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Counting the Costs of Colonialism: 
The Unintended Legacies of British Imperialism  

in Collins’s The Moonstone, Hardy’s Tess and Dickens’s Bleak House 

Tom Clark

Consult the dictionary and the definitions of foreign 
and domestic could not be more plainly separated. For-
eign, according to Webster’s, is “born in, belonging to or 
characteristic of some place or country other than the 
one under consideration,” a definition amplified in the 
additional phrase “alien in character” (483).  Converse-
ly, domestic is defined as “of, relating to, or carried on 
within a country and especially one’s own country” and, 
of particular concern for these purposes, “of or relating 
to the household or the family” (374). The definitions 
make clear that the boundary between affairs foreign 
and affairs domestic is the boundary between that which 
is labeled “home” and that which is labeled “not home.” 
For Victorian Great Britain, home ended at the water’s 
edge. That left a great deal of “not home”; even the 
island just on the other side of the Irish Sea was consid-
ered a matter of “foreign” policy.

These seemingly straightforward definitions were 
complicated in Victorian Great Britain by the fact that 
so much of the world which lay beyond the water’s edge 
was, in fact, the responsibility of the British monarch. 
With the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, 
the vast enterprise known as the British Empire found it-
self in an “extraordinary powerful position,” dominating 
the world in terms of “commercial, financial and naval 
power” (Cody). Assembled colony by colony in the previ-
ous centuries to serve the mother country as sources of 
raw materials and as markets for manufactured goods, 
the collected Empire in the 19th Century “existed not for 
the benefit — economic or strategic or otherwise — of 
Britain itself, but in order that primitive peoples, inca-
pable of self-government, could, with British guidance, 
eventually become civilized” (Cody). Such intertwining 

of economic, strategic and humanitarian goals (however 
egocentric and/or condescending the logic of each may 
have been) renders the boundary between foreign and 
domestic beyond the scope of dictionary definitions. 
India and South Africa were definitely not domestic, 
but neither were they totally foreign. Likewise, when the 
waters of the rest of the world lap up onto the beaches 
of Fortress England, matters domestic may not be so 
completely domestic after all. The actions and policies 
carried on someplace “alien in character” may find their 
way home. Melissa Free has gone so far as to charge 
the terms foreign and domestic to be “false binaries,” 
underscoring the “utterly false logic of imperialism: we 
are doing them a service” (340).

On their faces, the novels The Moonstone, by Wilkie 
Collins; Tess of the d’Urbervilles, by Thomas Hardy; and 
Bleak House, by Charles Dickens, are domestic novels:e
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“I am only a peasant by position, not by nature!”
—Thomas Hardy, Tess of the d’Urbervilles (182)

The tragedy of Tess Durbeyfield begins on a parson’s 
whim: “Good-night, Sir John” (1). That this “Sir John” 
has already been revealed as a shabbily dressed old man 
carrying an empty egg basket as he stumbles along a 
country byway is of consequence to Parson Tringham 
only in its illustration of how times change, of “ ‘how the 
mighty are fallen’ ” (3). Challenged by John Durbeyfield 
to explain the extension of nobility to such an unfortu-
nate as himself, the parson responds:

“Don’t you really know, Durbeyfield, that you 
are the lineal representative of the ancient and 
knightly family of the d’Urbervilles, who derive 
their descent from Sir Pagan d’Urberville, that 
renowned knight who came from Normandy 
with William the Conqueror, as appears by the 
Battle Abbey Roll? . . . There have been genera-
tions of Sir Johns among you, and if knighthood 
were hereditary like a baronetcy—as it practically 
was in old times, when men were knighted from 
father to son—you would be Sir John now.” (1-2)

In that encounter, the fortune of John’s daughter 
Tess is sealed. The parson has bestowed on “Sir John” 
a legacy, the legacy of a family name, a legacy that will 
encumber John and his daughter for the remainder 
of their days. “Involving no money, land, or power, the 
d’Urberville name is useless. But its mystique gives the 
dissipated Jack a reason to celebrate ostentatiously and 
sets Fortune’s wheel in motion” (Rogers 303). This 
legacy imposed by Parson Tringham is of the same char-
acter as the nationalistic self-image that has burdened 
the British people throughout the centuries of Empire. 
It is a psychology of cultural elitism defined throughout 
British literature, including this passage from William 
Golding’s Lord of the Flies. Having discovered the strand-
ed schoolboys amidst an island on fire, a British naval 
officer passes judgment: “I should have thought that a 
pack of British boys . . . would have been able to put up 
a better show than that” (Golding 202). British civility, it 
was supposed, prepared Britons for every contingency.

The debilitating effects of this elitism are visible 
in the newly knighted Sir John while he is still on the 
road. Overcome with his new station in lineage, if not in 
circumstances, he identifies himself to a passing friend 
as “one of a noble race” and orders up a horse and car-
riage “to carry me hwome [sic]. . . . And when you’ve 
done that goo [sic] on to my house with the basket, 
and tell my wife to put away that washing, because she 
needn’t finish it. . .” (3-4).

Durbeyfield will live out his life in the vain hope that 

his new found nobility will pay off, even proposing to 
solicit funds from the “old antiqueerians”: “They spend 
lots of money in keeping up old ruins, and finding the 
bones o’ things, and such like; and living remains must 
be more interesting to ’em still, if they only knowed of 
me” (273). Old Durbeyfield was correct in at least part 
of his egocentric supposition; the British of the 19th 
Century (as in the 21st) spent vast sums to maintain the 
elaborate remnants of a royal system that had already 
been long overshadowed and diminished in the face of 
representative government. 

It is of no consequence that Durbeyfield plays the 
fool to his death bed, but consequence falls hard on his 
family and harder still on his eldest daughter, who is left 
to play the tragic heroine. Tess must suffer the slings 
and arrows of a legacy unearned by the genuine efforts 
of any generations of Durbeyfields or d’Urbervilles since 
Sir Pagan. Robert Schweik argues the novel reveals “a 
complex moral reality” and quotes Thomas Hardy’s 
biographer Evelyn Hardy in diagnosing Tess as “a subtly-
drawn character with contradictory traits. Her simplicity 
and purity are adulterated with a strain likely to bring 
about her downfall” (18). That “strain,” which the biog-
rapher labels Tess’s “tendency towards martyrdom and 
self-sacrifice,” can additionally be read as Tess’s efforts 
to live up to the unearned legacy of the d’Urbervilles 
(18). Such a reading echoes Rogers’s characterization 
of Tess as a symbol of “the clash between modernity 
and medievalism and the tragedy that clash produces 
in the lives of individuals” (303). It is when Tess tries to 
don the mantle of those long-past generations—when 
the modern Britain must continue to play the role of 
Empire builder—that the foundations on which the 
Durbeyfields’ world teeters begin to crumble.

The downward spiral for Tess begins almost as soon 
as her father carries home his regal announcement. 
With “Sir John” too drunk to complete his nightly de-
livery, Tess undertakes the task herself. She falls asleep, 
contributing to an accident that leaves the family horse 
dead. Blaming herself for the loss of the family’s liveli-
hood, Tess acquiesces to her mother’s “projick” to “send 
Tess to claim kin”—that is, to ingratiate herself upon a 
wealthy line of d’Urbervilles in a nearby county (Hardy, 
17). Mrs. Durbeyfield is unaware that the distant rela-
tions “were no more d’Urbervilles of the true tree than 
[Parson Tringham] was himself” (27). Hardy sharpens 
the commentary on the transitory nature of names and 
familial legacies by adding: “Yet it must be admitted that 
this family formed a very good stock whereon to regraft 
a name which sadly wanted such renovation” (27) Tess 
is quickly set upon by her unscrupulous “cousin” Alec. 
On their first meeting Alec disabuses Tess to any claim 
on the family name he has appropriated: “But, Tess, no 
nonsense about ‘d’Urberville’: ‘Durbeyfield only, you 
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know—quite another name” (30). Alec simultaneously 
reveals a further, ulterior interest, one that will be con-
summated in his rape of Tess, an assault that seals the 
fates of both putative d’Urbervilles.

Tess’s actions in the balance of the novel will be, 
collectively, an attempt to escape the stain of Alec’s 
rape and provide for her family, who consider her 
naïve and foolish to desert the comforts offered by 
Alec d’Urberville. Hardy’s domestic tale becomes both 
a search for redemption and a treatise on common 
morality, with Tess as the pawn in the shifting tides of 
love and fortune. Tess’s efforts to assume the family 
legacy never lead her to question whether the legacy is 
of any real value; the riches looted from her by the fake 
d’Urberville are of more worth than any prize which 
could be gained under the family crest the Durbeyfields 
would claim as theirs. Ironically, the only character to 
recognize this truth is Alec. Confronting Tess in the only 
lodgings the Durbeyfield family can lay claim to—the 
d’Urberville crypt at Kingsbere—Alec propositions Tess 
yet again. “The little finger of the sham d’Urberville 
can do more for you than the whole dynasty of the real 
underneath” (287).

Compounding the tragedy of Tess is Angel Clare, 
the gentleman farmer in training who courts and wins 
the reluctant girl, only to reject her when he learns on 
their wedding night of her shame. Clare is a mass of 
contradictions: he is the rebellious son of a minister who 
rejects his father’s religion but is ensnared by its ancient 
proscriptions of morality; he is the free thinker who 
judges without examination; he is the lover of simple 
women who privileges the superiority of cultivated man-
ners. (“Angel . . . is unable to assimilate an actual mod-
ern situation into his philosophically imagined modern 
principles,” snipes Rogers [302].) Deserting his new wife 
with instructions to leave him in solitude to ponder their 
marital fate, he escapes to Brazil. In his harsh new envi-
ronment, Clare softens and comes to accept a particu-
larly un-imperialistic truth: “The beauty or ugliness of a 
character lay not only in its achievements, but in its aims 
and impulses; its true history lay not among things done, 
but among things willed” (267). Clare’s new softness 
toward his wife is confirmed by a passing stranger who 
“thought that what Tess had been was of no importance 
beside what she could be” (268). Schweik argues that 
Clare’s enlarging understandings throughout these pas-
sages “function as devices of perspective” and that “each 
new viewpoint reveals a world of different dimensions 
and different moral implications” (15). Among these 
implications must be the recognition that legacies of 
family and nationalism are less meaningful than Hardy’s 
contemporaries recognized. A “pure” woman need not 
be virginal, perhaps; a worthy citizen of the world need 
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young men died in the numerous wars fought in the 
name of imperial conquest and defense.

