological.  Trauma is defined as “a psychic injury, [especially] one caused by emotional shock 
the memory of which is repressed and remains unhealed; an internal injury, [especially] to the brain, which may result in a 
behavioral of organic origin.  Also, the state or condition so caused” (OED).   Trauma also has a social dimension:  singular 
pain is intertwined with communal suffering, forging a bond of communal scarring that develops into a collective identity.  The 
misshapen result is what might be called collective trauma.  

Collective trauma encompasses the palpable and the impalpable, the fallible and the infallible.  The phrasing appeals 
and applies to the individual in her niche, the community in its entirety.  The individual does not exist by herself: she is molded 
and produced by the parameters, rulings, and constructions of her society.  An old adage rings true:  it takes a village to raise a 
child.  Development comes from a myriad of sources — the immediate and nuclear families, the influx of friends, the religious 
model, and the educational institutions that exist among them.  A woman does not merely exist within herself:  “[the black 
woman’s collective] trauma refers to a dramatic loss of meaning, a tear in the social fabric, [which affects the] group of people 
that has achieved … cohesion” (Eyerman 2).  The entirety of an individual's identity is based on the many fractional pieces of 
her larger community.  The individual is infused with the inklings of community, the boulders of culture and heritage, the 
keystones of identity. 

The black woman’s identity is communally constructed.  In fact, she is often heralded as the community’s central, 
stabilizing element.  The stereotypical archetype and construction of “the matriarch” ensue (Mastin 266).  While the community 
— the tapestry of familial and friendly relationships — is responsible for the construction of the individual being, however, it is 
also responsible for the transmission of collective trauma.  In fact, poet and author Maya Angelou accords that 

in the social gatherings of black people, black women have always been predominant.  That is to say, in the 
church it’s always Sister Hudson, Sister Thomas, and Sister Wetheringay who keep the church alive.  In lay 
gatherings, it’s always Lottie who cooks, and Mary who’s going to Bonita where there is a good party going 
on.  Also, black women are the nurturers of children in [the] community. (qtd. in hooks 70)  

It is a trauma that binds the whole.  It becomes evident that the part, the black woman, gathers its essential bits from the whole, 
her community.  An appropriate analogy would be the lactating mother who transmits nutrients to her child.  Memory, the 
untouchable, becomes concrete as it serves as the transferring element of collective trauma.  Jorge Semprun declares that “it is 
memory that counts, that controls the rich majesty of the story, impels it along” (qtd. in Eyerman 1).  The construction and 
transfer of collective trauma is reliant upon the strings of individual memory and memorability.  It is here that an attachment to 
the past is forged, and a future, haphazardly manufactured. . . . 

Based on notions of racist, sexist, classist, and historical stratification, the complexities of the black woman’s identity 
repeat themselves in literary representation, are not singular or unique.  Such an identity is marked and shaped by a common set 
of externalized and internalized factors, most of them traumatic, many of them dichotomous.  Particular paradigms and patterns 
present themselves in character after character.  The black woman’s identity radiates from within specific molds, designated 
circles.  Notions of embodiment and tangibility rise to the surface.  Memory and memorability, inheriting and inheritance, fixed 
ideals and aesthetics predominate.  The black woman’s identity hinges upon an intertwining sequence of psychological 
circumstances and actual experiences. 
 There is a result:  the tangible, psychological, and the realistic are segmented and simultaneously brought together in 
the pages of literary fiction.  It is here, within this macroscopic exposé of the human condition, that one is permitted to learn of 
the black woman’s identity.  She speaks—fluidly and boldly—from the annals of black authors and Black Feminism.  Lorraine 
Hansberry, Gayl Jones, and Wallace Thurman are the major writers this study explores.  A Raisin in the Sun, Corregidora, and 
The Blacker the Berry are their respective works.  Additional authors and texts are explored for purposes of comparative 
analysis—Alice Walker and her “Everyday Use For Your Grandmama," among them.  Finally, this study draws on a number of 
feminist studies, including bell hooks' Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, by bell hooks, Ron Eyerman's Cultural 
Trauma: Slavery and the formation of the African-American Identity, Johanna Brenner and Barbara Lasett's “Gender and Social 
Reproduction: Historical Perspectives,” and Teresa Mastin and Jennifer Woodard's "Black Womanhood: “Essence” and its 
Treatment of Stereotypical Images of Black Woman.”  
 

  
 
Eyerman, Ron. Cultural Trauma: Slavery and the formation of the African-American Identity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001. Print.  
Mastin,Teresa, and Jennifer Bailey Woodard. “Black Womanhood: “Essence” and its Treatment of Stereotypical Images of Black Woman.” Journal of Black Studies. 
36.2. (2005). 264-281. 
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Danyelle Milton 
 

Literature 
 
 

  
 

Title 
 

Transforming Oppression: Revolutionary Women Re-Gender Rights and Virtue 
 

Abstract 
 
This thesis is an examination of the gendered notions of virtue in eighteenth-century England and America.  Mary Wollstonecraft’s 
1792 A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and Judith Sargent Murray’s critical essays provide a lens through which to view how the 
patriarchal system oppresses and subjugates women, preventing them from developing their powers of reason and keeping them in a 
state of domesticity.  Their arguments for the natural and divine equality of the sexes imagine a society free from the oppressive 
notions of gender inequality.  Both authors foreground education as a necessary tool form women in a patriarchal society, popularizing 
their ideas through the genre of the novel.  Murray’s 1798 The Story of Margaretta provides an ideal model for existing women that 
seem contrary to her feminist principles while Wollstonecraft’s The Wrongs of Woman; or, Maria provides a model ongoing for 
female education to guide women throughout their lives. 
 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

Traditional notions of rights and virtue were tied up with oppression and injustice toward women in eighteenth-
century England and America.  Lockean rights were understood to pertain to men while Scottish Enlightenment duties 
were assigned to women, subjecting women to a life of domesticity and denying them the right to operate within the 
political sphere.  The patriarchal education system supported this gendered inequality by refusing to provide women with 
the training in reason and exposure to knowledge they needed to become virtuous and useful citizens of their nation. 

