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News and Announcements 

Now Accepting Submissions
Submissions are currently open for the Spring/Summer 2019 issue, and will be accepted through 
the Friday before Summer semester finals. Submissions received after the deadline will be consid-
ered for the following semester’s issue. 

Athena’s Web welcomes a wide range of  submissions including research and analysis papers, case 
studies, short stories, essays, poems, photographs and photo essays, artwork, novel excerpts, short 
plays, and more. 

Cover Contest
Athena’s Web hosts a cover design contest each semester. Winners are chosen from the pool of  
artwork submissions received that semester. The winning artist will be credited on the Information 
page, and will be listed as a contributor. 

Facebook
Athena’s Web is now on Facebook. Be sure to follow our page for updates and information. 
www.facebook.com/athenaswebjournal

Special Thanks
Athena’s Web would like to thank Dr. Ronald Fritze for recommending the most work for publica-
tion in the Fall 2018 issue. His efforts and continued support are greatly appreciated!  
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  There was a weight on Isabell’s shoulders. It 
wasn’t just the heavily jaded fabric and all of  its em-
blazoned milky-white beads. Although, the dress was 
beautiful, the silk seemed to be stifling. 
 She never, in a million years, saw herself  getting 
married.
 Lady Judith murmured to a servant. The girl 
dashed out of  the room, tossing a glare in Isabell’s direc-
tion. Lady Judith then turned to Isabell and cleared her 
throat, gesturing for her to twirl. 
 Isabell shifted, the tight slippers pinching her 
feet. She gasped at her reflection in the mirror. Her 
skirts flowed gracefully, surrounding her and causing her 
figure to seem svelte. She was an ornament, draped from 
head to toe in glittering cloth and lace that was smooth 
to the touch. Her braided, jet black hair, sat elegantly 
on top of  her head like a crown. The fragrance of  lilies 
wafted from her presence. Dainty jewelry, composed of  
dark minerals, hung from her ears and perched faithfully 
on her bosom. 
 She wanted to revolt and slap the seamstress. 
 “You look striking.”
 “Thank you, Lady Judith—I mean, Mother.” Isa-
bell corrected herself  when Lady Judith scowled at her.
 “Be careful with what you say. We must not 
raise suspicion, darling.” Lady Judith gritted her teeth in 
Isabell’s ear. Sharp nails bit into her arm. Yanked nearer, 
Lady Judith refused to loosen her grip until she placed 
an object in Isabell’s hand. “It’s for something bor-
rowed.”
 Isabell clutched the polished, pristine blade. 
Her face stared back at her; it was even clearer than the 
mirror. Gently rubbing her finger across the edge, a thin 
line appeared on her thumb. 
 Lady Judith continued to breathe over her shoul-
der. She beamed; her smile was cold and mischievous. 
“It’s one of  my favorites. I wouldn’t let you use anything 
less on such an important occasion.”
 “Lady—Mother, marriage wasn’t part of  the 
plan.”
 “Plans change. We must adapt. You will do this, 
Isabell. He doesn’t deserve this life of  luxury. He doesn’t 
deserve you. His wealth can be spread to the ends of  the 
Earth and you can have your freedom.” Lady Judith’s 

rings gleamed in the mirror. No finger was ever naked. 
They wore an attire of  gold or silver with diamonds, ru-
bies, sapphires, pearls, everything. The sizes ranged and 
no two were alike; thanks to Isabell, she had a nice col-
lection of  them. “This is the only way. You can do the 
deed, can’t you? You’ve never had a problem before.”
 “It is feasible.”
 “It better be, or has the vision been clouded with 
emotions?”
 Isabell’s eyes flickered at her accusation. She 
gripped the dagger tighter, her knuckles growing white. 
“I have never loved a man.”
 “Good. I have taught you well.”
 Knocks reverberated from the wooden door. 
It cracked open. A mousey voice, quiet and squeaky, 
met them. The young servant girl was wearing a simple 
elegant black dress. Her eyes dropped to Isabell’s weap-
on, a sense of  longing slid across her narrow face. She 
smirked, fire growing in her irises. “The groom is wait-
ing.”
 “Tell them to start the organ. We’ll be there in a 
moment.” When the latch clicked into place, Lady Judith 
whipped back to Isabell. “Hide that.”

***
 Lady Judith moved with galumph. Her chunky 
ankles weak in heels and loaded down with a plethora of  
jewelry, she clutched Isabell’s arm, once again, embed-
ding her long nails into her flesh.
 Candle lighting cascaded around them and 
bounced off  the golden walls. Their feet passed over red 
velvet rose petals. The only thing Isabell found calm-
ing was the familiar poke in her leg each time her foot 
touched the tile. Isabell attempted a charming smile as 
Lady Judith walked with vanity. 
 Pompously, Lady Judith held her head high. Her 
shoulders were back, with no less pride and importance 
if  she were walking a dog, as she sauntered with Isabell 
towards the altar. Every aisle was crowded and silent. 
The guests stood when the bride entered. Many of  them 
gawked at the wedding dress. Men pulled off  their hats 
and stared with longing. A little boy tugged on a wom-
an’s sleeve and pointed. His cheeks flushed pink when 
his eyes caught Isabell’s. Some of  the girls glared at 
Isabell for marrying their prince charming. Lady Judith 
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simply turned her nose to them and moseyed past. 
 The vigorous, lively music ceased when they 
halted at the altar. Isabell hesitated, before meeting the 
eyes of  her groom, Andrew. He wore a golden tunic 
with fur on the edges. Black, shining boots covered 
his feet, and a gleaming sword weighted his belt down. 
Trembling, she took his steady hand. Heat radiated from 
his palm, and her fingers became clammy. He grinned at 
her, the corners of  his blues eyes wrinkled. 
 The priest raised his arms, and everyone shuffled 
to their seats. Lady Judith took her spot next to the ser-
vant. A mischievous grin tugged at the servant’s lips.
 The room was full of  silence.
 “Are you ready, Isabell?”
 Coyly, she blushed. “I suppose you leave me no 
choice, now that I am here.”
 Andrew chuckled, smiled at the priest, and then 
the service began.
 “Dearly beloved, we are gathered together here 
in the sight of  God, and in the face of  this company, to 
join together this man and woman in holy matrimony. 
Do you have your vows ready?”
 They both nodded. Andrew pulled his parch-
ment out first and started reading. He held her with one 
hand, rubbing her knuckles with his thumb in a gentle 
circle. His voice was deep and traveled the whole length 
of  the church and back with his ardent speech. 
 “My dearest Isabell, from this day forward, I 
will be known as yours. Your love. Your husband. Your 
prince. Your everything. I will live the rest of  my days 
to protect you. To hold you. To comfort you. I will treat 
you with respect, as an equal, and with love, because 
from this day forward you will be my princess.” A few 
women sighed in the audience as he refolded the page 
and quickly tucked it in his pocket. He reached for her 
hands again, whispering, “I love you.”
 A girl fainted in the front row and her date 
rushed to catch her before she hit the floor. Trapped in 
Andrew’s gaze, Isabell masked her smirk with an easy 
smile. Her mouth went dry, while everyone waited ear-
nestly for her to speak. 
 She searched for Lady Judith, her bedazzled 
hands flicked for her to get on with it. 
 Isabell cleared her throat. Calling the memo-