  Such is Richard’s fate, of course: He turns his back 
on his benefactor as his consuming passion in Jarndyce 
and Jarndyce raises paranoid delusion. He bankrupts 
both himself and Ada, whom he marries, chasing after 
the fortune he is sure will come their way when the 
great judgment is finally awarded. But fortune—even 
judgment—eludes Carstone. The case ends not in a 
verdict, but in bankruptcy; the costs of the Chancery 
case consume the estate under contention, leaving noth-
ing to conquer. Perhaps this is Dickens’s suggestion of 
how the British Empire will end, not in the granting of 
the final island independence, but consumed from the 
inside, leaving no one to govern the remnants of colo-
nies? Long before the collapse of the case, Miss Flite, 
a spinster who also awaits great riches from Jarndyce, 
pronounced Richard’s verdict: “I was a ward myself. . 
. . I had youth and hope. I believe, beauty. It matters 
very little now. Neither of the three served, or saved 
me” (34). Carstone dies in his meager apartment, his 
wife and child with only an empty promise as his legacy, 
forever trapped in a gilded cage of expectations like one 
of Miss Flite’s birds.

Expectations and inheritance are at the heart of a 
second major plotline within Bleak House: the story of 
Lady Dedlock, who, in contrast to Tess Durbeyfield, 
seeks not to restore her family name but rather to pro-
tect her husband’s name in the face of those who would 
discredit her. “One of the crucial issues that Dickens 
grapples with in the novel is moving on from an out-
dated, aristocratic society . . . to a modern bourgeois 
society” (Plotkin 22). The Dedlocks become symbols of 
that passing society, grasping to retain the relevancy and 
importance it enjoyed in the heady days of Empire. But 
Lady Dedlock has a secret; in her past, before there was 
a Lord Dedlock, there was a lover and a child. In the ser-
vice of propriety, the child disappeared, assumed dead, 
along with Lady Dedlock’s sister. No questions were 
asked, so the subterfuge of hiding answers was unneces-
sary to protect Lady Dedlock’s reputation. But secrets 
are susceptible to the smallest chink in the armor. Noble 
houses and empires can collapse on the undisciplined 
start of recognition upon seeing a long-forgotten hand-
writing. With “purposeless malignance,” Lord Dedlock’s 
solicitor, Mr. Tulkinghorn, ferrets out Lady Dedlock’s 
past and holds her hostage to it (Dusseau 593). The 
metaphor completes itself when the symbol of the dying 
society commits suicide in an act of preservation.

Ironically—and these domestic novels are replete 
with irony when read through a lens of foreign intrigues 
in otherwise domestic affairs—the stain of illegitimacy so 
feared by Lady Dedlock and treasured by the blackmail-
ing Tulkinghorn are of no consequence in the advent of 

the modern society. Esther Summerson, the naïve and 
unaristocratic narrator of half the book, turns out to be 
the illegitimate child of the martyred Lady Dedlock—a 
discovery that couldn’t be of any less consequence to Es-
ther or the new family who have gathered around her by 
the novel’s conclusion. “For most of the novel’s charac-
ters, families are not inherited, but made” (Plotkin 23), 
and at novel’s end Esther is surrounded in a remade 
“Bleak House” by the remnants of multiple families. 
Among the scattered tribes are members of the Jellyby 
clan, who represent not only the last of the unintended 
legacies to be found in Bleak House but also Dickens’s 
most scathing indictment of imperialistic Britain.

Within the narrative of Bleak House, “Dickens explic-
itly blames imperial expansion abroad for the confu-
sion and degradation he finds at home”; “[b]ecause the 
English ‘wander elsewhere,’ away from their respon-
sibilities for maintaining a nation, English streets are 
filled with ignorant, heathen children” (Plotkin 22, 19). 
The metaphors for this indictment are, in turn, specific 
and general; the former playing out as sarcastic parody, 
and the latter thundering forth in caustic denunciations. 
The parody is Mrs. Jellyby, “a lady of very remarkable 
strength of character, who devotes herself entirely to the 
public,” in the estimation of Mr. Kenge (35). The irony 
(there’s that word, again!) of Kenge’s observation is 
revealed when Esther and her party arrive at the Jellyby 
home and find the mistress of the “house” fully engaged 
in Empire-building—specifically, a ridiculous project to 
resettle 150 to 200 “healthy families” among the natives 
of Borrioboola-Gha to cultivate coffee and educate the 
natives (38). What has not gained any of Mrs. Jellyby’s 
attention is her ragamuffin children or her disheveled 
home, which even sweet Esther “must say” is “not only 
very untidy, but very dirty” (37). Mrs. Jellyby’s oldest 
daughter, Caddy, summarizes the condition simply: 
“It’s disgraceful. . . . You know it is. The whole house is 
disgraceful” (44). “Dickens seems to speak through her 
about the state of England” (Plotkin 24).

Inspired by the example of Esther, Caddy deserts 
her post as Mrs. Jellyby’s secretary in favor of caring for 
her siblings and locating a share of domestic tranquil-
ity. In time she becomes engaged to Prince Turveydrop, 
a dancing teacher who himself endures an eccentric 
father more enamored of Deportment than of such 
unfashionable endeavors as profession or industry. Late 
in the novel, upon visiting the now-married Caddy, 
Esther learns that Mrs. Jellyby rarely visits, believing the 
absurdity of her daughter’s marrying a dancing-master 
might rub off on her. Dickens, this time speaking about 
the state of England through Esther, notes “that if Mrs. 
Jellyby had discharged her own natural duties and obli-
gations before she swept the horizon with a telescope in 
search of others, she would have taken the best precau-
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tions against becoming absurd” (473).
Dickens repeats the assertion in the broader, angrier 

metaphor of Tom-all-alone’s. “It is a black, dilapidated 
street, avoided by all decent people,” writes Dickens, and 
home to Jo, the most pathetic and most pitiable char-
acter in this mini-series of a novel (197). That Dickens 
connects this most foul part of town to his primary vil-
lain—the establishment as represented by Chancery—is 
not surprising: this “desirable property” is “in Chan-
cery”—the contested object of a lawsuit—and therefore 
immune to development, rehabilitation, or “the pale of 
hope” (198). The state of affairs within Tom-all-alone’s is 
much debated in and out of Parliament, admits Dickens, 
including what forces will be brought to bear on such 
ignoble blight: will salvation come “by constable, or by 
beadles, or by bellringing, or by force of figures, or by 
correct principles of taste, or by high church, or by low 
church, or by no church” (551)? The only known fact, 
says the narrator, is “that Tom only may and can, or shall 
and will, be reclaimed according to somebody’s theory 
but nobody’s practice. ”

It is a devastating pronouncement of disinterest by 
institutions that invest millions of pounds in wealth and 
equipment and time in lands that lie far, far ashore. 
Surely, this must be the most unintended consequence 
of all. If the consequence of Tom-all-alone’s, of Jo, is not 
unintended, than it can only be intentional that Jo shuf-
fles off each day to sweep the crosswalk near Chancery,

[t]o be hustled, and jostled, and moved on; and 
really to feel that it would appear to be perfectly 
true that I have no business, here, or there, 
or anywhere, and yet to be perplexed by the 
consideration that I am here somehow, too, and 
everybody overlooked me until I became the 
creature that I am! (198)

Disinterest comes at a price, of course. The ignor-
ing of domestic needs in favor of the wants and desires 
of colonial merchants and governors does occur in a 
vacuum. Jo lives. Jo dies. In his short lifespan, he plays a 
part in the tragic undoing of Mrs. Deadlock, just as Tom-
all-alone’s plays its part in the tragic undoing of another 
noble house:

There is not a drop of Tom’s corrupted blood 
but propagates infection and contagion some-
where. It shall pollute, this very night, the 
choice stream . . . of a Norman house, and his 
Grace shall not be able to say Nay to the infa-
mous alliance. There is not an atom of Tom’s 
slime, not a cubic inch of any pestilential gas in 
which he lives, not one obscenity or degradation 
about him, not an ignorance, not a wickedness, 

not a brutality of his committing, but shall work 
its retribution, through every order of society, 
up to the proudest of the proud, and to the 
highest of the high. Verily, what with tainting, 
plundering, and spoiling, Tom has his revenge.” 
(553)

Duties and obligations begin at home—whether 
“home” be Mrs. Jellyby’s domicile or Tom-all-alone’s 
dark avenue or the English homeland. In the circle of 
colonialism, when the domestic is exported to the colo-
nies, the foreign comes back in the same ships. Where 
the dictionary sees clear distinction, social practice does 
not. “Here,” bemoans the faithful Betteredge, “was our 
quiet English house suddenly invaded by a devilishly 
Indian Diamond” (38). 

“To ‘be’ English in the nineteenth century,” writes 
Free, “was to be of, and hence constituted by, the Brit-
ish empire, to claim the summary position not only of 
Britishness but of empire itself” (340). The imperialist 
experiment enriched Britain in ways exceeding estima-
tion. The 19th Century must be forever considered the 
British Century, a position of power that the Empire 
rode into the First World War. But the costs of imperial-
ism were being tallied well before a generation was lost 
in the trenches of France or the next was threatened by 
bombers and rockets over London. Legacies of greed, 
entitlement, unfulfilled promises, illegitimacy and 
misplaced priorities; legacies born in India, the Middle 
East, Africa, China, Australia and beneath Union Jacks 
hoisted wherever the sun rose; legacies promising much 
and demanding more must be counted against the prof-
its of Empire.