In light of the 1789 French Revolution, hoping that the transition from an aristocracy to a republic would shift the 
gendered views of rights and virtue in England, Mary Wollstonecraft in her 1792 text A Vindication of the Rights of 
Women argues that political rights are natural rights and that both rights and duties belonged to both men and women.  
Wollstonecraft promotes the equal rights of both women and men, arguing that reason and virtue are given by divine 
Providence.  Wollstonecraft counters the miseducation of women with a call for the equal education of men and women 
that will result in equal reason and, therefore, equal moral, social, and civil virtue.  A shared commitment to reason and 
virtue, she notes, has the power to reform, maybe even transform, the world. 

Judith Sargent Murray raised parallel arguments for the rights of women in the wake of the American Revolution, 
both before and after Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Women.  Murray examines the gendered meanings of 
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virtue in Revolutionary America via her Gleaner essay “On the Equality of the Sexes,” written in 1779 and published in 
1790. Using the notion of “republican motherhood,” according to which women patriotically educate their children in 
virtue to prepare their sons and therefore their nation for republican citizenship, Murray argues for the natural equality of 
men and women in reason and virtue.  If women were educated as men were, they would thereby become more rational 
and virtuous citizens, a necessary component of reformation of the world.  She expands these ideas in her 1798 essay 
“The Gleaner Contemplates the Future Prospects of Women in this Enlightened Age,” where she argues that the success 
and future of the new republic depends on women in their role as “republican mothers” (Skemp 87-88).  

While both Murray and Wollstonecraft despised romance novels, blaming them for corrupting the minds of young 
women, both authors used the novel to popularize their feminist ideas. Murray presents an ideal but unrealistic model of 
an ideal eighteenth-century woman in her 1798 novella The Story of Margaretta.  Surprisingly, given her arguments for 
gendered equality in her essays on women and her admiration for women warriors and business-people, Murray sounds a 
conservative role in Margaretta. While the novel endorses the ideal of “republican motherhood,” it simultaneously 
critiques its own feminist via a male narrator who gives voice to the many restrictions that society continues to impose on 
women.  In contrast, Wollstonecraft’s 1798 novella Maria; or The Wrongs of Women uses the stories of two fallen 
women, the educated Maria and the hardscrabble Jemima, to model the qualities women need not only to survive under 
malevolent patriarchy, but to thrive in everyday life.  Education and experience make both women more useful citizens. 
Maria in particular offers young women readers a model of achieved womanhood, a womanhood that is not limited by the 
strict pieties of republican motherhood, but opened up to the possibilities of moral, intellectual, and political redeem.  

Both authors argue for the natural and divine equality of the sexes in their philosophical writings; however, both 
critique their society’s failure to achieve such equality in their novellas.  Both show how sexual morality, rational 
education, and private and public duties and responsibilities are not equally available to men and women, and society 
continues to limit and oppress them.   But while Murray responds to these inequalities by appealing to women’s best use 
of femininities, Wollstonecraft offers a model of fully realized humanity for young women to use amidst a society 
governed by traditional oppressive notions of gender. . . .  

Charlotte Rowson’s Charlotte Temple, published in England in 1791 and America in 1794, combines the genres 
of both seduction and sentimental fiction and is therefore a useful lens through which to view Murray’s 1798 The Story of 
Margaretta and Wollstonecraft’s 1798 The Wrongs of Woman; or, Maria.  Charlotte Temple tells the story of a British 
schoolgirl, Charlotte, who is “by the mask of friendship” swayed into taking the dangerous and unwise step of running 
away with the dashing young officer Montraville (Rowson 118).  After learning that Montraville has no intentions of 
making her his wife, as promised, Charlotte is left pregnant, abandoned, and destitute; she ultimately dies a tragic death as 
an English expatriate in America.  Montraville, on the other hand, redeems himself in the new country by falling in love 
with and ultimately marrying Julia Franklin, who is the very reverse of Charlotte Temple.  Julia is a mature young woman, 
possessing the “air and manner of a woman of fashion,” and she has both her own wealth and a well-educated mind. 

Rowson’s Charlotte haunts the stories of both Murray, in Margaretta’s near-elopement with the rake Courtland, 
and Wollstonecraft, in Jemima’s story of seduction and prostitution.  Murray repairs the genre of the seduction novel by 
painting an instructive picture of an ideal republican mother who comes to a good and deserved end.  Though an educated 
and virtuous woman who serves as a blueprint for her countrywomen, however, Margaretta is dismayingly bland and 
unrealistic, allowing herself to be ruled by the story’s benign male narrator.  Wollstonecraft, by contrast, plays two 
experienced women off against each other:  Maria is a strong ex-wife and mother who is educated, moral, and passionate 
despite society’s injustices and her own faults, while Jemima is a hardscrabble fallen woman redeemed through the 
education of mind and heart she receives as an adult.  This pairing allows Wollstonecraft to explore not only what women 
need to survive a malevolent patriarchy, but what they need to thrive in their own independent lives.  
 

 
 
Rowson, Susanna. Charlotte Temple. Ed. Clara M. and Rudolf Kirk. New Haven: Yale College and University Press, 1964. Print.  
Skemp, Shelia S., ed. “‘A Most Extensive Education’” Judith Sargent Murray: A Biography with Documents. Boston: Bedford Books, 1998. 84-94. Print.  
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Jasmine Miranda 
 

Creative Writing 
 

 
 

Title 
 

The Critical Revival:  Scientific Approaches to the Works of Virginia Woolf and Sylvia Plath 
 

Abstract 
 
The goal of critical theory is to provide the tools that will enable readers to examine themselves and their world in new ways. Ideally, 
critical theory would allow readers to strengthen their insights of the world by acting as a magnifying glass—allowing them to closely 
examine a work through numerous lenses. But the broad application of specific theories to the same texts can be more harmful than 
beneficial to our understanding. By examining the work of Virginia Woolf and Sylvia Plath through psychoanalytic and biographical 
means, critics limit the meaning one can attain from their literature. In this essay, I argue that a new critical approach, Cognitive 
Poetics, which applies cognitive science to literature, may provide a much needed reprieve from the partial reading of texts and allow 
the revival of these texts—giving them recognition for their literary merit. 