rized speech, Lady Judith created it for her vow. Parting 
her lips, her voice rose with her tongue, and then it was 
abruptly caught between her teeth. 
 Someone, in the crowd, cut her off. “Don’t listen 
to a word she says. She was hired to kill you!”
 Andrew’s features twisted into confusion, a mir-
ror of  everyone else’s. His captain, protected in a full 
body armor, spit commands to his men. “Seize her!”
 There wasn’t enough time for anyone to say any-
thing else when a raucous riot started. 
 Isabell stood on her toes, attempting to catch a 
glimpse of  the culprit who accused her to be an assas-
sin. But, during the chaos, Isabell was snatched off  the 
ground. The only hint she had was the voice. It was a 
girl’s voice.
 She grunted, glancing over her shoulder as she 
was yanked apart from her groom. The familiar gleam 
of  a silver helmet confirmed that it was one of  Andrew’s 
knights.
 Spiraling out of  the soldier’s grasp, Isabell hiked 
her leg up, kicking him in the stomach. He tumbled back 
from the force, and into the crowd. The guests scattered 
and screamed, scrambling to a safer distance.
 Isabell was free, only to find herself  surrounded.
 In the confused melee, Isabell fought.
 Instinctively, she dodged a blow, and struck the 
man even harder, aiming at his exposed throat. The 
stances, movements, and skills she was taught became a 
habit in every battle. Sidestepping and using their own 
strength against them, she plunged a sword into their 
flesh. When Isabell was caught in a stranglehold, she 
wiggled until there was enough room for her to flip her 
opponent and block another’s weapon, but Isabell also 
did a great deal of  improvising; she even went as far as 
stomping, scratching, and biting. One of  her feet col-
lided with a helmet and sent it flying off  of  the man’s 
head and clattering into the pews.
 She twirled out of  the circle as if  she were danc-
ing with numerous partners. Her hair was a mess, beads 
of  sweat glistening on her forehead. There was a tear in 
her dress, she breathed heavily, and blood lay thick on 
her tongue. Not knowing if  it was hers, she spat it out, 
and red dots pooled on the floor. Her dagger found its 
way from her boot to her hand, and she pointed it at the 
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way from her boot to her hand, and she pointed it at the 
closest foe. 
 The tip of  her weapon grazed the tip of  An-
drew’s sword.
 He immediately dropped it. The heavy silver 
clacking on the floor.
 “I don’t want to fight you.”
 A few of  the knights groaned, standing back on 
their feet. They rolled their shoulders. Without giving 
Isabell a chance, they gained on her. 
 But, before they could reach her, she ripped 
Andrew in front of  her and held the knife’s end at An-
drew’s neck. 
 Some of  the guests screamed. The woman, who 
fainted, rose, saw Andrew with the blade to his throat, 
had a throw and jerked, fainting again. This time her 
date couldn’t catch her, and she thudded to the floor 
unconscious. 
 Everything seemed to have frozen.
 “Isabell?” Isabell’s hand shifted when Andrew 
swallowed. His arms were raised in front of  him in sur-
render.
 The knights huffed quietly behind their armor.
 “Let us go, or your beloved Prince dies. Right 
here, right now.”
 The priest gazed at her, pleading for her to stop 
this. She clenched the weapon tighter. A drop of  crim-
son formed on Andrew and slid down his pale skin. He 
squeezed his eyes shut for a moment.
 In the corner of  Isabell’s peripheral vision, Lady 
Judith grinned in the pews. 
 Gradually, Isabell led Andrew across the aisle 
and toward the doors. A room full of  dumbfounded 
stares followed them. 
 Isabell thought, the evening couldn’t have ended 
more horridly. Something was amiss. Normally, their 
plans run a smoother course.
 No one made a move as Isabell disappeared 
between the French doors, with Andrew in tow, but she 
knew it was only a matter of  seconds before the knights 
would search every inch of  the castle. They twirled in 
circles for a moment while Isabell searched. 
 “Isabell,” Andrew’s strained words echoed off  
the walls.

 “Shush. I’m thinking.”
 He talked with the blade against his throat, his 
hands still hung in the cool air. “There’s a secret passage 
behind that.”
 She followed his pointed finger to a golden 
frame. An image of  Andrew’s great-great grandfather 
filled the center of  it. They shared the similar shaggy 
black hair and goofy smile.
 “Why are you helping me?”
 “I know you won’t hurt me. You didn’t mean for 
this to happen.”
 His voice cracked with folly, but Isabell didn’t 
have time to interpret it. Guards, with swords drawn, 
were filing out of  the church. 
 Isabell darted for the picture, ushering Andrew 
inside the cramped tunnel. The last strands of  wedding 
fabric vanished under the frame when she joined with 
him. Not a moment later, the knights passed.
 A deep breath escaped her lips. Her shoulders 
sagged as she relaxed.
 “So?”
 Jumping, Isabell covered her mouth to stifle 
a scream. She scowled at him hissing, “Would you be 
quiet?”
 He nudged her.
 She stared into the hallway, scoured with men-
acing knights, recalling what he had said earlier. Isabell 
mumbled, “You aren’t too far off.”
 She grabbed his hand and trotted through the 
labyrinth desperate for an exit. Candles lined the walls 
with dim guidance. Now and then, Isabell froze so sud-
denly, that Andrew bumped into her. She would stay and 
listen until the knights’ voices were quiet on the other 
side of  the walls. After a few wrong turns and walking 
past the same spider webbed statue more than once, she 
grunted in frustration. 
 Andrew snickered. She faced him, the weapon 
raised. “Where are we and how do we get out of  here?”
 “We aren’t leaving, until you tell me what’s going 
on.”
 Glaring, Isabell stuck up her nose, much like 
Lady Judith did to those jealous girls. She pivoted and 
began to pace from him. “Fine. I’ll find my own way 
back.”
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diately began to descend the stairs.
 “You’re going the wrong way.”
 Furiously, she back tracked and returned to his 
side, nostrils flaring. Her knuckles popped in her frustra-
tion. “Fine. What do you want to know?”
 Taking a step closer, Andrew’s lips parted into a 
charming smile.
 She nibbled the inside of  her cheek, thinking. 
“That’s confidential.”
 “Oh. Come on,” He threw his arms above his 
head. “This is tommyrot…. Just tell me how we got into 
this predicament.”
 The knife lowered, and eventually hung lazily by 
her hips. She studied Andrew’s figure in the dim candle 
light. He stood with confidence in his suit. Stubborn like 
a child, he waited, arms folded, for her answer.
 She never told anyone before. No one lived long 
enough to question and ponder. She wondered about his 
reasons of  making her stay, when instead he should have 
been content with still being alive.  In reminiscence, she 
pulled her memories back to her, and against her better 
judgement, Isabell began to tell. “My Mother—”
 “Lady Judith?”
 “Yes, Lady Judith. She found us, when we were 
younger, all alone and took us in. She raised us, until we 
were older, and then offered jobs. She asked me, if  I 
thought I could ever kill someone. I told her it depended 
on the reasoning, so I killed greedy men. Abusive men. 
Men who neglected everyone, and we stole their power 
and wealth. I did what I had to do, to support us. I 
didn’t have a cent to my name, but if  I had the money, 
we would have left. I could have given her a better life.” 
Isabell paused, noticing Andrew rapt in her speech. Her 
throat was sore. An image replayed in her mind of  a girl, 
who looked just like her, dying in her arms. “I tried to 
quit once, and she took my little sister from me. I had 
nothing else to live for, so I continued doing her dirty 
work.”
 “I’m sorry for your loss.” Andrew gently grazed 
her hand. When she didn’t pull away, he moved closer. 
He pressed his lips together. “I don’t understand. Why 
me? I’m not like those men. I take care of  my people. 
Why is she targeting me?”
 “Recently, I noticed Lady Judith keeping infor-