Dickens’s John Jarndyce understood this end game, 
and if he could not solace the passions of his ward Rich-
ard Carstone, perhaps his words can fall on more fertile 
ground in modern times: “And thus, through years and 
years, and lives and lives, everything goes on, constantly 
beginning all over again, and nothing ever ends. And 
we can’t get out of the suit on any terms, for we are 
made parties to it, and must be parties to it, like it or not” 
(88-89). To characterize Collins, Hardy and Dickens 
as the accountants of the British Imperial experiment 
is to overstate the lessons of The Moonstone, Tess of the 
d’Urbervilles and Bleak House. But the turmoils that unfold 
in those pages demand to be recognized as both foreign 
and domestic. 
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Death’s Voice for Women in Early Modern England

Tracy O’Hara

In early modern England, gender norms required 
that reputable women should be modest, quiet and 
submissive to their male counterparts. Consequently, 
vocal women received a bad reputation for their verbal 
skills.   In spite of (or maybe because of) the lack of 
freedom of speech in normal society, women were able 
to talk freely amongst themselves in their “female world” 
and use speech as a positive tool. Part of this feminine 
sphere included various phases of death, where women 
played an important role. Whether through mourning, 
deathbed scenes, or execution speeches, death was a 
means for women to break free from societal constraints 
against them and their words. 

In her book Women, Death, And Literature in Post 
Reformation England, Patricia Phillippy defines female 
lamentation as “a group activity in which a community 
of women (united by shared sorrow and often by bonds 
of kinship) joins together to mourn. It is a unique forum 
for woman to woman address, a discursive community 
whose characteristic forms of speech are specific to the 
sex of its members and to their t ees ei1 1inine 
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blessings, expressing last wishes, or bestowing personal 
possessions.  Even on the brink of death, women con-
tinued to be thoughtful to those they held dear to them 
by using words and personal effects to strengthen those 
bonds.  They sought to use their final moments to make 
a lasting impact on those they were leaving behind.

In his play Othello, William Shakespeare provides 
two examples of what some might deem as ideal female 
deathbed scenes, despite the tragic circumstances in 
which they occur. In what may be considered a crucial 
moment for agency, the character of Emilia used the 
minutes prior to her death to defend the reputation of 
her friend Desdemona and to right the wrongs that had 
been committed by her husband Iago and which she un-
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for offenders, the sovereign took into account gender, 
social status, and possible ramifications of the execution. 
While it may be assumed that privatizing executions for 
the aristocracy was meant solely to show respect for the 
status of the offender, in reality there was much more 
behind it.  In her essay, Dolan contends that “Restrict-
ing access to such executions prevented the further 
disruption which might ensue either from allowing the 
condemned to rally supporters or from the dangerous 
precedent for assaults on the aristocratic or royal body. 
A relatively private execution protected the aristocratic 
privilege represented by the condemned, as well as the 
political status quo that he or she threatened” (Dolan 
160).

Instead of approaching death pessimistically, convict-
ed women tried to make the best out of a bad situation 
by facing their sentences with a strong resolve. Dolan 
states, “For the female offender addressing a large 
audience-perhaps for the first and only time- from the 
scaffold, any speech, even one that affirmed the status 
quo and condemned herself, offered an opportunity to 
speak publicly that challenged powerful constraints on 
female self-assertion and volubility. Some condemned 
women are represented as going beyond this, seizing 
‘symbolic initiative’ to challenge the institutions and 
individuals who accused and condemned them (169).

 A perfect example of this is the case of Margaret 
Clark, who was executed in 1679 for setting fire to her 
master’s house. She was a Protestant serving woman 
who was misled and betrayed by a Catholic guardsman 
named John Satterthwait. Clark attracted attention and 
support because of the class and religious controversies 
associated with her case. This controversy was fueled by 
society’s notion of fire being linked with Catholics and 
Jesuits, lending many to doubt her guilt in committing 
the crime (Dolan 171/172). Because the only evidence 
against Satterthwait was Clark’s testimony, which was 
disallowed since she was arraigned 
(women sn ) crime ,
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behind a legacy of sorts with their words.
Becker argues,” It is easy, and far too tempting, to 

romanticize this opportunity 
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The Medical Renaissance and Arguing for Gender Equality in Othello 
and The Flower of Friendship

Brittney Blystone

The Medical Renaissance understood a woman by 
her body. This was more than sexualizing or objectify-
ing a woman, but constructing the female body to justify 
gender roles and to limit her sense of self.  As Michel 
Foucault explains, “the hystarization of women’s bodies” 
was a process of scientifically examining every body part 
of the female body as being “thoroughly saturated with 
sexuality” (Foucault 104). Medical texts perceive every 
part of a woman—from her bodily liquids to her tem-
perature—as feminine. A woman’s body was a metonymy 
that represented all: her body engulfed her sense of self 
and enforced her gender role. In response to the medi-
cal construction of the female body, Emilia from Othello 
and Lady Isabella from The Flower of Friendship address 
their bodies to argue for gender equality.  

Lady Isabella: “I know not, quoth the Lady 
Isabella, what we are bound to do, but as meet 
it is, that there be no superiority between them 
[men and women], as the ancient philosophers 
have defended. For women have souls as well as 
men, they have wits as men, and more apt for 
procreation then men. What reason is it then, 
that they be bound, whom nature hath made 
free?” (Tilney 282).

***

Emilia: “Let husbands know
 Their wives have sense like them. They see, and 
smell, 
 And have their palates both for sweet and sour, 
 As husbands have” (Shakespeare 5.1.92-95)

Emilia and Lady Isabella are indignant women argu-
ing for gender equality in marriage; by both mentioning 
the female body. Shifting the subject from equality in 
marriage to palates and the ancient philosophers may 
seem arbitrary; however, closer inspection of the texts 
revels that the gender inequality is partly rooted in the 
medical construction of the female body. Medical beliefs 
frame each text; therefore, Emilia from Othello and Lady 
Isabella from The Flower of Friendship reconstruct the 
female body to support gender equality in marriage.

Emilia and Lady Isabella purposely address their 
bodies because the medical construction of the female 
body engulfed early modern England and thus pen-
etrated the fictional world of Othello and The Flower of 
Friendship. Medical scholars sought the social hierarchy 
in the body, and in turn, their publications continued it. 
Thomas Laqueur proves that the medical construction 
of the female body infiltrated all aspects of society, “not 
only in the anatomy theatre but at the Globe Theater” 
(Laqueur 113). Likewise, Eve Keller explains that during 
the Renaissance there was a greater circulation of Eng-
lish texts and vernacular texts—medical texts included 
(Keller 48). Medical texts became so popular that by 
1545, Thomas Raynalde thought “every boy and knave” 
would read Byrth of Mankinde (his medical self-help book 
for women) like the tales of Robin Hood (Keller 82).  
Raynalde derived his analysis of the female body from 
the ancient philosopher, Galen. Byrth of Mankinde was 
repeatedly reprinted until 1676 (85). For at least 131 
years, Raynalde’s book perpetuated ancient assump-
tions about gender with new authority and popularity.  
Emilia and Lady Isabella must talk about their bodies 
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because medical texts further defended and circulated 
the ancient belief that men and women were naturally 
unequal.

By talking about the female body, Lady Isabella does 
not describe observations or empirical evidence, but ref-
erences classical philosophy. Medicine used the ancient 
philosophers to add authority; therefore, Lady Isabella 
must address philosophy to argue for gender equality. 
Lady Isabella states that there is “no superiority between 
them, as the ancient philosophers have defended.” 
She targets the ancient philosophers’ beliefs of gender 
inequality because it is the foundation of medical texts. 
The Medical Renaissance was less about new discoveries 
and more about rediscovering ancient texts. 

Within the Medical Renaissance’s standard of author-
ity, Lady Isabella must support her argument. New medi-
cal texts contained century old information, thus tradi-
tional beliefs became truth. The Medical Renaissance 
distilled theology, classical philosophy, and personal ex-
perience, which were already tainted with gender stereo-
types. Early modern medical scholars used the ancient 
philosophers; more so, they understood them through 
medieval scholars. For the medical scholars, medicine 
progressed only because “the ancients had been at last 
rediscovered” (Keller 47).  Thus for them, progress 
was regression to a canonized, ancient philosophy.  Ian 
Maclean explains that the new science “emerged not so 
much from observation as from the conceptual frame-
work inherited from the ancients.” Medicine copied the 
author-based frame work.  In turn, the medical texts 
were philosophical and derivative. Founded on ancient 
philosophers, medical texts relied on subjective world-
views rather than empiricism, objectivity, and new evi-
dence. The Medical Renaissance was not about discovery 
but rediscovery. The Medical Renaissance rediscovered 
the ancients; it did not shift the science paradigm or the 
worldview. Lady Isabella had to address the opinions of 
ancient philosophers, because these opinions became 
medical facts during the Medical Renaissance. 

The ancient philosophers are Lady Isabella’s op-
ponents because the Medical Renaissance used them 
to support the gender hierarchy.  The Medical Renais-
sance of the 16th century was the Galenic revival, which 
involved almost six hundred new translations of Galen’s 
work (Keller 47). Galen’s one-sex model crowned the 
male body as the standard, and female body as simply a 
deviation from this norm. Therefore, Galen continued 
the belief that “woman is less fully developed than man” 
(31). Maclean describes Galenism as “feminist” because 
women became “in her own sex, …as perfect as man” 
(Maclean 31). Yet, his one-sex model only segregates 
the sexes: women are perfect but only “in her own sex.” 
Similarly, Laqueur argued that the one-sex model con-
structed women as only lesser men, not giving women 

an independent existence from the male. Galenism 
seemed to counteract Aristotle’s misogyny, only by creat-
ing a greater and subtler divide by seeing the female 
body as the male body. Medicine analyzed the female 
body according to the standard of the male body. With 
the female body subordinate to the male, these medi-
cal beliefs embodied the social hierarchy. This ancient 
philosophy surfaces in Lady Isabella’s speech because 
medical texts further circulated those beliefs, making 
gender inequality into an unquestionable fact of nature. 