 
 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

February 11th 2013 marked the fiftieth anniversary of the suicide of Sylvia Plath.  This occasion coincided with the 
release of two new biographies of the author and the publication of numerous articles reflecting on her life and work.  The 
public’s obsession with Plath’s brief life demonstrates a long existing fascination with the mentally ill and our desire to 
demystify the act of suicide, especially the suicides of artists.  This same fascination continues to surround Virginia Woolf, who 
ended her life nearly seventy-five years ago.  The sensationalism surrounding the mental illnesses and suicides of these authors 
and authors who suffered similar fates has resulted in literary critics continually reading their work through either biographical 
or psychoanalytic lenses.  These critical approaches cause readers to pull away from the texts written by these authors and fixate 
on their lives and deaths instead. 

In his essay, “Manic-Depressive Psychosis and Critical Approaches to Virginia Woolf's Life and Work,” Thomas C. 
Caramagno writes, “Biographers value continuity in the inconvenient anarchy of an artist’s life, and so Woolf’s death is viewed 
almost as a creative act and her novels as elaborate drafts of a suicide note” (10).  This notion can easily extend to critical 
approaches to Plath, whose readers eagerly turned the pages of The Bell Jar, hoping to discover insights into the life and suicide 
of the “neurotic” writer.  In the foreword to HarperCollins’s 1996 edition of the novel, Frances McCullough writes, “For 
readers, the posthumous publications [of Plath’s work] were of course seen as messages from the grave, clues to the mystery of 
what really happened” (xvii). 

Human creations—art, music, science, and, of course, literature—are all reflections of the human experience.  The goal 
of critical theory is to provide the tools that will enable readers to examine themselves and their world in new ways.  Ideally, 
critical theory would allow readers to strengthen their insights of the world by acting as a magnifying glass—allowing them to 
closely examine a work through numerous lenses.  But the broad application of specific theories to the same texts can be more 
harmful than beneficial to our understanding.  Theoretical approaches that pull readers away from the text make it difficult to 
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read a work and recognize both what is being said and how the author says it.  Critics often either take partial readings of the 
text that cherry-pick for relevant evidence, as can be the case in marxism, new historicism, and feminist criticism or, in the case 
of psychoanalytic and biographical criticism, take a reader outside of a text completely.  This practice of partial reading is 
prevalent in the criticism of the works of Woolf and Plath.  By examining the work of Woolf and Plath largely through 
biographical means, critics limit the meaning one can attain from their literature.  The Bell Jar cannot be examined as a work of 
fiction so long as readers and critics continue to use Esther Greenwood and Sylvia Plath interchangeably in their interpretations 
of the novel, nor can Mrs. Dalloway in the case of Virginia Woolf.  In this essay, I argue that a new critical approach, Cognitive 
Poetics, may provide a much needed reprieve from the partial reading of texts and allow the revival of these texts—giving them 
recognition for their literary merit. 

Cognitive Poetics is a school of literary criticism that applies the principles of cognitive science to literature, especially 
cognitive psychology and cognitive linguistics.  Like New Criticism, which we will discuss later in the essay, Cognitive Poetics 
involves the close reading of texts; however, unlike New Criticism, the later literary school recognizes that both context and 
readers’ response are intrinsic to meaning.  Cognitive Poetics pulls readers back into “the text itself” in a way that demonstrates 
how an author creates patterns which lead to logical interpretations of a text.  The goal of this essay is to illustrate how 
Cognitive Poetics can be used to return to the works of Woolf and Plath and pull readers back into their text by understanding 
how the novels work on the minds of their readers. . . . 

In the very beginning of Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf uses the description of an aeroplane to shift from the point of view of 
multiple characters in Regent’s Park.  Externally these characters are all looking up—staring at the sky and watching as the 
plane writes in the sky, but each character adds his or her own perspective to the event based on his or her state of mind.  Mrs. 
Coates, Mr. Bowley, and Mrs. Bletchley all are trying to decipher what word is being spelled, Lucrezia Warren Smith is 
attempting to pull her husband out of his dream-like state and into the waking world, and Septimus Warren Smith is staring at 
the sky, thinking that the letters being spelled out to him are a coded message meant all for him.  In this section of the novel, 
Woolf uses the aeroplane as a solid object for readers to retain their focus. This object foregrounds Woolf’s stream of conscious 
narration as she weaves through the points of views of multiple characters, with each character in Regent’s Park staring at the 
same plane. These multiple perspectives are all happening simultaneously—connected by the aeroplane writing the word 
“toffee” in the sky. 

Mrs. Dalloway explores the everyday life of its titular character— an average, albeit upper class woman.  Although the 
plot of the novel is not flashy, nor is its heroine, it is an example of how the human mind operates.  Each person brings his or 
her past, present, and hopes for the future into his or her daily actions and interactions with others.  This makes common, 
everyday tasks, such as shopping for flowers, unique and idiosyncratic experiences.  Thus, in these few moments in Regent’s 
Park, when everyone is gazing at the same aeroplane, the experience can be recalled differently by each person.  For most in the 
park, this was an insignificant moment only deserving momentary attention—they would most likely allow the memory to fade 
very quickly when more important matters occupy their minds.  For Lucrezia, Septimus, and Maise, Johnson this simple 
moment holds emotions that give the occurrence weight.  These shifts in point of view have a disorienting effect on readers, 
contributing to the overall theme that memory and perception are completely subjective, and that no one character is telling the 
story “correctly". . . . 
 The aeroplane scene ends with another shift to Clarissa’s point of view, when she asks “What are they looking at?”  
Through this example of Woolf’s stream of conscious narration, we are able to see how individual perspectives can hold unique 
interpretations of the same event.  The aeroplane foregrounds these multiple perspectives, connecting them by the moment of 
time despite their divergent experiences.  
 

 
 

Caramagno, Thomas C. "Manic-Depressive Psychosis and Critical Approaches to Virginia Woolf's Life and Work." PMLA 103.1 (1988): 10-23. JSTOR. Web. 6 July 
2014. 