mation to herself. I fear she has become greedy. She 
doesn’t give back like she used to, and keeps the riches 
for herself. She has me kill the most honest and inno-
cent, wealthiest men.” Isabell met his stare and held it, 
until he broke away. 
 Andrew paced back and forth. “So, when I pro-
posed…”
 “Lady Judith insisted on my accepting. She 
thought it would be easier to kill you, once I had you all 
to myself.”
 “You never loved me?”
 “Andrew, this isn’t the time.”
 “You never loved me.”
 His accusation stung, but she shook it off. “We 
must leave.”
 Isabell reached for her blade, but he stopped her. 
She saw in his sky blue eyes that they’d come back to the 
conversation, but also that his mind was already racing 
with something else. “This doesn’t make sense. If  you 
two were the only ones who knew about it, then how 
did that person know to warn me?”
 Isabell forced herself  to think about things she 
kept putting aside.
 “Your servant girl. She must have overheard 
Lady Judith ordering me around.” Thoughts swam 
through Isabell’s mind. “Andrew, I don’t think it was 
ever truly just about you. I think she is replacing my 
sister, and wants to be rid of  me as well.”
 There was a pregnant pause.
 Then Andrew spoke in a hushed tone. A slight 
glare wrinkled his forehead. “I’ll just have to kill her.”
“Andrew, it’s untenable. The whole kingdom knows I’m 
here to kill you. Any act against the crown is punishable 
by death. Killing her won’t solve everything.”
 Isabell allowed Andrew to take her borrowed 
blade. He weighed it in his hands and studied it closely. 
Facing her, he smiled impishly.
 “Then I’ll just have to kill Lady Judith and you.”

***
 Stealthily, Andrew treaded the grand corridors 
alone.
 Moments ago, he had stepped out of  the secret 
passageway with the dagger hidden in his suit. Upon 
turning the corner, he ran into his knights. In minutes he 
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 was escorted back to his rooms, where he ordered them 
to guard the door.
 As soon as the latch clicked, Andrew sprinted to 
the sacred room full of  riches. Few people were aware 
this place existed, and if  they did, they didn’t know 
where. 
 Approaching the wall, he halted at a painting, 
mumbling resonated from behind the canvas. He didn’t 
recognize the voice, but the second one was clearer, and 
he immediately knew who it belonged to.
 Andrew gathered Lady Judith’s blade, gradually 
shifted the frame far enough for him to slip through and 
into the dank tunnel. He tiptoed, attempting to be as 
quiet as possible, yet even his heartbeat seemed to surge 
in the cramped space. The girl’s voices came steadily, 
louder with each step he took toward them.
 “All of  it?”
 “Yes, Sara.” Lady Judith’s voice seemed irked. 
“As much as you can fit in your dress. You couldn’t pos-
sibly mess this up.” 
 The clanging of  gold coins followed, and An-
drew gripped the handle tighter. His knuckles became 
white. After taking a deep breath, he rounded the 
corner. At first they didn’t notice him, too engrossed in 
their stolen profit. 
 “That money isn’t yours. It’s the people’s.”
 Lady Judith and the servant, Sara, jumped at his 
booming, deep words. Their aghast faces were embla-
zoned. Sara’s eyes were wide with fear, dropping her 
handfuls of  treasure. She seemed to be a statue, frozen 
in place. Her pockets were already bulging, weighing 
down her attire.
  “You’re supposed to be dead. Isabell was sup-
posed to kill you.” Lady Judith recovered quicker from 
her shock. Her tone was filled with awe and wonder. 
Her eyes slid down Andrew’s figure and landed on her 
weapon. She swallowed. “I see. Well, that’s all right. It 
doesn’t matter anymore. I’ve got what I want. Get out 
of  our way, or I’ll be forced to send Sara to deal with 
you.”
 Sara was younger and shorter than Isabell and 
had black hair, but she also seemed keen on her feet. 
Her fists clenched, relaxed, and clenched again by her 
sides, poised to attack.

 “I stand by my statement and crown. I will not 
allow you to leave even with a cent.”
 Lady Judith’s lips drew into a thin line. She had 
an incredulous, doubtful expression. “Then you give me 
no choice. Sara.”
 In a flash, Sara leaped and closed the gap be-
tween them. She pounded him with solid punches and 
hefty kicks aimed at his gut and chin. 
 Andrew staggered backwards flexing his jaw. He 
lashed out with his weapon, but Sara dodged too quickly. 
Advancing again, he stuck her in the arm. She yelped 
in agony clutching her wound. In the moment of  her 
distress, she was distracted and vulnerable. The butt of  
Andrew’s dagger collided with her skull. With a smack, 
Sara fell in an unconscious heap. 
 Shifting his attention on Lady Judith, he hesitat-
ed. A gleaming sword sat in her grasp like an extension 
of  her limb. 
 “I forget. How can I expect to get paid without 
finishing the job?” She spoke though clenched teeth. 
Her beady eyes shone with fire.
 In one swift movement, faster than she could 
blink, Andrew’s dagger buried itself  in her chest. As he 
kneeled, blood sputtered from her mouth and landed on 
his cheek. Wrenching the blade from Lady Judith’s body, 
she thunked on the floor. 
 He left her to rot. 
 He cleaned his knife, and wiped the smear of  
red from his face. 
 “You thought you were doing good to girls like 
Isabell, but you were only turning them into monsters 
and you’re the worst of  them.”
 Andrew went to Sara and picked up her limp, 
bruised body, carrying her back to his room. He 
dropped her onto the mattress, her head lolling to one 
side. She moaned, a bump already forming on her skull. 
He whispered in her ear, harshly.
 “Why did you warn me?”
 Her eyes peeked out from beneath her lashes. 
“I could do better than her. The job was perfect for me. 
I wouldn’t have let my emotions get the better of  me. 
I wouldn’t have fallen in love with prince charming. I 
would have killed you. I could kill them all.”
 Slapping her, his palm stung. A high pitched 
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squeal resonated from her lips.  He locked her in, plan-
ning to return and deal with her betrayal later. He called 
for the guards and ordered the stage to be ready for 
Isabell’s hanging.