Lady Isabella uses the same rhetorical move as medi-
cal scholars to undermine the argument that the female 
body is lesser: she uses her body as physical evidence of 
women’s abilities. She argues that the female body was 
not less, but more “apt in procreation.”  Lady Isabella’s 
assertion of the female strength is a direct response to 
the common, traditional and thus unspoken belief in 
the lesser nature of the female body. Medical progress 
was simply a greater support of the gender hierarchy. 
Medical scholars expected to see gender roles in the 
body, because they believed that the body was the micro-
cosm of the universe. As seen through the images like 
the Zodiac Man, the body was a “microcosmic screen 
for a macrocosmic, hierarchic order and as the more or 
less stable sign for an intensely gendered social order” 
(Laqueur 115). For medical scholars, the human body 
manifested the universe’s great chain of being, thus the 
“lesser” female body was Nature expressing the gender 
hierarchy. To contest the gender hierarchy, Lady Isabella 
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such as being “defenseless, …yet industrious if properly 
controlled” (Keller 68). This created an “easy slippage 
between part and person” (67). The female body col-
lapsed into the female role, specifically her role in mar-
riage and procreation. Procreation was the main topic 
in understanding the female body, and both procreation 
and the female body were the main topics of marriage. 
“The Sermon of the State of Matrimony” which was 
mandatory for every church in England, stated the 
purpose of marriage as biological—“to bring forth fruit” 
(“Sermon” 273). The purpose of having a wife was bio-
logical; the purpose was her role in procreation. Thus 
the role of wife and the fertile female body was synony-
mous. Every part of Emilia and Lady Isabella’s bodies 
are feminine; they talk about their bodies because their 
roles as wives manifests in their bodies. 
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ies. Lady Isabella does not mean “apt” as simply prepara-
tion for the fetus: “in reproduction, as in the household, 
woman are responsible for…providing hospitality” 
(Fissell 349). Assuming the body was the microcosm of 
the universe, medical texts used procreation to prove 
the gender hierarchy was the established law of nature. 
The female body’s passive role in procreation meant 
women’s natural role as passive receptor in all parts of 
life. Yet, Lady Isabella’s use of “more” refutes women’s 
passive role. Women are “more apt” in procreation than 
men. Although not completely supporting gender equal-
ity in procreation, Lady Isabella gives women the key 
role in procreation, the act that established the gender 
hierarchy in marriage and even society. Now center and 
active, the woman acts not merely as passive receptors 
in procreation or marriage. As in Emilia’s speech, Lady 
Isabella argues that women respond to their senses and 
bodily desires; therefore their bodies or another’s body 
does not control Emilia or Lady Isabella.

In control of their bodies, Lady Isabella and Emilia 
also show that women have a spectrum of the abilities 
and senses that go beyond procreation and the role msow tes thal-
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Li Po’s “Drinking Alone Beneath the Moon”

trans. by David Hinton

I

Among the blossoms, a single jar of wine. 
No one else here, I ladle it out myself.

Raising my cup, I toast the bright moon, 
and facing my shadow makes friends three,

though moon has never understood wine, 
and shadow only trails along behind me.

Kindred a moment with moon and shadow, 
I’ve found a joy that must infuse spring:

I sing, and moon rocks back and forth; 
I dance, and shadow tumbles into pieces.

Sober, we’re together and happy. Drunk, 
we scatter away into our own directions:

intimates forever, we’ll wander carefree 
and meet again in Star River distances.

II

Surely, if heaven didn’t love wine, 
there would be no Wine Star in heaven,

and if earth didn’t love wine, surely 
there would be no Wine Spring on earth.

Heaven and earth have always loved wine, 
so how could loving wine shame heaven?

I hear clear wine called enlightenment,  
and they say murky wine is like wisdom:

once you drink enlightenment and wisdom, 
why go searching for gods and immortals?

Three cups and I’ve plumbed the great Way,  
a jarful and I’ve merged with occurrence

appearing of itself. Wine’s view is lived: 
you can’t preach doctrine to the sober.

III

It’s April in Chang’an, these thousand 
blossoms making a brocade of daylight.

Who can bear spring’s lonely sorrows, who 
face it without wine? It’s the only way.

Success or failure, life long or short: 
our fate’s given by Changemaker at birth.

A single cup evens out life and death, 
our ten thousand concerns unfathomed,

and once I’m drunk, all heaven and earth 
vanish, leaving me suddenly alone in bed,

forgetting that person I am even exists. 
Of all our joys, this must be the deepest.
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Explicating the Muse: The Poetry of Li Po

Joseph Brennan

can poet, translator, and scholar of Chinese literature 
David Hinton describes it thusly, “These two defining 
characteristics—empty grammar and graphic form—
are reflected in the Taoist cosmology that became the 
conceptual framework shared by all poets in the mature 
written tradition” (xxi). This “mature written tradition” 
belonged to the stately, scholarly, and spiritual wenren �e
�Ç, or literati, of China.

The literati class ultimately developed as a result 
of the “rigid and inflexible” nature of the Chinese 
language which indelibly impacted its people (Carus, 
“Chinese Philosophy”, 188).  This literati class had the 
privilege of possessing a written language which “re-
mained relatively unchanged across millennia” (Hinton 
xx), allowing them to easily access and preserve the 
best works which their civilization had ever conceived. 
It is no surprise, then, that China has the longest and 
most extensive literary and poetic tradition in the world, 
beginning before 1500 BCE and continuing without 
interruption to the present (ixx). The Chinese language 
developed from antiquity and, being ideographic, as-
sumed a symbolic character that was replete with the 
naturist wisdom of those ancient “sages” who devised the 
language and passed on their yin-yang wisdom traditions 
in such ancient, enduring works as the I-Ching.  There-
fore, the simple, natural, profound, and—to the Tao-
ist—prelapsarian worldview of the ancients was forever 
recorded in the language and minds of the Chinese 
people. The Chinese civilization, having the highest re-
gard for ancient wisdom, has been exceptionally orderly 
and reverent of tradition and the established order as 
well as nature and the Cosmic Order (Carus, “Chinese 
Philosophy”, 189). One of the most essential features 

In “Drinking Alone Beneath the Moon” (“Yue xia 
du zhuo” �v���W��"‚��4Ã) by Li Po �¤$Ñ��(perhaps more 
commonly known as Li Bai),��the reader enters into 
a drunken affair with the redolent spring blossoms of 
Ch’ang-an, the fair moon, and the shadow of the self. 
Li Po writes four poems into one series with one title 
(though the first of the poems is by far the most well-
known), and the poems, respectively, resemble the hu-
man experience, understanding, and expression of the 
natural Way; herein I am concerned with three of the 
four poems of the series, as translated by David Hinton 
(the fourth is extremely hard to find in English). The 
Taoist poet also uses classical Chinese and Taoist symbol-
ism, imagery, and metaphor to describe what cannot be 
put into words: the eternal, wondrous, mysterious Tao, 
which cannot be named. As the poem develops through 
its three parts, so does his mystical experience and his 
voice as the speaker. But, in order to fully appreciate the 
poem, we must understand its speaker and the nature of 
Chinese language, thought, and poetry.

The Chinese language is akin to its philosophy of 
the yin-yang. Sentences’ subject-object, verbal, and 
prepositional relationships can often be interpreted 
in a number of different ways as rules of inflection 
are absent from the language (Hinton xxi). Yet, while 
relationship is vague, the communicated ideas are 
lucidly sewn together in a visual scene before the reader, 
as the written language is composed of characters, or 
ideograms. In a sense, an ideographic text also paints a 
scene before the reader. However lucid or intuitive this 
scene may be, the language still remains open to various 
possible interpretations, as its ideograms have a wide 
range of denotative and connotative meanings. Ameri-
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of classical Chinese language and thought is the idea of 
yin and yang—the two complementary, operative forces 
of the universe; any discussion of Chinese literature, 
especially poetry, is incomplete without taking them into 
consideration.

Before discussing Chinese poetry, it is important 
to first understand yin and yang. The Chinese, had a 
monistic, pantheistic, and naturist view of the universe, 
believing that all is eternal and all is one notwithstand-
ing its individuated forms. Nature, with all its changes, 
its life and death, is the perpetual embodiment of the 
eternal principle of being, Tao. The “generative” and 
“pregnant emptiness,” called wu !“, was the source 
of all things (lit., wan wu T�BP, the “ten thousand [or 
myriad] things”). Manifested being was called tzu-jan +¬
!›, meaning perpetual suchness, “self-so,” “the of-itself,” 
or “occurrence appearing of itself” (Hinton xxii), the 
last of which is Hinton’s translation of the word in Li 
Po’s “Drinking Alone Beneath the Moon.” Therefore, 
yin is the receptive, feminine force which is embodied 
in all things, especially the earth and the moon, and it is 
also seen as being dark and yielding; yang is the creative, 
masculine force which engenders all things, and it is 
seen as heaven, the sun, light, brightness, and assertive-
ness. Both are cyclical forces of the eternal Tao and are 
hence embodied in nature and all things. All actuality, 
including the human being, takes part in the process 
of conformity and creation, returning and going forth. 
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in Ch’ang-an for two years until he was aggressively 
expelled from the palace, presumably for his drunken-
ness during formal proceedings despite his auspicious 
eloquence (Liscomb 355). For the remaining 18 years 
of his life thereafter, he went back to being a wayward 
soul, finding shelter in nature and seeking the hospital-
ity of those who appreciated his poetry—and, of course, 
drinking wine and writing poetry.

Before we can start explicating Li Po’s “Drinking 
Alone Beneath the Moon,” it is finally necessary to 
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and immortals?” and with the last sentence (13b-14), 
“Wine’s view is lived: / you can’t preach doctrine to the 
sober.”