McCullough, Frances. "Foreword." Foreword. The Bell Jar. By Sylvia Plath. New York: Harper & Row, 1971. Ix-Xvii. Print. 
Woolf, Virginia. Mrs. Dalloway. San Diego: Harcourt, 1981. Print. 
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Navigating the Gray Area: Defining Multiracial Diversity in a Black and White World 
 

Abstract 
 
“Navigating the Gray Area:  Defining Diversity in a Black and White World” is a personal essay on multicultural identity 
development.  Supplemented with psychological evidence about identity, this paper explores how categorization and self-definition 
defines individual identity but can complicate the plurality of being biracial or multiracial. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

“Check all that apply,” the form says under “Race,” and the options are sometimes limited to three to five all-
encompassing categories:  Hispanic, Caucasian, Black or African-American, Asian, and Pacific Islander.  I always stare at my 
options for a moment to contemplate my answer.  Because I have a Haitian father and a Filipina mother, I usually check off 
“Black or African-American” and “Asian,” but as my pencil lead touches the paper I experience a slight twinge of frustration – 
like the static between two radio stations.  Instead, I place a defiant check on “Prefer Not to Answer” and move along. 

“What are you?” people ask me.  I am an American female college student in my thirties.  If you Google my name, 
“Jennifer Morin, ”1 you’ll find image after image of Caucasian females, not a 5 foot 9 inch Amazon, with a caramel complexion 
and “chinky” eyes (as they’ve been called).  This causes some confusion when I show up for a job interview or event after 
signing my plain name at the end of an email.  I take the “What are you?” query quite literally and it isn’t easily answered by 
my physical appearance alone.  In my mind, race accounts for a small portion of the question being asked.  I never felt like I 
belonged in the “Black or African-American” and “Asian” categories, especially not simultaneously.  I wasn’t brought up 
strictly Haitian or strictly Filipina and English is my only language.  Yet, I am usually given those two, distinct options to 
choose from.  

What’s the harm in not answering the question?  I am not my race; no one is.  I don’t wear it like a sports jersey to 
support my team.  And, as I’ve been told, you can’t hear it in my voice because, I don’t speak “Black.”  Yet, still, this is where 
my identity begins, for others at least.  Basing these decisions on my physical appearance leaves little room for the nuances that 
become clear once you get to know me.  The problem is, getting to know someone in order to understand who they are beyond 
their appearance is an impractical option for correcting misconceptions.  Between how I look and who I am there is this middle 
ground, an ambiguous gray area, where racially ambiguous people like me sit and watch the world argue over where we belong. 

Luckily, I am a small part of a growing population of mixed race individuals.  In Clash! How to Thrive in a 
Multicultural World, cultural psychologist Hazel Rose Markus states,  

Today, more people are labeling themselves as ‘biracial’ or ‘multicultural’ than ever before.  On the 2010 U.S. 
Census, for example, some nine million people checked more than one box to indicate their race.  And the 

                                                             
1 “Jennifer” is Cornish and “Morin,” my father’s last name, was adopted from his family’s French slave owners. 
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ranks of the multicultural are poised to explode; one in seven new marriages is interracial or interethnic.  
Hybrid national, gender, and class identities are also on the rise.  (211)   

Despite the massive expansion of this gray area, however, conversations about race relations are still painted in black and white.  
The Black and African-American or Asian categories are shortcuts for understanding my complex mixed identity.  If I choose 
not to answer, I exist outside of the familiar world, but if I choose to answer I perpetuate inaccurate social constructs for my 
identity.  To acknowledge differences between the major categories but disregard subgroup differences is increasingly 
problematic for new generations of diversity.  We are contained within inclusive categories but encouraged to explore identity 
as an individualistic society.  In an era when technology makes interconnectedness a standard among all groups of people, 
categorization undermines the progression of cross-cultural amalgamation.  I can’t help but feel like we’re each alone in a 
crowded room simply because of skin color or an additional check mark.   

Passing between applicable races out of convenience made my identity development more convoluted as I assimilated 
to different cultural options.  When social networking became popular, my options expanded.  In the early days of the internet, 
before profiles became more detailed, I would construct specific versions of myself, something I took as an important 
opportunity.  Through casual personality tests I discovered different combinations of tropes that were relatable.  Creating 
avatars meant choosing traits that matched how I saw myself.  Early versions of my identity were tailored to my preferences at 
the time and not to my actual appearance.  I attempted to create a person who never had to deal with race or the lengthy 
description of “what” I was.  Self-defining was my defense against pigeonholing and I used it to distance myself from the 
categories I couldn’t get away from.  

By high school I understood that my “Blackness” didn’t define me any more accurately than it did my “Frenchie” 
father.  What did define me became my choice to narrow the view others had of me.  I mimicked online self-definition offline 
once I had a clear image of the person I felt I wanted to be perceived as.  My rock band shirts and patchwork jeans weren’t 
anything like the more common Hip Hop clothing other girls were wearing, like the “Baby Phat” ladies brand made popular by 
half-Asian/half-Black model Kimora Lee, oddly enough.  I became intrigued by Jewish culture, learning bits of Yiddish that I 
continue to use today.  I preferred to watch old films and cult classics that most teens had never heard of.  I attempted to stand 
out even more than I already did because if I was going to be seen as some sort of oddity I wanted it to be on my terms. 

The mistake I made in trying to control my identity was assuming it could be controlled in the first place.  I had 
unknowingly reinforced dichotomies simply by assuming I was breaking them, grasping at stereotypes of other races to redefine 
my image.  The choices I made did very little to change how I was seen. I was instead seen as “a Black girl who…,” whether 
that was listening to rock music or using the phrase “oy vey2” in place of cursing.  The revealing lesson was accepting that 
regardless of who I felt I was or chose to show I could be, unconscious assumptions would still define me.  Selecting a behavior 
outside of my immediate environment increased my cultural influences without changing my status.  This was even truer online 
where people determine who you are based on what they see in spite of what you place in your profile. . . . 