***
 By dusk, when the sky was a navy blue and 
white specks dotted the horizon and a cool breeze swept 
through the land, they were ready.
 In her white dress and a veil obscuring her face, 
she stepped onto the porch, reluctantly, forced by a man 
in black. The courtyard was crowded with the wedding 
guests, booing with reviling language at the tips of  their 
tongues.
 He ushered her to the center, standing on the 
trap door. A noose then went around her neck. She 
fought, squirming in his grip and grunting, but the itchy, 
thick rope was secure.
 From above, Andrew’s grave words traveled into 
the crowd. “Attempting to murder, kidnap, and steal 
from the crown is the most high of  crimes, therefore it 
has the most severe punishment. Death.”
 Andrew nodded to the man, and he pulled the 
lever. 
 As the crowd cheered, Isabell looked away, pull-
ing her hood closer around her face. She had seen many 
people die at her hand, but none had been in her place. 
 Squeals and struggles resonated from the servant 
girl as she swang suspended in midair. 
 Isabell’s gaze went past Sara in her wedding 
dress, and caught Andrew’s stare as he sat on a platform 
above them. He had his bright, royal robes on and the 
crown snug on top of  his head. It caused him to have 
more of  a hue of  herculean strength and power.
 She stuck her hand in the stolen servant clothes. 
Isabell’s finger tips hit the cold, smooth, round coins. 
She gasped, tears brimming her eyes. She glanced back 
at Andrew, but he watched the corpse being removed. 
His lips parted in a soft whisper.
 “Good bye, Isabell.”
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As I view God’s winged creation
My heart smiles on the inside

Their beauty is inspiring
As they spread their wings in flight.

For those of  us who know God
We will soon like these beauties be
Spreading our wings to meet Him

To live in Heaven eternally.
Friend, if  you do not know Christ

Who suffered and died for your sins,
Won’t you take time to meet Him

And be His eternal friend?
For one day soon just like these creatures

Our eyes will see no night,
As our spirits will be overjoyed

When we spread our own wings in flight.

Isaiah 40:31 But they that wait upon the LORD shall renew their strength; they 
shall mount up with wings as eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they 

shall walk, and not faint.

V
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V

Spark a Smile

Jordan Duncan
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Jordan Duncan Spark a Smile

I see no flaws
Where they do not hinder

I see no flaws
That do not make you tender

In my heart
In my eyes

In your own beautiful aspect
Bright eyes watching

Full of  life that sparks—
Sparks another laugh

They’re looking at me again
Bright eyes watching

So flawless
So beautiful

Those smiles are to me
I become my own smile
My own flawless spark

How can I be anything but?
You’re smiling at me

V
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V

Pieces of Eight

Jordan Duncan



athena’s web 28 Fall 2018

Jordan Duncan Pieces of  Eight

My Self
Like Pieces of  Eight

Scattered across oceans wide
Is a puzzle

A tattered map
Given for others to find

I am not the first
Nor the second

Not any one of  these
But all together each

And each of  them as one
Constitutes the whole of  me
Daughter, sister, writer, lover

Cheerful, playful, diligent, silent
Student, teacher, partaker, observer 

Confident, guarded, generous, defiant
None of  it true

In every circumstance
Yet taken as the sole

Of  my entire countenance
What I am to you

I am not to another
So before you assume
I am one or the other

Riddle me this
If  you fancy a game

Could you possibly find
All my Pieces of  Eight?
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Julie Jones

North and South: Feminism and Women’s Equality? 
Hale Yeah!

Sara Word
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Sara Word Feminism and Women’s Equality? 
 Elizabeth Gaskell’s novel North and South was 
published in the middle of  the nineteenth century in 
1855. It was published in the magazine Household Worlds, 
which also held some of  Charles Dickens’ best works 
in the mid-nineteenth century. Rosemarie Bodenheimer 
actually wrote in her article “North and South: A Per-
manent State of  Change” that Gaskell was originally 
going to give North and South the title of  Margaret Hale 
until Dickens himself  suggested otherwise (281). This 
would prove to be beneficial as the novel is about so 
much more than just one female character, although 
she affects the lives of  everyone around her. Gaskell’s 
influential novel came before the women of  England 
were given rights around the year 1918. England in the 
year 1855 was within a period of  time where women 
were not regarded as intelligent in political matters or 
matters that men were predominant in, or in anything 
besides socializing or housework, really. Gaskell com-
pletely overturns this way of  thinking in North and South 
with her character Margaret Hale. Margaret is intelli-
gent and self-aware on many levels and holds her own 
in discussions with well-read men. She holds opinions 
on things like the industrialism that was affecting the 
whole country and the workers who were being daily 
oppressed by the mill owners and British aristocracy. 
Like every other great author, Gaskell had a purpose in 
writing this novel. North and South is a commentary on 
industrialism and the relationship between workers and 
mill-owners/upper class. It is also a novel of  women’s 
rights and self-discovery, which is so very apparent in 
not just Margaret, but characters such as Mr. and Mrs. 
Hale and John Thornton. This research paper intends to 
analyze the issue of  women’s rights and the subsequent 
self-discovery of  both women and men within North and 
South through a feminist lens. By researching a little of  
the life of  Elizabeth Gaskell, attempting to define femi-
nist literary/critical theory, discussing the treatment of  
women in the mid-nineteenth century, and analyzing the 
character of  Margaret Hale, this paper will thoroughly 
scrutinize Gaskell’s presentation of  the issue of  women’s 
rights in North and South. 
 Not much is known about Elizabeth Gaskell as 
she intended to keep her life private, but she was clearly 
born in England in the early 1800s. No matter what the 