The mode of enlightened, spontaneous, intuitive 
being that Li Po describes is immediately seen in the 
beginning of the first poem. Here, he is primarily in 
nature “among the blossoms,” swaying with the bright, 
heavenly moon above and tumbling with his dark, 
earthly shadow below, drunk together in an existential 
bond of friendship. He has become so profoundly one 
with nature that they can, “scatter away into [their] own 
directions… and meet again in Star River distances” 
(12, 14); in his Taoism, he always has comfort, company, 
goodness, and joy wherever he goes, and can oxymo-
ronically be alone together with nature and himself. The 
symbolism of moon and shadow, as shall be discussed 
later, also magnifies this theme, and their light-and-dark 
imagery is paralleled with the “Star River” and alludes 
to the Tao of Heaven. “Star River” refers to the stars 
above, the Milky Way; Li Po is talking about assuming an 
eternal omnipresence with all of nature in this last line. 
Comparatively, the wise way of being resembled by the 
“murky wine” is seen in the third part of the poem. In it, 
Li Po talks about the goodness of wine instead of getting 
or being drunk on it. The whole structure of the poem 
can be understood as wine having a connection between 
sobriety and drunkenness. The enlightenment-wisdom 
dichotomy is central to the poetic series and occupies 
the middle lines while the drunkenness of the first part 
connects to the sobriety of the third part as observed in 
both the first poem (11-12), “Sober, we’re together and 
happy. Drunk, / we scatter away into our own direc-
tions…” and the third part’s conscious acknowledgment 
that forgetting the Tao in heaven, earth, and self is re-
ally the ultimate realization of it, the deepest joy. Li Po 
streeses in each poem of the series that this is the nature 
of getting drunk.

The way in which the poetic series’ action develops 
and the parallelism in the structure, i.e., between the 
poems, is truly intoxicating. The series starts in the first 
poem with Li Po quite naturally pouring himself some 
wine and getting drunk with nature. The second poem 
has him discuss the Tao of Man as wine, talking about 
how he has “plumbed the great Way (lit., “Tao”)… 
and… merged with occurrence appearing of itself (lit., 
“tzu-jan”)” (11-13a). This second poem is more of a 
spontaneous soliloquy to the universe, with Li Po confi-
dently uttering the nature of drunkenness in the fashion 
of a drunk man. The third poem has a mixture of the 
spontaneous, nature-focused experience of the first part 
and the axiomatic wisdom of the second part. It pro-
vides more detail about the setting, which is appropriate 
because this poem takes place during the day, but it also 
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season of spring, and the forgetfulness of self. With the 
title, “Drinking Alone Beneath the Moon,” the moon is 
obviously the poem’s central image to which the speak-
er/author, Li Po, feels a special attraction. Understood 
in the context of the setting, the moon reflects Li Po’s 
emotional state.

The ancient Chinese determined that the moon was 
a symbol of the receptive yin. They postulated that it was 
a watery, crystalline world filled with fantastic creatures 
and transcendent spirits (Wang 42). In beholding Li 
Po’s wine-drunken, solitary, pastoral affair among the 
moon and his utterance of the aphorism of enlighten-
ment and wisdom in wine, the Western reader is re-
minded of the Latin aphorism, “In vino veritas et in aqua 
santias,” i.e., “In wine there is truth, and in water there 
is health.” To Li Po, the moon was a mirror, reflecting 
his emotional state and his yin-filled setting, and, as the 
mind of the enlightened Taoist sage is described in the 
classical Taoist work Hua Hu Ching, he is like a mir-
ror reflecting mirrors—this Taoist beneath the moon. 
Indeed, it is through the setting that his emotional state 
can be ascertained. The setting is Ch’ang-an, the city 
in which Li Po once briefly held his only distinguished 
occupation as poet and diplomat in the imperial court. 
At this time the poem takes place, however, he has since 
lost that station and has returned to being a solitary 
wanderer, searching for an audience and a unity with na-
ture.  To Li Po, Ch’ang-an is a poignant reminder of his 
lonely obscurity: As “moon has never understood wine” 
(poem I, l. 5), so have none of his time ever understood 
his deep honesty which had no regard for decorum. 
Geographically, Ch’ang-an is nestled between the Chun-
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 “Fair is foul, and foul is fair”: Supernatural Representations 
In a Patriarchal Culture

Rebecca Cook

There has been a great deal of contrasting scholar-
ship in determining the nature of Prospero’s “so potent 
art” (5.1.59) in The Tempest. A traditional interpretation, 
like that of Francis Barker and Peter Hulme, suggests, 
“Prospero can be seen as a playwright… because of 
the control over the other characters given him by his 
magic” (Nymphs and Reapers 303). A different theory, 
proposed by Barbara Mowat, suggests Prospero as a 
wizard.1  Peggy Simonds offers two classifications of Pros-
pero’s art; she defines him as an alchemist2 and as, “…a 
magician in control of Nature and the poetic civilizer of 
barbaric peoples…” (Sweet Power of Music 538).  While 
these scholars succeed in attributing showy titles to the 
supernatural power of Prospero, missed is the gendered 
ideology behind the “art” of Prospero and what it im-
plies about his character, and more importantly, to un-
derstand supernatural representations in Shakespeare’s 
plays as a whole. 

By examining Shakespeare’s treatment of the super-
natural of Prospero in The Tempest and the Weird Sisters 
in Macbeth, it becomes apparent that male magic is used 
as an active method of controlling women and sup-
porting the patriarchal structure, whereas witchcraft, a 
passive, female-based power, conversely challenges the 
patriarchy and births destruction. Additionally, much 
of Prospero’s “rough magic” seems to fall under early-
modern definitions of witchcraft; the only characteristic 
that separates Shakespeare’s alchemist (Prospero) from 
his witches (The Weird Sisters), is the patriarchal culture 
behind Shakespeare’s plays. The distinction between 
“internal playwright,” magician, witch, wizard and al-
chemist comes not from a classification of supernatural, 
but is rooted in gendered ideology, which supports the 

patriarchal social structure.
In understanding the character of Prospero as more 

than the allegory of the magician, it is necessary to com-
pare and contrast the extraordinary power of Prospero 
to that of the Weird Sisters in Macbeth. There are many 
similarities in the types of “charms” that Prospero and 
the Weird Sisters are described as using. Both plays 
begin with a supernaturally induced tempest. In Mac-
beth, the witches plot revenge on a sailor’s wife through 
harming her husband: “Though his bark cannot be lost, 
/ Yet it shall be tempest-tossed” (1.3.24-25). The witches’ 
proposed vengeance on the sailor’s wife is managed 
through a magically induced storm, “I’ll give thee a 
wind” (1.3.12) as one of the sisters offers. Although their 
witchcraft tosses the ship in the storm, it ultimately does 
not lose, or destroy the vessel. 

The storm that the Weird Sisters produce is quite 
identical to what Prospero creates in the beginning of 
The Tempest, in order to seek revenge on those that stole 
his dukedom from him. Prospero, in telling Miranda of 
the tempest he created says, 

I have with such provision in mine art
So safely ordered that there is no soul—
No, not so much perdition as an hair,
Betid to any creature in the vessel
Which thou… saw’st sink. (1.2.35-39)

Prospero, similarly to the witches, through his “art,” 
generates a storm that tosses the vessel, without inten-
tion of destroying the ship. Despite Prospero being 
understood as a “white magician,” the storm he conjures 
is portrayed as demonic. As Ariel is recounting what 
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he did to the ship, he mentions that one of its occu-
pants cries “Hell is empty, / And all the devils are here” 
(1.2.52-53). Even though Shakespeare insinuates dark-
ness over Prospero’s magic, since Prospero is ultimately 
creating the tempest to foster reconciliation, he retains 
the title of magician. 

Despite the similarities between the two storms that 
are described in Macbeth and The Tempest, Prospero is 
considered practicing white magic as opposed to the 
black magic of the Weird Sisters. In addition to the 
resemblance of the scenes, an accusation of witchcraft 
from the early modern period was that “…witches were 
suspected of interfering with the weather…” (Thomas 
437). Despite the fact that Prospero is depicted as engag-
ing in the same type of act that is an allegation of witch-
craft, he is still portrayed as the magus and wronged 
duke of Milan, whereas the Weird Sisters are conversely 
“instruments of darkness” (1.3.136).

The Weird Sisters’ summons of the three appari-
tions bears another resemblance to The Tempest.  In 
Macbeth, the “black and midnight hags” (4.1.48) conjure 
three apparitions that vaguely tell the “ black Mac-
beth” (4.3.63) how to keep his kinship secure, but they 
ultimately show him a line of kings that all resemble 
Banquo to “…grieve his heart” (4.1.125). Similarly, in 
The Tempest, Prospero sends “strange shapes” (3.3.23) to 
the “three men of sin” (3.3.70) and commands Ariel to 
perform in the figure of a Harpy who frightens the men 
with “…perdition, worse than any death” (3.3.95). 

There are many parallels between these two super-
natural scenes. The Weird Sisters and Prospero are both 
presenting their apparitions or spirits for men who have 
sinned, with an ultimate goal to act like, as Ariel says, “…
ministers of Fate” (3.3.79). At the end of the apparition, 
the Weird Sisters refer to the outcome of their perfor-
mance as “Our duties did his welcome pay” (4.1.48), 
suggesting that by showing Macbeth the line of kings 
in the image of Banquo, Macbeth is getting what he 
deserves. In fact, the “Weïrd” of the Weird Sisters can be 
understood as fateful, or fate-determining. The magic of 
Prospero and the Weird Sisters are depicted as instru-
ments of fate and are both performed demonically. 

The supernatural visions also end the same way, as 
the stage directions indicate; the apparitions and harpy 
disappear and leave the sinful men with music and 
dance. In Macbeth, the illusion ends with the stage direc-
tions of “Music. The Witches dance and vanish” (4.1.48.1); 
likewise, in The Tempest the stage directions conclude the 
scene with “He vanishes in thunder. Then, to soft music…
and dance” (3.3.101.1). While these connections may 
seem of little consequence in understanding the char-
acter of Prospero better, they indicate how similar the 
magic that Prospero uses as means of restoration is to 
the magic of destruction in Macbeth.