Self-definition has become increasingly important in the digital age because we now use digital media for promoting an 
idea of ourselves.  Profiles are a requirement in the world of social networking, which is central to both our social and 
professional engagement.  We live for likes, tiny little thumbs and hearts of validation, that remind us we’re not alone despite 
the isolation sometimes involved in posting.  However, the restrictive reality of the digital world that categorizes us does not 
allow for the plurality of identity.  With the advent of the all mighty interweb, keeper of knowledge, purveyor of goods, 
gatekeeper of the world, identity has been reduced to mere clicks.  A simple profile can sometimes become an introspective 
process of defining everything about yourself from the food you eat to the music you listen or the places you like to go.  
Facebook and Instagram, or dating sites OKCupid.com and DateHookUp.com, group people by location, race, religion, political 
views, even by seemingly superficial categories like whether they use an Android or iPhone.  In the same way someone may 
sort me into the Black category based on how I answer one question, I am sorted into a group by the genre of movies I watch or 
shoes I wear.  Instead of describing an identity, you adopt one, regardless of relevance and application.  Your “likes” are 
catalogued and monitored, available for others to judge. You become your “likes’ in the same way you become your race, 
subject to all the pitfalls of the stereotypes. 
 

     
 
Markus, Hazel Rose, and Alana Conner. Clash!: How to Thrive in a Multicultural World. New York, NY: Penguin Group, 2013. Print. 

                                                             
2 Exclamatory Yiddish phrase meaning “oh woe.” 



 

11 
 

Orevaghene Obaro-Best 
 

Literature 
 

 
 

Title 
 

The Palliation of Racial Oppression:  Social Darwinism in the Novels of Joseph Conrad and Chinua Achebe 
 

Abstract 
 
This thesis offers a brief history of how novelists such as Joseph Conrad and Chinua Achebe used literature to explore issues of 
Eurocentric oppression as defined and justified by Social Darwinism.  Social Darwinism provided Europe with a strong foundation for 
power and control, resulting in a tradition of colonial and racial oppression.  In Conrad’s 1899 novel, The Heart of Darkness, the main 
character Marlow accepts racial oppression and perpetuates many of the colonialist ideals driven by Social Darwinism.  He is not only 
an unwitting follower of Darwinian ideology, but an embodiment of the thirst for absolute gain that can overtake the human mind, 
leading it to indulge in beastly behaviors.  This Darwinian ideology reappears a generation or two later in Achebe’s 1958 novel, 
Things Fall Apart, which juxtaposes external European and internal African imperialism in colonial-era Nigeria. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection   
 

Although Darwin never intended for his theory to serve as a justification for racial oppression, his society's cultural biases 
and his own inattention allowed for it.   But Darwin’s own writings suggest that he would have disagreed with the way in which [the 
social philosopher] Spencer re-appropriated his theories [to support Social Darwinism in general and slavery in particular]: 

It is often attempted to palliate slavery by comparing the state of slaves with our poorer countrymen: if the misery of 
our poor be caused not by the laws of nature, but by our institutions, great is our sin; but how this bears on slavery, I 
cannot see; as well might the use of the thumb-screw be defended in one land, by showing that men in another land 
suffered from some dreadful disease.  Those who look tenderly at the slave owner, and with a cold heart at the slave, 
never seem to put themselves into the position of the latter; what a cheerless prospect, with not even a hope of 
change! picture to yourself the chance, ever hanging over you, of your wife and your little children — those objects 
which nature urges even the slave to call his own — being torn from you and sold like beasts to the first bidder!  
And these deeds are done and palliated by men, who profess to love their neighbours as themselves, who believe in 
God, and pray that his Will be done on earth!  It makes one's blood boil, yet heart tremble, to think that we 
Englishmen and our American descendants, with their boastful cry of liberty, have been and are so guilty.  (Darwin 
431) . . . .  

Darwin’s own writing . . . reveals that his original concept of natural selection does not condone colonialist oppression but rather 
challenges it.  This passage demonstrates how oppression is not a part of man’s nature but caused by our very own society.  By 
trying to rationalize any form of oppression, oppressors are prevented from seeing the suffering they are inflicting on others.  
According to Darwin, people “palliate” slavery by saying that slaves are just extremely poor members of the European empire; 
therefore it is acceptable for them to be enslaved, creating a “white man’s burden.”  But Darwin knows that this palliation between 
the enslaved and impoverished is false because unlike poor people, slaves have no opportunity to advance from their situations.  
By comparing the practice of slavery to a “thumb-screw,” a torture device customary in medieval customary times, Darwin is 
presenting slavery as a form of cruel and unusual punishment.  Thus, just because something is customary, society should not fall 
victim to the status quo.   His exclamation following this becomes a wakeup call for people to rise up and take action against such 
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practices:  “what a cheerless prospect, with not even a hope of change!”  His simile comparing the selling of wife and children to 
animals is important, as it indicts not only slave owners, but all those who are idle in the fight against slavery. . . .  Darwin 
exposes the hypocrisy of Western Christians who are supposed to “believe in God, and pray that his Will be done on earth” but 
yet are complacent with the cruel customs of society.  Throughout this passage, we can see Darwin’s argument and tone.  It 
“makes one's blood boil, yet heart tremble” to witness the palliation of slavery and condone the acceptance of such cruelty.  His 
response is anger, followed by fear that a change will fail to come before it is too late. . . .   

In Joseph Conrad’s The Heart of Darkness, Marlow is a sympathetic but complex character who draws the attention of those 
who are indirectly active in racial oppression.  His awareness of the rights and wrongs of slavery casts him, in certain lights, as a 
nineteenth-century rebel in the Darwinian mold.  His skepticism about accepting things at face value allows him to make his own 
judgment of the company he works for and of their treatment of the native people.  However, Marlow’s character is not completely 
one-sided:  he can in some ways be considered both critic and endorser of colonialist and Social Darwinist ideology.  Marlow is able 
to see Kurtz as a special being; he describes Kurtz sympathetically as “an emissary of pity, science, progress and devil knows what 
else” (Conrad 49).  Kurtz’s idealism and need to bring the ways of white civilization to the Congo are inseparable from his pride, will 
power, and elitist social and cultural values, and Marlowe accepts both.  If so, however, how enlightened a colonist is Marlow?  How 
sympathetic can we as readers be towards him?  How much does he fall into Kurtz's trap of Social Darwinian trap and to what extent 
can he (unlike Kurtz) transcend it?   