time period, it is still not a beneficial age for women, but 
it would probably have been especially infuriating to live 
in nineteenth century England and to have no rights. 
Through Gaskell’s writing, it is evident that she was an 
educated woman with time on her hands and dedicated 
to leaving behind literature that would affect genera-
tions to come. Her works, although great, are often 
regarded as lesser and not at all feminist compared to 
other writers’ works of  her time. In her article “Femi-
nist Critics and Literary Mothers: Daughters Reading 
Elizabeth Gaskell,” Deanna Davis writes that “unlike 
her contemporaries Charlotte Bronte and George Eliot, 
Elizabeth Gaskell has occupied a shadowy position in 
feminist criticism: neglected by some critics because of  
her conservative values, uneasily respected by others for 
achieving literary and financial success” (507). Davis also 
argues that Gaskell’s motherliness and sense of  nurtur-
ing are her great “key” feminist qualities that most critics 
seem to ignore her for (Davis 508). Elizabeth Gaskell’s 
mother died when she was just a baby, so often in her 
writings, she creates her characters with a sense of  
motherliness and nurturing that she missed out on in 
her own life (Davis 508). In North and South, Margaret 
could be defined for her nurturing attributes. She is very 
loving towards Bessy and her family, as well as the family 
Boucher leaves behind. Margaret’s mother is also sick at 
the beginning of  the novel and later dies, just like Gas-
kell’s own mother. Margaret’s key attributes of  feminin-
ity are what change the mindsets of  the people around 
her. For example, Bessy’s father, Nicholas, is a drunkard 
when Margaret first meets him. However, the deaths of  
both Bessy and Boucher have an even worse effect on 
him, and he almost spirals downward even more. Marga-
ret changes him for the better by playing a motherly role 
and showing him the people that still very much need 
him: Mary and Boucher’s wife and children. Another 
attribute of  feminism would be to show equality for all 
those around oneself, and Margaret shows compassion 
and respect for people who are in a lower social class. 
Gaskell was creating proto-feminist characters before 
feminism had even been defined in Europe. 
 Feminism is defined by the Oxford English Dic-
tionary as the “advocacy of  equality of  the sexes and 
the establishment of  the political, social, and economic 
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rights of  the female sex” and could be interchanged 
with “women’s liberation.” Liberation is a fitting word 
for what feminism intends to accomplish. In her journal 
article “Defining Feminism: A Comparative Historical 
Approach,” Karen Offen defines feminism as “a theory 
and/or movement concerned with advancing the posi-
tion of  women through such means as achievement of  
political, legal, or economic rights equal to those granted men” 
(123). With Elizabeth Gaskell, she attempted to portray 
Margaret as what would now be considered a proto-fem-
inist character. Margaret is not afraid to speak her mind 
and share her opinions with others, even when most of  
the time they don’t want to hear it. However, Margaret 
could not be considered a fully feminist character as 
the concept of  feminism had not even been introduced 
before the twentieth century, but she still obviously has 
the mind and thought-processes of  a feminist (Offen 
126). The feminist mindset is often employed by liter-
ary critics when analyzing various pieces of  literature. 
Feminist literary and critical theory seeks to view things 
with gender equality in mind. This theory attempts to 
analyze different works that overturn the various ways 
women are oppressed throughout the world. According 
to Annette Kolodny in her article “Some Notes on De-
fining a “Feminist Literary Criticism,” feminist criticism 
“covers a variety of  contexts including (1) any criticism 
written by a woman, no matter what the subject; (2) 
any criticism by a woman written by a woman about a 
man’s book which treats that book from a ‘political’ or 
‘feminist’ perspective; and (3) any criticism written by 
a woman about a woman’s book or about female au-
thors in general” (75). Elizabeth Gaskell’s writing has 
not been explicitly deemed feminist, but it is clear she 
had feminist concepts in her writing before it had truly 
been introduced to Europe. One of  the subjects Gaskell 
“discussed” in North and South was the unequal treatment 
of  women when compared to men. 
 The treatment of  women and the amount of  
respect they are given is an issue that Gaskell brings 
forward in North and South. From a feminist standpoint, 
the only woman that could be considered even remotely 
equal to the men around her is Margaret. John Thorn-
ton is a man of  integrity that acknowledges Margaret’s 
beliefs and opinions and tries to listen to her throughout 

the novel. Obviously, this is an ideal situation and would 
most likely not have been the reality for most women 
in the mid-nineteenth century no matter their social 
standing. Women in this time period would be assessed 
as property and nothing more. They would be the keep-
ers of  the home, except for women of  aristocracy and 
middle to upper class who would have had someone to 
take care of  and manage their household for them. In 
Margaret’s case, she is of  upper-class status with a maid 
who tends to their house and the physical needs of  Mrs. 
Hale. Gaskell obviously felt the need to use this book as 
a social commentary of  the treatment of  women regard-
less of  social standing. However, it is not always blatant-
ly obvious as it is usually covered by other issues in the 
novel such as industrialization and the negative aspects 
of  it. Annette Kolodny also notes “that what women 
have so far expressed in literature is what they have been 
able to express, as a result of  the complex interplay be-
tween innate biological determinants, personal and indi-
vidual talents and opportunities, and the larger effects of  
socialization, which, in some cases may govern the limits 
of  expression or even of  perception and experience 
itself ” (76). Gaskell may not have had the courage to 
write only about the need for equality and instead chose 
to veil it behind other issues. Regardless, Gaskell still 
uses her characters in such a way that makes the reader 
think about the issue of  gender equality. A less obvious 
example would be Margaret’s cousin Edith. Edith gets to 
marry for love, which would not have been common for 
a woman of  higher social standing. Of  course, it helps 
that the man she marries is also of  high social standing 
and in the military, so the match was well suited. Even 
when Margaret gets married to Thornton at the end of  
the novel, it was still her choice, and she chose love. The 
other option she had was to marry Mr. Henry Lennox, 
but she was not in love with him even though he was 
clearly infatuated with her. The story Gaskell tells in 
North and South is really one with a feminist variation of  
happily ever after. 
 Margaret Hale has been repeatedly brought up 
throughout this paper as she is the protagonist in North 
and South. She represents several aspects of  feminism 
today. Margaret has integrity and she demands for her 
voice to be heard by those who have the power to 
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change things in the world around her. In her article, 
“Intelligence and Self-Awareness in North and South: 
A Matter of  Sex and Class,” Nancy Mann describes 
Margaret as “one of  the few nineteenth-century hero-
ines who are not only described, but shown as being 
vitally interested in public questions, and as having and 
expressing, in equal conversation with men, definite 
and respect-worthy opinions on these questions” (24). 
Mann goes on to describe the very first argument Mar-
garet has with Mr. Thornton and her father and that 
she starts with an “emotional motive” that transitions 
to “theoretical criticism” (Mann 25). She holds such a 
heavy opinion on the treatment of  the mill-workers and 
is not afraid to stand up to Mr. Thornton and his ideas. 
Valerie Wainwright, in her article, “Discovering Au-
tonomy and Authenticity in North and South: Elizabeth 
Gaskell, John Stuart Mill, and the Liberal Ethic,” adds 
that “despite experiencing the attractions of  bourgeois 
London society and the appeals of  luxury, leisure, 
and self-advancement, the strong-minded heroine has 
conserved intact the idea of  personal involvement in 
the lives of  the less fortunate: an ideal which underlay 
the social practices in the country village she knew as 
a child” (1). A very important parallel that Margaret 
represents in this novel is women’s equality to men par-
alleled with the equality of  the workers to the manufac-
turers. Of  course, the workers will never be equal to the 
manufacturers, but ultimately their goal is to be treated 
better. The same could be said of  women’s goals with 
equality. The difference is that feminism demands 
total equality between the sexes. Another side issue 
that is a social issue is when Margaret argues with her 
father about attending her own mother’s funeral. Mr. 
Hale deems women unable to control their emotions. 
Kathleen Steele points this out in her article, “‘To Give 
Way’: Women and Grief  in Elizabeth Gaskell’s North 
and South,” and examines the way grief  is perceived and 
expressed in the novel. She writes “Margaret’s move-
ment from suppressing to embracing her emotionality, 
coming as it does after observing her mother’s and Mrs. 
Boucher’s emotional expressiveness, works as Gaskell’s 
call for a new social order—one that does not shut 
women’s emotions away but rather validates and creates 
space for them” (Steele 21). Margaret embraces every-

thing about her femininity and remains confident while 
going against fierce issues and opposition in the novel. 
 To conclude, Gaskell had to have had a few 
issues in mind when writing North and South, the main 
one having been discussed in this paper is women’s 
rights and equality. With the explanation of  Gaskell’s 
experiences, the definition of  feminist literary theory, 
the examination of  the treatment of  mid-nineteenth 
century women, and a feminist character analysis of  
Margaret Hale, this paper addressed Gaskell’s com-
mentary on the issue of  women’s rights and equality 
in North and South. Gaskell’s novel may not have been 
regarded as highly influential, but it is still always going 
to be a novel worth reading and appreciating for the 
influence it did have on the world. 