Possibly more significant than the similarities of these 
characters in regards to the gendered supernatural, 
however, is their differences. The most telling of the dis-
tinctions between the good Prospero and the evil Weird 
Sisters, is how they acquired their magic. Prospero’s 
supernatural abilities are learned from books, as Caliban 
orders Stephano and Trinculo, “Remember first to pos-
sess his books, for without them / He’s but a sot, as I am, 
nor hath not / One spirit to command” (3.2.101-103). 
Caliban suggests that without Prospero’s prized books, 
the magician is as powerless as he is; it is because of this 
structure that it is possible for Prospero to later “abjure 
… this rough magic” (5.1.59). 

Conversely, the Weird Sisters procure their power in 
a much more passive way; they are simply demonized, or 
possessed. As Joanna Levin points out “…the witch was 
little more than the servant of Satan and did not have 
independent control over the supernatural” (Lady Mac-
Beth 26). In considering the active versus passive nature 
of Prospero and the Weird Sisters’ power (or lack of 
power), the gendered ideology of Shakespeare’s magic is 
clear. It is because Prospero is capable of knowledge that 
he is able to become the magus, and ultimately given the 
opportunity of choice, to abjure his magic. Whereas the 
Weird Sisters are simply evil, their magic is no more than 
a passive practice, which they are unable to escape; they 
will always be nothing more than “filthy hags” (4.1.130).

Referring back to the example of the apparitions, 
conjured by the Weird Sisters, and the Harpy, com-
manded by Prospero, the active versus passive binary 
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Meanings Can Change the Meaning

Sarah Webster

The uses of thou and you can be hard to understand 
in Shakespeare’s plays. According to J.M. Pressley, the 
uses of thou and you are not only “confusing” but also 
“one of the more interesting points of Shakespeare’s 
language.” Shakespeare was able to use these words 
to express emotion between characters and show how 
these characters related to one another. The differences 
in these words can help readers have a better under-
standing of Shakespeare’s writing. In Hamlet, the uses 
of thou and you have many different meanings. Raychel 
Haugrud Reiff states, “thou and you could not be used in-
terchangeably by the English noble men and women…” 
(69). Even though thou and you are hard to understand 
at times, Shakespeare used them craftily.

The history of thou and you can show how they trans-
formed into what they are today. In Old English, thou 
and you had very different meanings. Thou was used pri-
marily when referencing one person, or a singular pro-
noun. If a person stated, “thou come here,” they meant 
for one person to come, not two. In Middle English, thou 
changed a little. It still kept its singular form, but also 
conveyed a polite tone. Seamus Cooney states that this 
change was “probably influenced by [the] French vous 
vs tu,” which also held a polite tone depending on which 
word was used. The word thou would change again in 
Early Modern English, during the time of Shakespeare. 
During this time, thou was used by “people of higher 
rank to those beneath them” (Cooney). Thou lost its 
politeness and was used by the lower class when speak-
ing to each other. Thou was also used when talking with 
supernatural beings, such as God, witches, and ghosts, 
which is how readers know the word today (Cooney). 
Husbands would also use thou when speaking to their 

wives, but would expect their wives to respond with you. 
In Shakespeare’s time, women were of a lower status 
than men, and would be expected to use the correct 
forms of thou and you. 

Thou came with “an extra emotional element” 
(Cooney). On one hand, when trying to express close-
ness or affection thou was the proper word to use, no 
matter whom the conversation was with. It would show 
a “close intimacy or social distancing” (Reiff 69). On 
the other hand, when a person of the lower class spoke 
to a person of the upper class, using thou would carry 
the meaning of anger or scorn. Likewise, when an up-
per class person was using thou to another upper class 
person, the connotation was to be insulting, rather than 
showing reverence or respect (Cooney). According to 
Raychel Haugrud Reiff, using thee, another form of thou, 
in front of a host would be taken disgracefully: “the host 
would be offended, thinking either that the guest was 
mocking him or that the visitor had no manners” (69). 
However, if an adult guest used thou to a younger host, 
the host would be appreciative and understand that the 
adult guest enjoyed himself or herself (Cooney 69). The 
uses of thou were extremely important to understand 
what a person was saying.

The word you was also very important to use correctly. 
In the era of Old English, it was used primarily as a plu-
ral pronoun. When asking for more than one person, 
someone would say, “You come here.” Today, a person 
implies you by saying, “Come here.” Cooney notes that 
you, and ye, were used for “more than one.” In Middle 
English, you was used more formally. According to 
Pressley, “thou and you at some point in Middle English 
operated the same way,” but both were used politely or 
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to show respect. The meaning of you changed again in 
Early Modern English. Reiff explains that the word you 
was primarily used when speaking to a single person, or 
to show a polite tone but distant relationship between 
members of the upper class (69). The word you was 
also used by people of the lower status to speak to the 
upper class, such as a commoner speaking to a noble, 
or a child speaking to a parent (Pressley). Pressley states 
other instances where you would be used, such as “ser-
vants [speaking] to masters, and nobles [speaking] to 
the monarch.” Another standard use of you was between 
upper class when talking with each other. By using you, 
the upper class would show “honor and respect” toward 
each other (Reiff 70). When a male spoke to his female 
lover, he would also use you; he would address her with 
“the courteous but distant you.” By doing so, he would 
show her that he honored her and would always speak 
decently of her (Reiff 75).

 The only time that you would not be used would 
be when the noble was asking for something, such as 
forgiveness: “Plaintiffs use[d] thou pronouns to try to 
establish an intimate relationship so the one petitioned 
will grant their request” (Reiff 71).  Thou would be used 
when petitioning to the noble and you would be used to 
honor him. One could also show contempt or disre-
spect by using you instead of thou. Reiff states that you 
can show an “icy distance” (72). If a guest at a party was 
speaking to a younger host and said you instead of thou, 
the child would be hurt and wonder why the elder was 
acting so cold to them (Reiff 69). 

In Hamlet, there are many instances where the proper 
use of thou and you play a significant role in the passage, 
and show how the characters interact with each other. 
In Act III, Scene IV, Hamlet enters the room to speak 
with his mother about his father. Upon entering, Queen 
Gertrude uses thou to speak to her son, to show intimacy 
and love for him. He responds immediately with you to 
show distance from his mother. Judith A. Johnson states 
that Gertrude was Hamlet’s mother, “thus he might be 
expected to use the intimate pronouns, but his intent 
is to rebuke her” (152). Gertrude instantly realizes how 
cold Hamlet is towards her and responds with, “…you 
answer with an idle tongue” (3.4.14). Not only does 
Gertrude respond with you to show resentment of his 
comment but also she states that she does not like the 
way he is speaking to her. Hamlet fights back by saying 
her tongue is “wicked” and again uses the distant you 
(3.4.15). Hamlet and Gertrude banter back and forth 
with the distant you for a few lines. Gertrude at one 
point worries about her own her life, and switches to 
thou to ask what he is going to do to her: “What wilt thou 
do? Thou wilt not murder me?”(3.4.26). She uses thou to 
ask for a request, for her life. 

Later on in the same scene after Hamlet kills Polo-

nius on accident, he speaks directly to the dead body of 
Polonius but uses thou instead of you. “Thou wretched, 
rash, intruding fool, farewell! / I took thee for thy bet-
ter. Take thy fortune; / Thou find’st to be too busy is 
some danger” (3.4.38-40). In this instance, he is speak-
ing with Polonius, who is a noble of exact rank, and 
insulting him. By looking at the words around thou, 
such as “wretched” and “fool,” one can see how offen-
sive Hamlet was being. Right after giving this speech 
to Polonius, he turns to his mother and uses you to 
show again how distant he wants to be from his mother. 
Gertrude replies to her son by stating, “What have I 
done, that thou dar’st wag thy tongue / In noise so rude 
against me?” (3.4.58-59). One could take this use of thou 
in one of two ways: Gertrude could be showing close-
ness to her son and asking him for forgiveness, or she 
could be insulting her son. From the context in the rest 
of the sentence, one could agree that Gertrude is being 
sympathetic to her son. She is asking him why he dares 
to be so rude to her, because she does not realize why 
Hamlet is so upset with her. Later in the act, Hamlet ex-
plains why he is so detached from his mother, by calling 
her a “murderer” and “villain” (3.4.110). Immediately 
after this, Gertrude responds to his accusations with you 
(3.4.133-141). By using you, she tries to show respect for 
Hamlet as her equal, hoping that he will come out of 
his “madness” and turn into her “gentle son” and show 
“patience” toward her. According to Johnson, “Hamlet’s 
behavior alarms the queen; his actions are those of a 
stranger, not of her child, so she shifts from ‘thou’ to 
‘you’” (153). In this act, the uses of thou and you show 
the relationships between the characters and how they 
communicate with each other. 

Another scene that has many mixed uses of thou and 
you is Act V, Scene I. In this scene, Laertes and Hamlet 
shift “pronouns, but for different reasons” (Johnson 
153). Both of them have been good friends throughout 
most of the play, but things change at Ophelia’s funeral. 
Laertes exclaims to Hamlet, “the devil take thy soul” 
(5.1.272). Laertes is furious with Hamlet; he believes 
Ophelia’s death is Hamlet’s fault and is upset that 
Hamlet was present at the funeral. By using thy, another 
form of thou, Laertes is insulting Hamlet. Laertes is hop-
ing the devil takes Hamlet’s soul. Hamlet also replies to 
Laertes using thou. Johnson explains Hamlet’s reply as 
being “simply [a] response to the tone set by Laertes… 
[or to] be a put-down” (154). Hamlet is either simply 
responding to Laertes with the same tone, or he is trying 
to disrespect Laertes. Later in the play, in Act V, Scene 
II, Hamlet shows a “respect for his former friend” by 
using you (Johnson 154). Hamlet is asking Laertes for 
forgiveness. Hamlet explains that he has done wrong to 
Laertes, and accepts his demands to a sword fight. Dur-
ing the sword fight they both use the distant you to each 
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other until their impending deaths. Laertes starts the 
shift by stating, “Mine and my father’s death come not 
upon thee, / Nor thine on me!” (5.2.362-363). Not only 
was Laertes expressing a closeness or friendship to Ham-
let but also he was asking Hamlet to forgive him and not 
blame himself for Laertes’ or his father’s death. Hamlet 
replies by using thou to accept Laertes’ friendship and 
also implying that he will follow Laertes into death. By 
craftily using thou, Shakespeare summarized the rela-
tionships between Hamlet and Laertes throughout the 
whole play for his audience.