Here is a typically complex meditation by Marlow: 
It was unearthly, and the men were—No, they were not inhuman.  Well, you know, that was the worst of it—the 
suspicion of their not being inhuman.  It would come slowly to one.  They howled and leaped, and spun, and made 
horrid faces; but what thrilled you was just the thought of their humanity—like yours—the thought of your remote 
kinship with this wild and passionate uproar.  Ugly.  Yes, it was ugly enough; but if you were man enough you 
would admit to yourself that there was in you just the faintest trace of a response to the terrible frankness of that 
noise, a dim suspicion of there being a meaning in it which you—you so remote from the night of first ages—could 
comprehend. And why not?  (Conrad 70-71) 

This passage exposes the complexity of Marlow as a character and offers a scene that resonates with Charles Darwin’s passage from 
The Voyage of the Beagle.  When Marlow states, “It was unearthly, and the men were—No, they were not inhuman,” the dash and 
hesitation signify two key points.  First, this sentence structure reveals that at a point in time, Marlow believed in the idea that the 
Congolese people were inhuman; second, it shows that he is well-versed in Social Darwinist ideas and understands the application of 
them in society.  Furthermore, he uses a double negative to show that they are in fact human; they are not “human,” but “not 
inhuman.”  In other words, though they are not animals, they still lack the essential human attributes. This suggests that Marlow is 
playing against the stereotypes perpetuated by racial theories of the time.  He realizes the expectations of social-Darwinist thought, but 
is at the same time challenging them.  The use of “Well, you know” in the following sentence demonstrates the separation Marlow is 
creating between Europeans and the Congolese people.  He addresses a white audience, creating a sense of exclusion that allows for 
the “real truth” about Africans. 

Marlow’s suspicion of the native people “not being inhuman” creates the notion that if they had true, essential human 
attributes, this would potentially be “worse” than them being animalistic.  Therefore, there must be a divide between the two types of 
humans to keep order.  In order to demonstrate such a divide, Marlow reminds his readers that the natives “howled and leaped, and 
spun, and made horrid faces,” characterizing them as animalistic.  This characterization is parallel to Darwin’s simile comparing the 
selling of a slave’s wife and children to animals being sold at a market or an auction.  Furthermore, Marlow’s use of the word 
“thrilled” produces two opposing reactions in the reader.  First, it indicates the happiness he feels towards the success of the “white 
man’s burden” to civilize the primitive people.  Alternatively, however, Marlow could be mocking the idea that those primitive people 
had accomplished some kind of elevation towards humanity.  

Most importantly, we see that Marlow has created three classes of people in his rhetorical choices, as is clear when he states, 
“like yours…you —you.”  These classes of people are the “them” (primitive people), the “you” (the white audience and slave 
owners), and the “us” (Marlow and those who are idle).  However, Marlow suggests that though “they,” the Congolese people, possess 
remnants of humanity, “you all,” the enforcers of the white man’s burden (as slave-owners), exhibit elements of savagery.  Just as the 
natives are “Ugly. Yes, it was ugly enough” to be primitive, the white man is “man enough” to regain his humanity if he can “admit to 
[him]self that there was in [him] just the faintest trace of a response to the terrible frankness of that noise, a dim suspicion of there 
being a meaning in it which [he]—[he] so remote from the night of first ages—could comprehend."  This recognition by Marlow is 
parallel to Darwin’s frustration d in the earlier passage from The Voyage of the Beagle. 
 

 
 

 
Conrad, Joseph. Heart of Darkness. [Waiheke Island]: The Floating Press, 2008. eBook Collection (EBSCOhost). Web.  
Darwin, Charles. "Tierra Del Fuego.” Mauritius to England." The Voyage of the Beagle. New York: Barnes & Noble, 2004. Print. 
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Momma Where Are You?:  The Traumatic and Beautiful Childhood of a Child Named Boo 
 

Abstract 
 
This project, a critical introduction and a collection of poems that is the culmination of over six months of work, brings my traumatic 
and dysfunctional childhood experiences to the point of climax and resolution.  This collection of poems chronicles much of the 
trauma I have experienced in my life:  not only are they first-person confessional poems, but they use a wide variety of techniques and 
forms.  The common thread running through all of these verses is the ability to transform some of the ugliest events in one's life into 
something as beautiful as a poem.  In the critical introduction, I discuss the Keatsian concept of "beauty is truth, and truth beauty," 
along with various poetic techniques and their relation to everyday, ugly, traumatic concerns; my goal is to provide context not only 
for the poems but for the reader and writer as well. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

There exists the general belief that poets write about beautiful, lovely things:   happiness, love, marriage, birth.  As Keats 
eloquently and famously noted, “Beauty is truth, truth beauty, — that is all / Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know” (Keats 2).   
But everything around us is not beautiful. 

However, the further truth is that virtually anything thought of as ugly and traumatic can be made into the “beautiful/ugly” by 
writing poetry about it—including the death of someone close to us.  Finding the perfect words that fit an ugly scene or image—ugly  because 
of the traumatic events inspiring it—can result in the beauty of rhythm and sound, the beauty of connecting with nature and its loveliness, the 
beauty of creativity and imagination, the beauty of a passionate response to suffering and beauty, and the beauty of recording the transition of 
our lives in time. Like Keats, Ideeply believe in the adage, beauty is truth, truth beauty. 

Yes, telling the truth is often ugly, as I illustrate in “Fear the Rod": 
 

Fear the Rod   
 
Fear takes me one step closer to madness, 
defined in his authoritative pounce. 
Why scream 
when not one soul dares intervention? 

  
His massive paws assault my buttocks. 
Visions of transformation enflame my brain 

 
with each sting, throb, dread, 
oh! 

  
I am propelled 
like a cheetah flees into the faraway 
where the beat of the drums 
resonate with each flinch. 
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By telling the truth, I am confident I can find the beauty in the suffering, the “beautiful/ugly.”  As pointed out by Amy King in 
“Threat Level Poetry,” “We can also highlight the ‘beautiful-ugly’ among us that everyday language would insist is either one or the other” (3).  
Poets have the ability to make connections when the connections are disapproved of.  As King reveals, “Our spiritual selves may 
mysteriously unite with our emotions or instincts, and invoke a maddening sense of the reality we’ve inherited, and that in order to overcome 
such fear of disapproval we should look to poets who throw us off our game and think in unsafe ways [because] fear of the unknown is our 
greatest asset [and] not a cause for cutting other poets down or condemning their effort” (3).   American poet Mark Doty, in “Souls on Ice,” 
found the beautiful/ugly in a supermarket mackerel display.  There was nothing beautiful about the mackerel until he paid attention to how 
“they were rowed and stacked, brilliant against the white of the crushed ice […] the prismed sheen of the patches between, and their shining 
flat eyes” (4).  This is a prime example of how the bizarre can be beautiful, even when it isn’t pretty.  Doty also eventually found through 
these mackerel an emotional connection to the beautiful/ugly in the death of his lover.   