Sara Word Feminism and Women’s Equality?
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Kelton Riley

The Messiah in Islam: The Concept of  the Mahdi 
in Islamic Apocalypticism
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 Drawing from its Abrahamic tradition, like 
Judaism and Christianity before it, Islam has developed 
a complex eschatology of  the end of  days.  Central to 
this apocalyptic expectation is the figure of  the Mahdi, 
the Islamic Messiah.  Like most Messianic inclina-
tions, the figure of  the Mahdi developed most strongly 
among minority, subaltern, and oppressed circles.  The 
concept was first formulated among the Shi’ite sects, 
followers of  Muhammad’s son-in-law Ali (husband 
of  Muhammad’s daughter Fatima), rather than his 
father-in-law Abu Bakr (father of  Muhammad’s third 
wife Aisha).  Specifics about the person of  the Mahdi 
would vary within Shi’a Islam, as the Shi’ite umbrella 
would branch off  into various sub-sects within the 
sect.  While developed in the friction of  Sunni/Shi’ite 
rivalry, faith in the Mahdi would eventually be absorbed 
into popular Muslim belief  and come to be accepted 
into Sunni orthodoxy as well.1  In Islamic eschatology, 
the Mahdi would be closely associated with the second 
coming of  Isa (who is known to Christians as Jesus).  
Over time, Mahdiism would spread far, affecting colo-
nial relations in the Sudan, and even enter into the be-
lief  systems of  other religions, such as the Yazidis and 
the Baha’i.  In order to fully grasp the Mahdi doctrine, 
however, one has to go back to the very beginning of  
the Sunni/Shi’ite schism.  
 The split between Sunni and Shi’ite revolves 
primarily around the question of  political and spiritual 
authority.2   Upon his death, the Prophet Muhammed 
left no known instruction for the selection of  his 
successor.  Thus, the division within Islam goes back 
nearly to its beginning.  The Sunni form the larg-
est sect, and descend from those who supported the 
leadership of  Abu Bakr, the first Caliph after Muham-
mad.  As one of  the first converts outside Muhammad’s 
direct family, Sunni regard Abu Bakr as an exemplary 
Muslim.  After the death of  Muhammad’s first and 
favorite wife, Khadija, Bakr’s daughter Aisha became 
Muhammad’s favorite wife and the source of  many ha-

1 Fazlur Rahman, Islam (New York: Holt, Richard, and 
Winston, 1966), 245.
2 Ira G. Zepp, Jr., A Muslim Primer: Beginner’s Guide to 
Islam (Fayetteville, Arkansas: University of  Arkansas 
Press, 2000), 114.

dith (records of  the Prophet Muhammad’s life).  Sunni 
regard Aisha highly as a “Mother of  the Faithful.”  The 
Shi’ite do not.  According to Shi’ite tradition, Aisha was 
guilty of  adultery and stirring up “civil unrest following 
the Prophet’s death.”3  Additionally, the Shi’ite would 
accord succession based not on marriage, but on the 
Prophet’s direct lineage.  
 For the Shi’ite, Muhammad’s rightful succes-
sor was his son-in-law Ali ibn Abi Talib, the fourth 
Caliph (Shi’ite therefore regard the first three Caliphs 
as illegitimate in their reigns).  The movement began 
as “a political protest against the conferring of  the … 
leadership of  Islam on men like Abu Bakr, Omar and 
Othman, who were not kinsmen of  the Prophet.”4  
Shi’ite believe Ali’s claim to leadership to be the only 
legitimate one, both by Muhammad’s designation and 
by kinship.5 While Abu Bakr was kin to the Prophet 
through marriage, Ali had the distinction of  being the 
Prophet’s cousin.  More importantly, his position as the 
husband of  Fatima (and thus father of  the Prophet’s 
grandchildren) granted him special status in the minds 
of  his followers.  Through Ali, leadership of  the ummah 
(the Islamic community) would descend directly from 
the Prophet’s bloodline.6   Fatima and Ali’s sons, Hasan 
and Husayn, as the heirs of  Muhammad, inherited for 
their birthright a mantle of  leadership known as the 
Imamate.7   
 The role of  Imam goes well beyond that of  
governmental official.  It holds a deep spiritual power.  
As Matthew Gordon describes it:
 The person of  the Imam, as described in 
 Shii [sic] literature, is a link in the chain of    
 prophecy extending to Muhammad 
 from Abraham and Jesus.  He must be a 
 direct descendant of  Muhammad (through his  
 daughter Fatima and Ali) and a designated   

3  Mathew S. Gordon, Islam: Origins, Practices, Holy Texts, 
Sacred Persons, Sacred Places (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2002), 49.
4  J.J. Saunders, A History of  Medieval Islam (New York: 
Barnes and Noble, 1965), 126.
5  Gordon, 51. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Gordon, 48. 
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 successor of  the Imam before him.  The Imam  
 is the only legitimate authority on Earth, and   
 obedience to him is required of  mankind.  He  
 is held to be infallible, without sin, and in 
 possession of  a body of  knowledge transmitted 
 by God through the Imams.8 

 The figure of  the Imam then, is something 
more than a man.  He is divinely inspired.  He brings a 
“sacred presence” to a “turbulent, dangerous world.”9   
Being a minority at odds with the Islamic political 
establishment, the Shi’ite were well acquainted with just 
how perilous the world could be.10  Imams, as luminar-
ies of  this movement, were especially at risk.  Shi’ite 
tradition holds that, “every single one of  the imams had 
been murdered by the caliph of  his day.”11 As direct 
descendants of  the Prophet, Imams could assert an 
influence that proved problematic for the established 
Sunni regime.  Given their status as descendants of  the 
Prophet, early Sunni leaders hesitated to attack them di-
rectly.  Nevertheless, they posed a challenge to Caliph-
ate authority that could not be ignored.12   By the time 
of  the Abbasids in the mid-ninth century AD, Imams 
were held as involuntary “guests” of  the Abbasid court 
where they had a tendency to die young.13   But death 
was no barrier to the influence of  the Imamate.
 Persecution, rather than weakening Shi’ite 
resolve, had a way of  fortifying it.  Martyrdom has 
power.  Husayn, the third Imam, fell in battle against 
the Sunni Umayyad Caliphate. He and his followers 
were slaughtered.  His sacrifice at the battle of  Karbala 
would originate a “passion motif ” that anticipated the 
later concept of  the Mahdi.14   This melding of  revo-
lutionary politics with sacred sacrifice made Shi’ism 