Since Shakespeare’s time, thee and thou have changed 
even more. Today, thou is rarely used; The Bible is where 
readers today most commonly find it. When thou is used 
it “is … viewed as the language of solemn ceremony and 
formality” (Pressley). Pressley also states that thou started 
to fade away in Standard English around the 1700s. He 
further explains that thou was used in its original form 
by William Tyndale as a singular pronoun in the Bible, 
while ye or you are used in their plural usages. William 
Tyndale was one of the men who helped translate the 
Bible into English; his translation “became the transla-
tion for the King James version of the Bible” (Pressley). 
No matter how thou or you were used throughout the 
centuries, Shakespeare did a marvelous job showing how 
these words can work to better understand the hidden 
meanings in texts. 

Throughout Hamlet, Shakespeare tactfully used thou 
and you to show relationships between the characters. 
Whether the characters were being respectful to each 
other or showing distain, the uses of thou and you help 
readers better understand the plays that Shakespeare 
composed. Johnson states that although Shakespeare’s 

uses of thou and you are inconstant, when it is impor-
tant to show the “relationship between two characters, 
he makes that careful choice” (156). Shakespeare is 
credited for many new words, and for his skillful use of 
words. Pressley sums it up nicely: “Although the distinc-
tion may be lost today, there was once a logical basis for 
differentiating between thou and you.” 

Works Cited
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The Birth of Tragedy: A Transcendental Poetics

C. J. Hedges

The two main requirements for philosophizing are: 
firstly, to have the courage not to keep any question 
back; and secondly, to attain a clear consciousness of 
anything that goes without saying so as to comprehend 
it as a problem.  Finally, the mind must, if it is really to 
philosophize, also be truly disengaged: it must pros-
ecute no particular goal or aim, and thus be free from 
the enticement of will, but devote itself undividedly to 
the instruction which the perceptible world and its own 
consciousness impart to it.

-Arthur Schopenhauer (Essays and Aphorisms 117).

I

Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit 
of Music is in the words of Walter Kaufmann, “one of the 
most suggestive and influential studies in tragedy ever 
written” (Kaufmann 3).  However, discussions concern-
ing tragedy invariably play host to Poetics.  “For centuries, 
theorists and critics of tragedy have routinely grounded 
their arguments in Aristotle’s formulations and termi-
nology,” writes Sheila Murnaghan (755).  I suspect the 
relative unimportance assigned to Nietzsche’s work from 
the academic community is the result of his confounded 
prose.  Nietzsche later wrote in “An Attempt at Self Criti-
cism” that The Birth is a “strange and almost inaccessible 
book…badly written, ponderous, embarrassing, image-
mad and image-confused…” (Nietzsche 19).  Since The 
Birth is a bold and insightful study of tragedy, a crystal-
line exposition becomes imperative.  And yet Dennis 
Sweet writes in The Birth of the Birth of Tragedy that, “few 
of Nietzsche’s advocates have gone on to show clearly 
how or in what sense [Nietzsche’s thesis is] innovative 

and insightful” (346).  Making The Birth intelligible and 
clear is therefore the first priority of this paper.  I will 
consider what Nietzsche called the first “decisive innova-
tion” of his book; namely, the “Dionysian phenomenon 
of the Greeks…” (Nietzsche 727). I will not consider 
Wagnerism and Socratic decadence.  The second prior-
ity is to retire the Poetics and erect a new monument in 
its place.  Even better, I will contemplate the “struggle 
of spring” (Sweet 354) or the “Dionysian phenomenon 
of the Greeks” in psychological rather than literary 
terms.  Additionally, I would like to demonstrate the 
yielding potential of Nietzsche’s innovation by offering 
a novel interpretation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Prince of 
Denmark.  To you wretched Aristotelian “sectaries,” I say 
adieu (Eliot 55).

II

For Nietzsche, tragedy is produced by the “perpetual 
strife and [periodic] reconciliation” of two great forces; 
the “plastic” Apollonian and the “chaotic” Dionysian 
(Nietzsche 33).  But what precisely do these terms 
mean?  Nietzsche does not speak on this matter directly, 
opting rather for a poetic invocation of “drunkenness 
and dreams” (Magnus 22).  Nevertheless, their charac-
terization is indicative.  Illustrating the nature of this 
opposition, Nietzsche quotes Schopenhauer:

Just as in a stormy sea that, unbounded in all direc-
tions, raises and drops mountainous waves, howl-
ing, a sailor sits in a boat and trusts in his frail bark: 
so in the midst of a world of torments the individu-
al human being sits quietly… (Nietzsche 35).
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Nietzsche casts the Apollonian as a vessel which af-
fords an unusual degree of order and tranquility within 
an environment marked by a chaotic frenzy, unyielding 
and hostile.  What is the Apollonian then?  In Kantian 
terms it is simply the cognitive “soothsaying” apparatus 
from which the protagonist derives order and meaning 
from the chaotic substance that is his or her experience 
(Kant 35).  I interpret Nietzsche to be arguing that the 
tragic drama unfolds from a unique augmentation of 
Kant’s transcendental philosophy in which sources of 
empirical knowledge are set to converge and contradict 
with certain transcendental elements of “pure cognition 
of the understanding, ” and by extension certain sources 
of pure knowledge a priori (Kant 27).  Human behavior 
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be precise, Hamlet’s experience sits in opposition to all 
four conceptions of the understanding: quality, quantity, 
relation, and modality.  First, Hamlet’s conception of 
plurality is disturbed, because he lost his father.  Second, 
his suspicious murder challenges Hamlet’s conception 
of causality and dependence.  Lastly, Hamlet’s interaction 
with the ghost upsets his conception of both possibility 
and existence.  The rest of the play is driven by Hamlet’s 
attempt to will an agreement or false-harmonization be-
tween his understanding and his experience.  In other 
words, Hamlet settles on revenge.  

VIII

Along with the impending discord, Hamlet captures 
a glimpse into the Dionysian Universe, a “being,” as 
Nietzsche contends in Beyond Good and Evil, “wasteful 
beyond measure, indifferent beyond measure, without 
purposes and consideration, without mercy and justice, 
fertile and desolate and uncertain at the same time” 
(Nietzsche 205).  When Hamlet exclaims in a fit of 
grief that the “uses of the world” seem “weary, stale, flat, 
and unprofitable,” (Shakespeare 2.2.114-163) or when 
he calls the air a “foul and pestilent congregation of 
vapors,” he is experiencing a special kind of pessimism 
that comes with this collapse (2.2.287-338).  According 
to Hamlet and Counter-Humanism by Ronald Knowles, 
Hamlet’s “pessimism [is] influenced by the philo-
sophical skepticism of what Hiram Haydn called the 
sixteenth-century ‘counter-Renaissance,’ which severely 
challenged the optimism of Renaissance humanism” 
(Knowles 1048).  Contextually, this explanation is plau-
sible, but it fails to capture with sufficient intensity the 
true essence of Hamlet’s despair.  Hamlet’s melancholy 
is what Nietzsche calls “Dionysian pessimism” (Dienstag 
84).  For Nietzsche, “pessimism is the consequence of 
knowledge of the absolute illogic of the world-order,” 
but a “Dionysian pessimism” is that “courageous pessi-
mism that is…the way to ‘myself,’ to my task” (Dienstag 
86).  What Nietzsche means by this is the struggle to 
overcome, or in a sense, mask that knowledge of the 
Dionysian through illusion.  In Hamlet’s case, revenge is 
the act of self-illusion which results in a false-reconcilia-
tion between the Apollonian and the Dionysian.

IX

We find in Hamlet a curious immobility or hesitancy 
to act.  But critics do not agree on the reason.  Goethe 
attributes the inaction to a “weakness” of character, 
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The More Things Change, The More They Stay The Same

Robert Durborow

The Indian poet, Amaru, wrote the Amarusataka 
which is his anthology of love poems in the seventh 
century (W. W. Norton & Company). John M. Gottman, 
Ph.D. is touted on the cover of his 1999 best-selling 
book, The Seven Principles for Making a Marriage Work, 
as the country’s (U.S.) foremost relationship expert 
(Three Rivers Press). One would not expect an author 
from the twentieth century to have much in common 
with his counterpart in the seventh century; however 
these two exhibit some striking similarities. Both wrote 
about relationships between men and women and, 
though centuries apart, they agree on a surprising num-
ber of details. Amaru wrote poems predominantly about 
physical love, while Gottman explored the science of re-
lationship. The correlations that can be drawn between 
these two disparate writer’s observations are more than 
a little illuminating. The writings of these two men, cen-
turies and continents removed from each other, show 
that the way men and women act in a relationship has 
not changed in a very long time, nor have the effective 
means of solving conflict.

In section twenty-three of the Amarusataka, Amaru 
describes a fairly recognizable conflict between two 
unknown lovers:

Lying on the same bed,
backs to each other,
without any answers,
holding their breaths,

even though making up
each to the other
was in their hearts,
each guarded their pride. (Peterson 1339)

Amaru creates an extremely vivid visual in these 
verses. The lovers are having a quarrel of some kind and 
have physically and mentally turned away from each 
other. Though the subject of that quarrel centuries past 
may be different from the one John and Betty Public 
had the other night, the reaction is strikingly familiar.

Dr. Gottman calls such physical turning away “Stone-
walling,” one of what he refers to as the “Four Horse-
men” of his second sign that a marriage is in trouble. 
Gottman says that at least one partner, secure in his or 
her own opinion, tunes out the other (Gottman 33). 
In this stanza of Amaru’s work, it is apparent that both 
lovers have done exactly that. The last four verses spell 
out each party’s mental state precisely. Though the argu-
ments are separated by well over one thousand years, 
the unknown lovers and the Publics act the same.