In my turn, this essay helped me to come deeply to terms with the fact that my own dear mother, like Doty's lover, was one of a kind, 
and could not last.  Poets can find connections when they are frowned upon, engaging intuitively, emotionally or spiritually.  Doty notes 
that all of humanity continues on collectively.  My life, too, goes on without my precious mother, who departed this world a few short years 
after I came into existence.  I believe as my life goes on, part of my mother goes on in me spiritually and, coupled with my vivid imagination, 
the beautiful/ugly from this traumatic incident is expressed emotionally in the perfect words of my poems. 

In “If You Can Do Anything Else, Kids, Do It,” Alice McDermott writes: 
If you can do anything else […], if you can do anything other than pursue this literary fiction thing and sleep at night and 
wake joyful in the morning and know that the hours of your days have been well spent, then you should do that—that 
other thing.  The beauty of the advice, of course, is how quickly it clarifies, for [me], what [I’ve] always known. (11)   

Like McDermott, I can’t.  It is profoundly clear to me:  I can’t do anything else. 
The simple truth is I am a writer, a poet.  The beauty in the truth is that after relentlessly seeking my life’s purpose, I find I am 

deeply passionate about holding my pen tightly in my hand, never again letting go of my dreams of becoming a published writer/poet.  
Profoundly awakened to this being my life’s purpose, I want to write and express the truth about my traumatic childhood because beauty is 
truth and truth’s beauty too.   

“There is no greater pain than bearing an untold story inside you” (Angelou 12).  Angelou could not have said it better:  “a caged 
bird sings because he has a song to sing” (12).   I am, indeed, that caged bird who has a “beautiful/ugly” song to sing about surviving my 
traumatic childhood and, as the heroine of my story, there is no greater joy than to sing it with words that inspire, compel and move; the 
beautiful words of my poetry. 

 
That Picture 

  
You’ve all seen this black and white photograph 
of a picture-perfect family—a girl of about nine, 
her teen sister, a stepmother and a father— 
all with beaming smiles 
for the camera. 
That picture. 

 
Or you see a toothy smile on the father’s face 
that shows no sign of the horrific fight 
the night before—one of many he 
and the stepmother ought not 
be proud of. 
That picture. 
  
Or you might notice the weak smile on the stepmother’s 
face 
and be unaware that it’s a good thing  
no talking is needed to take a picture 

 

 
because her voice is hoarse 
since just last night he had his huge paws 
‘round her neck. 
That picture. 
  
Or see the cheesy smile on the big sister’s face 
and never know it hides her secret plans to flee 
the relentless dysfunction and never look back 
at her baby sister 
abandoned. 
That picture. 
  
Or see the cute smile on the little sister’s face 
but not see her stash motherless heartbreak 
beneath her pillow 
nor the severity of her resentment 
toward her repulsive substitute 
mother.                                                            
That picture. 

 

 
 
Angelou, Maya.  “I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings Quotes.”   Goodreads.  1970.  Web. 13 Dec. 2014. 
Doty, Mark.  “Souls on Ice.”  Academy of American Poets. 2000. Web. 13 Dec. 2014. 
Keats, John.  “Ode on a Grecian Urn.”  Annals of the Fine Arts, 1820.  Web. 13 Dec. 2014.   
King, Amy.  “Threat Level: Poetry.”   Boston Review, 6 Feb. 2014.  Print. 
McDermott, Alice.  “If You Can Do Anything Else, Kids, Do It.”  The 6th Floor, 11 Sept. 2013.  Web. 13 Dec. 2014.  
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From Hana to Mark and Back Again:  Dones’ Sworn Virgin & the Evasion and Subversion of Patriarchal Gender Prescriptions 
 

Abstract 
 
This thesis examines gender identity and female sexuality in Albanian culture as affected by northern customary law;  the communist 
regime; the prevalent familistic attitude of Albanian communities; the pervasive idea of collective shame; the sworn virgin tradition; 
and migration to the West.  In order to examine this sociological phenomenon as it exists within Albania and in the Albanian diaspora, 
we must first examine the traditional, historical, political and social factors present in Albania.  Elvira Dones’ novel, Sworn Virgin, is 
both a call for increased feminism, gender studies and sexual freedom as well as a driving source for progress within Albanian 
communities.  We use anecdotal, observational and literary evidence as well as sociological studies to examine the protagonist – 
Hana/Mark Doda – while applying feminist theory to better understand the complex duality of her gender and sexual identity, as it is 
both shaped by and subversive to several forms of patriarchy. 
 

 

Reading Selection 
 

Throughout their history, one thing has remained true about Albanians:  similar to most cultures – especially those of the 
developing world – the concept of masculinity is held to be superior and more valuable than femininity, creating a stifled environment 
which does not allow for much self-expression and self-exploration.  This continues to dominate the culture, even outside of the 
country’s borders.  Elvira Dones’ novel, Sworn Virgin, tells the story of the Albanian woman’s struggle with identity, especially 
gender identity and female sexuality, using the northern sworn virgin tradition as an illustration of Albania’s harsh patriarchy.  Hana’s 
journey provides readers with a revolutionary look at the sworn virgin tradition.  Dones is able to weave Hana’s memories of rural 
Albania and urban Albania, political and social context, the journey of immigration, gender politics, genderqueer expression and 
female sexuality to reveal how a woman may survive, internalize, develop, challenge, and progress through different forms of 
patriarchy.  Hana moves from rural Albania’s oppression into communism’s veiled oppression and then into the confrontation with 
Western ideas of gender; each movement progressively allowing her more freedoms yet ironically also adding different social 
pressures.  Hana is able to finally come into her own and express gender fluidly and sexuality freely.  In this paper we will trace the 
trajectory of that journey and additionally observe that Dones’ novel is simultaneously a call for feminism and gender theory as crucial 
to the healthy development of Albanian women (and individuals in general) and the feminist novel that Albania needs in order for that 
change to finally move forward in women’s issues. . . .  