8 Ibid, 52.
9 Karen Armstrong, Islam: A Short History (New York: 
Modern Library, 2000), 68.
10 Ibid, 66.
11 Ibid, 68.  
12 Armstrong, 69.
13 Jonathan A. C. Brown, Misquoting Muhammad: The 
Challenge and Choices of  Interpreting the Prophet’s Legacy 
(London: Oneworld Books, 2014), 170.
14 Rahman, 172.

especially appealing to those with cause to resent Arab 
hegemony in the region.  Persians, begrudging “their 
inferior status and the arrogant pride of  their Arab 
lords,”15  were particularly drawn to any cause that un-
dermined Umayyads.16   Shi’ism became a rallying point 
for the expression of  “social and political discontent.”17   
Discontent boiled into action in the mid-ninth century 
AD.  Combined Shi’ite forces effectually overthrew the 
Umayyads and initiated the Abbasid Dynasty.  Despite 
achieving military victory, the Shi’ite found themselves 
disappointed when, “in the hour of  their triumph 
the Abbasid Caliphs renounced the sect and the da’is 
[preachers] that had brought them to power, and chose 
the path of  stability and continuity in religion and 
politics.”18   While the rise of  the Abbasids represented 
a military victory for the Shi’ite, it would prove in the 
end to be a political victory for the Sunni.  Frustrated 
and resentful from the betrayal of  the Abbasids, Shi’ite 
energies would turn into a “new wave of  extremists 
and messianic movements.”19   As tensions between 
the two factions became inflamed, the Abbasid Sunnis 
increased their efforts to suppress Shi’ite sects.  Under 
Abbasid persecution, concepts involving the Imamate 
evolved fully into the messianic figure of  the Mahdi.  
Particulars of  the Mahdi’s identity, however, would dif-
fer between the various Shi’ite sects.
 While all Shi’ite observe the doctrine of  the 
Imamate, there have at times been disagreements over 
the direction of  the lineage.  Three main branches of  
Shi’ism developed and are named after the number 
of  Imams they recognize.  The Zayids (also known 
as “Fivers” because they recognize five imams) rec-
ognize Zayd, the grandson of  Husayn, as their final 
Imam.20   The Ismailis (known as “Seveners”) end the 

15 Saunders, 73.
16 Rahman, 171.
17 Rahman, 172.
18 Bernard Lewis, The Assassins: A Radical Sect in Islam 
(New York: Basic Books Inc., 1968), 23.
19 Lewis, 23.
20 John L. Esposito, What Everyone Needs to Know About 
Islam: Answers to Frequently Asked Questions from One of  
America’s Leading Experts (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), 48.
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line of  Imams with Ismail the seventh Imam, who pre-
deceased his father and left no son to carry on the line.  
Seveners maintain that the number seven “denotes 
completeness, perfection, and the end of  a cycle.”21   
The final and largest group is known as the Ithna 
Ashari (Twelvers), and they end the line of  succession 
with Muhammad al-Muntazar, the twelfth and final 
Imam.22   Of  the three sects, the Ismailis and the Ithna 
Ashari have been the most successful.
 The Ismaili Shi’ites became known for their 
revolutionary resistance to Sunni, especially Abbasid 
rule.  Beginning in Egypt in AD 909, Ismaili forces, 
under the leadership of  one claiming to be the Mahdi, 
would conquer Sunni forces in Tunisia.23    Their 
campaign would continue eastward towards the Nile 
Valley.  In Egypt the Ismailis would overthrow their 
Abbasid oppressors to found the Fatimid Dynasty, 
named after the daughter of  the Prophet Muhammad.24   
This dynasty ruled for nearly two hundred years and 
was only conquered when overwhelmed by the armies 
of  Saladin.  The Fatimids would achieve great military 
and cultural success.  In the new capital city of  Cairo, 
they founded the famous al-Azhar university.25    Such 
endeavors demonstrate the Ismaili emphasis on intel-
lectual pursuits.
 Ismaili intellectual inquiry would veer them 
from the path of  Shi’ite orthodoxy. Though still part of  
the Shi’ite sect, Ismaili thought reflects the philosophi-
cal trends found in Gnosticism, an ancient Christian 
heresy.  Tendencies towards “dualism, hidden knowl-
edge, and secret truths,” abound in Ismaili teachings.26    
Underground activity and secret societies became com-
monplace in Shi’ite circles, particularly Ismaili ones.27   
Their readings of  the Quran were often esoteric, 
seeking out the hidden meanings in the text.  In twelfth 
century Syria, a notorious Ismaili band known as the 
Assassins arose as contemporaries of  the European 

21 Zepp, 113. 
22 Esposito, 48.
23 Armstrong, 69.
24 Zepp, 113.
25 Lewis, 31.
26 Zepp, 114.
27 Rahman, 172-173.

Crusaders.  While known for their fearless and terror-
izing martial tactics, the Assassins were also involved 
with studies of  literacy and science stemming from eso-
teric exploration of  the cosmos.28  Though never part 
of  mainstream Islam, Shi’ite philosophy would go on 
to influence Islamic thought in many ways.  While all 
Shi’ite sects had adopted the concept of  the Mahdi, it 
would be the Ithna Ashari, the Twelvers, who brought 
it to its most concrete stage of  development.  
 The Ithna Ashari, known as the Twelvers, trace 
the line of  Imamate succession to the twelfth Imam, 
Muhammad al-Muntazar.29   Of  all the Imams recog-
nized in the Shi’ite world, the role of  the twelfth would 
be of  singular importance.  By the ninth centry AD, the 
Shi’ite Imams had come to be prisoners of  the Abbasid 
court.  When the eleventh Imam died in 874 with no 
known heir, it created a crisis of  faith among Shi’ites.  
This crisis demanded resolution, as Jonathan Brown 
explains:
 One segment of  the Shiite community, 
 however, believed that the eleventh Imam had,  
 in fact, produced a son.  Hidden away from 
 the Abbasid rulers in the city of  Samarra north  
 of  Baghdad, the infant twelfth Imam 
 withdrew from the sick and unjust world 
 and went into hiding.  Moving unbeknown   
 among the people, performing the Hajj 
 annually as he matured, he communicated with  
 his followers through a select series of   
 “ambassadors.”  In 941, the dying last 
 ambassador announced that the 
 “Hidden Imam” was withdrawing from the   
 world altogether.  He would leave his 
 community and communicate no more, trusting  
 his followers to the Shiite ulama.  Eventually   
 the Hidden Imam would return to fill the 
 world with justice as it was full of  injustice.30 

Thus the Hidden Imam became the “Awaited Imam,” 
otherwise known as the Mahdi.  The disappearance 
is known as the “occultation,” a miraculous event in 