An additional comparison can easily be made in the 
physical actions described in the first four verses. The 
unknown lovers have turned their backs to each other, 
using body language to signal their displeasure with one 
another. Dr. Gottman lists this as the fourth sign that a 
marriage needs help: body language. The doctor relates 
that couples in disagreement often become tense and 
that tenseness becomes visible in each person’s physi-
cal actions. These verses from Amarusataka certainly 
indicate some tension between the lovers; however, the 
next few verses offer a solution with which Dr. Gottman 
agrees:

but slowly,
each looked sideways,
glances mingled
and the quarrel
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exploded in laughter;
in enfolding embraces. (1340)

The lovers have turned toward each other, physically 
and emotionally. A few meaningful glances remind the 
couple that they care deeply for each other. The argu-
ment dissolves into laughter.

 Dr. Gottman thoroughly approves of this most effec-
tive technique. He devotes the entire fifth chapter of his 
book to turning toward each other instead of turning 
away. Gottman describes the concept as recalling good 
times in a relationship and remembering the reasons 
each person is attracted to the other (79). Such remem-
brances could easily have been occurring in the minds 
of the lovers in these ancient poetic verses. The final 
verse in this selection refers to the ever popular “kiss 
and make up” method of ending a disagreement in a 
mutually satisfying manner. Again we see similar reac-
tions in different centuries.

Amaru and Gottman appear to agree on more than 
one point. Another example is evident in Dr. Gottman’s 
regular references to his “Four Horsemen” that can 
accurately predict failure in any relationship. The first 
horseman is criticism. Gottman contends that many 
arguments begin with this very beast. One party berates 
the other, causing understandable feelings of resent-
ment. Those resentful feelings can quickly lead to con-
tempt, the second horseman. Contempt can be manifest 
as sarcasm or cynicism (27). Amaru supports Gottman 
once again in these verses from sections thirty-eight and 
fifty-seven:

You grovel at my feet
and I berate you
and can’t let my anger go. (57)

***

My girl.
Yes Lord?
Get rid of your anger, proud one.
What have I done out of anger?
This is tiresome to me.
You haven’t offended me.
All offenses are mine.
So why are you crying yourself hoarse?
In front of whom am I crying?
In front of me.
No, I’m not.
That is why I’m crying. (1340)

The first and second horsemen gallop through these 
verses with churning hooves. One lover grovels at the 
other’s feet in supplication, but the partner continues 

to criticize in his fiercely righteous anger. Cynicism 
abounds in the subsequent discussion of the nature of 
their arguments. 

The last six lines of verse illustrate that the woman 
perceives that her Lord no longer sees her for who she 
is, nor does he live up to her expectations. The last two 
lines state plainly that, while her Lord feels unchanged, 
his lover sees him as a completely different person. It 
would appear that the four horsemen have been riding 
through relationships for a very long time.

Turning toward each other is the key, according 
to Dr. Gottman. When each person in a relationship 
focuses on the other, that person becomes more impor-
tant than self. Meeting the needs of the another person 
liberates couples from major strife and allows each part-
ner to be a friend as well as a lover. When this plateau 
is reached, each partner becomes more desirable to the 
other. Neither romance nor friendship is enough to 
hold couples together. There must exist a little of both 
(79). Amaru agrees yet again in these excerpts taken 
from sections 101 and 102:

Friend,
that’s as much as I know now.

When he touched my body,
I couldn’t at all remember
who he was,
who I was,
or how it was. (102)

She’s in the house.
She’s at turn after turn.
She’s behind me.
She’s in front of me.
She’s in my bed.
She’s on path after path,
and I’m weak from want of her.

O heart,
there is no reality for me
other than she she
she she she she
in the whole of the reeling world. (1341)

The beginning seven verses of these sections speak 
of friendship and love, as well as a joining that results in 
the two becoming one. Amaru depicts the woman as no 
longer able to recognize herself or her lover as separate 
entities. They are one.

The final verses show that her lover has turned so far 
toward her that she is all that he sees. She is everywhere 
and everything — his whole life. Amaru’s repetitive use 
of the word “she” gives the final stanza an almost sacred 
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feel, similar to a religious chant. When all is said and 
done, the lovers have resolved their differences and 
salvaged their relationship, just as Dr. Gottman knew 
they would.

In the final analysis, the conflicts that arise between 
men and women have not changed a great deal over the 
last sixteen hundred years, nor have the effective meth-
ods of dealing with them. Though separated by years, 
continents, cultures, and disciplines, these two authors 
seem to agree; the more things change, the more they 
stay the same.
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Medieval Masculinity in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight

Ronnie L. Gladden

Gender is a complex subject because the construct 
doubly functions within psychological and physical 
entities. In this way, both the intangible (psychological) 
and the tangible (physical) function in a binary that 
is dependent upon one another. By many accounts, 
the physiological structures of one’s sex often have 
profound implications for one’s psychological 
development and functionality within a social ecosystem. 
However, from time to time (and perhaps occurring 
more frequently than is realized) some individuals’ 
construct of their very own gender—meaning their 
gender identity and expression—is incongruous with 
the  mores of the times in which they are posited. When 
this happens, the disruption of heteronormative pat-
terns occurs. The disruptive occurrence upsets the bi-
nary that encourages a strict compliance with regard to 
notions of classic masculine and feminine gender roles 
as set forth during the timeframe one inhabits. This 
paper will focus on aspects of the gender contract for 
medieval masculinity in Sir Gawain and The Green Knight. 
The poem challenges the expectations of medieval mas-
culine protocols.

In “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Laura 
Mulvey incorporates psychoanalytical theory as a politi-
cal “weapon” in the effort to depict the patriarchal 
hegemony that shapes the structured form on film via 
cultural aesthetics. Mulvey’s arguments are, in many 
ways, universal and can provide insight into much older 
texts, such as Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. While Sir 
Gawain and The Green Knight is a literary text—and in 
turn inanimate—the motif of patriarchy controlling the 
idealized aesthetics of people and places intersects with 
the psychoanalytic construct that is a part of Mulvey’s 

thesis.  Furthermore C.J. Pascoe’s Dude You’re A Fag 
and Mahler’s “Adolescent Masculinity, Violence and 
Homophobia” will add additional insights with regard 
to contextualizing notions of masculinity via a contem-
porary lens. 

In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the primacy of the 
text is concentrated within notions of masculinity and 
hyper-masculinity. Early in the work, The Green Knight 
is contrasted with that of other males, including Sir 
Gawain:

one the greatest on ground in growth of his 
frame: From broad neck to buttocks so bulky 
and thick, And his loins and his legs so long and 
so great (4).

The striking figure that the giant embodies establish-
es and suggests a type of patriarchal significance that re-
inforces the supremacy of men during the medieval era. 
The supremacy is established via the size of the male – as 
the features connote strength and a facility for conquest 
and acquisition. Moreover, The Green Knight functions 
as the center of the poem’s thesis in which his valor, 
figure and deeds serve ultimately as transformative oc-
currences that affect those living within the court.  The 
sheer size and hue of the giant re-order protocols and 
places the poem’s focus on the excesses of masculinity.

Mulvey asserts that “recent writing in Screen about psy-
choanalysis and the cinema has not sufficiently brought 
out the importance of the representation of the female 
form in a symbolic order in which the last resort it 
speaks castration and nothing else” (833). Perhaps one 
of the reasons for the lack of the female archetype in 
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the symbolic order of film (and in text) is because of the 
emphasized “greatness” and virility of the male. Indeed, 
women in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight are de-em-
phasized in contrast to the virility of Arthur’s court, the 
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in a valiant way. Perhaps as a means to compensate for 
perceived inadequacies, acts of violence serve as a mis-
guided cathartic vehicle often culminating into school 
shootings. In “Adolescent Masculinity, Homophobia and 
Violence,” Kimmel and Maher:

 
…argue that in addition to taking gender seri-
ously, a reasoned approach to understanding 
school shootings must focus not on the form 
of the shootings--not on questions of family 
history, psychological pathologies, or broad 
based cultural explanations--but on the content 
of the shootings--the stories and narratives that 
accompany the violence, the relationships, and 
interactions among students, and local school 
and gender cultures. (Kimmel and Mahler, 115)
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How Pop Culture Can Make the Unfamiliar Familiar:  
Using Parks and Recreation as a Tool to Examine Local Government and 

Rhetorical Concepts

Caitlin Neely

My Netflix binge-watching of the NBC comedy Parks 
and Recreation coincided with the Cincinnati city coun-
cil’s ongoing heated debate about the Cincinnati street-
car project, and, as I watched Parks and Rec, I began to 
connect this fictional account of local government with  
events and debates happening in real time.  While we 
all have a familiarity with popular culture, it seems this 
familiarity, when applied to a rhetorical situation like the 
streetcar project, can help make unfamiliar rhetorical 
concepts easier to understand, process, and apply to the 
academic environment and to past, present, and future 
rhetorical situations. In this essay, I will use Parks and 
Rec to show how television helped me critically analyze 
local government projects like the Cincinnati streetcar 
project.  

Parks and Recreation first premiered in 2009. It follows 
the story of Leslie Knope, a public official who works for 
the Parks Department in Pawnee, Indiana, and her cast 
of co-workers and friends. Several well-known actors and 
actresses play characters on the show including: Amy 
Poehler, Rashida Jones, Rob Lowe, and Megan Mullally 
(“Parks and Recreation”). In this essay, I will examine 
two episodes from the fifth season of Parks and Rec. One 
important plot point for the reader to note: going into 
the fifth season, Leslie had been voted onto the Pawnee 
city council this eh seasoN[s essay
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ily suspending contracts with construction companies, 
stopping the spending of money on the streetcar 
construction, and effectively “pausing” it (Cincinnati 
City Council (Vote for Streetcar Pause) 2013). Several of the 
council members cited the need to reassess the cost of 
continuing the street car versus the cost of stopping 
construction (Andrews 2013). Soon after, the federal 
government released a statement saying they were giving 
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