Why has there been less progress in women’s issues in Albania than there has been almost anywhere else, especially given 
Albania’s history of constant political change?  This is a country that has defeated the Ottomans, demanded that the fascists leave, 
implemented a communist regime, overturned that communist regime, developed a democratic system, and then rebelled in 1997 
because their leader was corrupt—yet the people have not been able to shed patriarchal thought!  How could a country in which 
several religions – Catholics, Muslims, and Eastern Orthodox Christians – live in harmony still hold on to archaic ideas about women?  
How could a country in which most of its Muslims and Christians are non-practicing perpetuate ideas of shame and purity, especially 
for women?  Is it simply because politics and the struggle to become part of the European Union took over as the central focus in 
Albanian political and intellectual life?  Is the country too focused on ethnicity because of historical and recent genocides and thus not 
focused enough on gender?  Or is it because literature and the production of it was forced to die down when communism took over?  
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The answer is unclear, but I suspect that the issue lies in the culture – a culture that has been overrun with war and political struggles, 
a culture that focuses on education but whose resources were largely diminished by communist dictator Enver Hoxha, and a culture 
whose value on honor and family identity is larger than the value of individuality (as it is in most cultures besides American culture).  
Although there has been gradual progress in recent years, the Albanian culture that Hana experiences in Dones' novel is largely 
oppressive and reflective of what most women of her time have dealt with living in rural and communist Albania. . . . 

While writing about mountain life through Hana’s eyes, Dones brings to the reader’s attention the notion of social control in 
the mountains and in Albania.  She emphasizes the same pervasive idea of collective shame that Nicolas Nixon explores in his work. 
Nixon states that Albanians fear shame to an intense and harmful extent.  He argues that the notion has been feminized throughout 
Albania’s history.  There is a widespread and almost unanimous rejection of equality of the sexes and he kanun can be pointed to as a 
source. T he most famous kanun is the Kanun of Lek Dukagjini which was developed in the region of Prizren, modern-day Kosovo.  
This is the same text that oppresses Hana into the feminine gender prescriptions she is so uncomfortable with and simultaneously 
allows her to become Mark with no consequences of being marginalized in the north.  The kanun sets up and perpetuates Albanian 
patriarchy in several ways.  The first way is by establishing a family identity based society which distinguishes families by 
patrilineage.  It places man as the head of family and sets rules in place with the logic that women must be controlled because they 
threaten male power and patriarchal structures.  This notion is mirrored in Gjergj’s regret about sending Hana to school because she 
has forgotten what her place is as a woman – subordinate to him.  Property in northern Albania can only be inherited by men, one of 
the highest incentives for women to take the sacred oath and become sworn virgins.  This notion is reflected in Gjergj’s wish for Hana 
to have been born a boy because only a man can fully take care of the kulla.  Women who take the oath gain the rights of sons, like the 
right to property and the responsibility of defending the family honor.  This notion is seen in the village’s celebration of Hana taking 
the oath – it is seen as an honorable act that has given Gjergj a son. 

Hana’s decision to take the oath is a seemingly quickly one fueled by social reasons, sexual trauma and an unwillingness to 
conform to her prescribed feminine identity.  Upon taking the oath, she stresses to herself that she must become more masculine and 
that it will take time, but is relieved when she remembers the things she no longer has to worry about:  “There’s all the time in the 
world, nobody is waiting for you. You don’t have to worry about how soft your hair is, you don’t have to worry about finding nice 
clothes" (Dones, 145).  This reveals Hana’s hesitance to adapt masculine mannerisms and habits, her discomfort with feminine gender 
prescriptions and her relief upon realizing that she doesn’t have to take on femininity any longer.  She doesn’t even have to worry 
about men, their perception of her or marriage again.  However, the long years of loneliness and taking on masculine attributes drove a 
wedge between Hana’s mind and body that she could not overcome.  Her later decision to go to the United States reassures readers 
that the struggle was far from over for Hana/Mark. 

Hana’s next strides regarding coming to terms with her identity is becoming financially autonomous as a woman.  She was 
unable to do this in Albania – because the sworn virgin status gave her the opportunity in the north, but jobs were lacking.  She  
achieves it in the United States, first by getting a job then by working at a bookstore which she had always idealized and finally by 
moving into her own apartment.  At this point, Hana has finally started to look like a woman externally, but admits that she lacks 
knowledge as to how she’s supposed to view the world as a woman.  “She tends to avoid thinking about the fact that these thoughts 
are inextricably linked to the male or female ego,” Dones says to illustrate that Hana has lacked a sense of gender perception (158-59).  
Hana then realizes, in her forties, that she has been considering things from both a male and female perspective for a long time.  When 
she moves into her own apartment, she starts to be naked with herself and remembers that the mountains and Doda family code of 
honor made her believe that looking at herself while naked was wrong.  She remembers Lila’s words and admits that “Mark Doda’s 
life had been no more than the sum of the masculine gestures Hana had forced herself to imitate" (178).  This is the first time, at the 
age of 40, that she becomes aware of the difference between gender perception and gender performance.  She realizes, later than most, 
that her ideas about womanhood were a result of her gender socialization and that her praise of manhood was an internalization of 
patriarchal biases towards femininity.  She begins to see her being Mark as a performance rather than an identity.  She then contacts a 
man she met on the plane, on her way over to the US, and meets with him.  After telling him the whole story, she struggles to build a 
relationship with him – constantly conflicted because of her upbringing and her fear.  When she finally does engage in sexual 
intercourse with him, she is left only with a feeling of freedom after allowing her body to act and react with his.  She welcomes back 
her body after a long time of feeling disconnected with it:  “It’s good to know she’s alive” (270). 
 

 
 
Dones, Elvira. Sworn Virgin. Trans. Clarissa Botsford. New York: And Other Stories, 2014. Print.  
Nixon, Nicolas. “ ‘You Can’t Eat Shame With Bread’: Gender and Collective Shame in Albanian Society.” Southeast European and Black Sea Studies 9.1 (2009): 105 

– 121. Print. 
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The book is dead.   
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Matthew Craven (NYT 4-26-15) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Long live the book! 
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