28 Zepp, 114.
29 Esposito, 49.
30 Brown, 170. 
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which God intervened to conceal the Mahdi until his 
triumphant return.31   In the meantime, governance 
of  the community would continue through religious 
scholars known as “Ayatollah.”   The Ayatollah rule not 
in their own right, rather they act as a “shadow” of  the 
Hidden Imam.32   The belief  in the Mahdi has come to 
be accepted by Islam as a whole, Sunni and Shi’ite alike.  
The Sunnis view him as a more anonymous figure; the 
Shi’ite view him more specifically as one of  the Imams, 
while the Twelvers view him most specifically as Mu-
hamad al-Muntazar, the Twelfth and final Imam.33   
Whether viewed more specifically or less specifically, 
it is agreed that upon his return the Mahdi will play a 
crucial role in the Apocalypse.
 The Islamic apocalyptic composition aligns 
closely with Christian eschatology.  It includes a period 
of  tribulation (fitan), Gog and Magog (Yajuj and Majuj), 
the Antichirst or “deceiver” (dajjal), and the second 
coming of  Jesus (Isa ibn Maryam), as well as the Resur-
rection and Day of  Judgement.34  Sunni and Shi’ite 
both believe in the second coming of  Isa and his defeat 
of  the Dajjal before the Day of  Judgement.35   Though 
the order of  events may vary the basic chronology 
goes:
 1. A period of  tribulation (fitna).
 2. The Mahdi will appear to reign as ca-
liph.
 3. The dajjal will appear, causing havoc for 
a seven year period.
 4. Isa ibn Maryam will return, and he and 
the Mahdi will defeat the dajjal.
 5. Isa ibn Marayam will rule over a king-
dom of  a purified and perfected Islam.36 

31 Armstrong, 69.
32 Ziauddin Sardar, What Do Muslims Believe? Roots and 
Realities of  Modern Islam (New York: Walker and Com-
pany, 2007), 61.
33 Zepp, 113.
34 Larry Poston, “The Second Coming of  Isa: an 
Exploration of  Islamic Premillennialism,” The Muslim 
World volume 1, issue 1 (2010):107, accessed November 
15, 2018, Academic Search Premier.
35 Zepp, 112.
36 Poston, 108.

In addition to the familiar Christian themes, the Islamic 
apocalypse includes the figure of  the Mahdi.  Tied 
closely to the work of  Isa in the last days, it was the 
Mahdi who would appear “at the end of  time to vindi-
cate his followers, restore his faithful community, and 
usher in a perfect Islamic society of  justice and truth.”37 
 For Muslims, the Quran is the inspired word 
of  Allah as revealed to the Prophet Muhammad.  For 
Shi’ite, especially the Ismailis who favor esoteric inter-
pretations of  scripture, the Quran also contains deep, 
hidden meanings which cannot be fully understood 
at this time.  They look to the return of  the Mahdi to 
reveal the full significance of  the Quran to all believers. 
38  For now, it is up to believers, as best they can, to put 
into practice the teachings of  the Quran, as expounded 
by the Imams, to “prepare the world for the final reign 
of  justice, which would be inaugurated by the seventh 
prophet, the Mahdi.”39   At his return, the Mahdi would 
help Isa to lead the forces of  good against the forces 
of  evil in the final battle.40   The Mahdi is often seen as 
an Elijah-figure, someone who heralds the second com-
ing of  Isa.41   Nevertheless, at times the roles of  Isa and 
the Mahdi can become blurred, as the two share many 
overlapping qualities.  Both Isa and the Mahdi are taken 
up without experiencing death.42    Both are involved in 
the final battle and vanquishing of  darkness.  Both are 
expected to bring about a perfected Islam and a reign 
of  peace.  Both are messianic figures within the Islamic 
system.  It is the Mahdi specifically, however, who is 
often adopted into worldly revolutionary schemes.  
 As shown by the rise of  the Mahdi who led 
the defeat of  the Abbasids by the Fatimids, the figure 
of  the Mahdi has been used to inspire revolutions.  In 
the Iranian Revolution of  1978, Ayatollah Khomeini’s 
claim to authority was based on his role as the “shadow 
of  the missing imam.”43   Founders of  the Muslim 

37 Esposito, 49.
38 Armstrong, 70. 
39 Armstrong, 70.
40 Gordon, 53.
41 Poston, 107 and 108.
42 Poston, 108.
43 Sardar, 61.
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Brotherhood in the early 1980s espoused similar claims.   
44Perhaps the most famous of  the Mahdist revolu-
tions occurred in nineteenth century Sudan.  Avowing 
an anti-Egyptian, anti-European agenda, Muhammad 
Ahmad ibn Abdallah took upon himself  the mantel of  
the Mahdi to justify and bolster his rebellion.45   Abdal-
lah proclaimed himself  as a “descendant of  Muham-
mad [that] had come on earth to bring righteousness to 
the Sudan and to the world.”46   Thousands flocked to 
his banner.  Empowered by his own sense of  destiny, 
the Sudanese Mahdi roused his followers with speeches 
steeped in “the language of  Islamic mysticism.”47   
Mahdi Abdallah enjoyed profound military success 
against both Egyptian and British commanders.  For a 
time, the British were compelled to concede the Su-
dan to his forces.  For fourteen years the Mahdist state 
endured, falling only after the death of  Abdallah under 
the leadership of  less skillful successors.48   The power 
of  the Mahdi to comfort and inspire the oppressed 
proved so captivating that it has also been carried over 
into other religions that neighbored Islam as well.  
 While Islam does contain a few internal sects 
(Sunni, Shi’ite, Sufi), there did arise branches so beyond 
Islamic orthodoxy as to be deemed heretics.  Now rec-
ognized as entirely different religions, both the Baha’i 
and Yezidi faiths would maintain a belief  in messianic 
Mahdisim.  The birth of  the Baha’i movement began 
with an individual known as the Bab.  Though Babiism 
would become a denomination in its own right, it was a 
definite forerunner of  the Baha’i faith.  The Bab began 
his mission in AD 1844 proclaiming a “new religious 
dispensation” which seriously challenged existing 
Islamic law. 49   The new movement met with swift and 
harsh repression from the established religious au-
thorities.  The Bab was arrested and put on trial.  This 

44 Poston, 113. 
45 Poston, 112.
46 Robert Payne, The History of  Islam (New York: Dor-
set Press, 1959), 296.
47 Payne, 296.
48 Rahman, 211.
49 Wendi Momen and Moojan Momen, Understanding 
the Baha’i Faith (Edinburgh: Dunedin Academic Press, 
2006), 139.

platform allowed him to openly state his claim as the 
Mahdi.  His movement attracted thousands, even from 
among Islamic clerics.50   When slated for execution by 
firing squad, the Bab miraculously survived the first at-
tempt, disappearing amidst the musket smoke.  Though 
the second attempt was successful, the incidents of  
his death brought him greater fame and bolstered his 
position as the Mahdi among his followers.51   As the 
Babist conception of  the Mahdi developed in the wake 
of  Islamic oppression, so does the Yazidi conception 
of  the Mahdi reflect their problematic relationship with 
the Islamic establishment.
 Despite being a pre-Islamic sect, Yazidism had 
adopted an eschatological composition that closely 
mirrors that of  Islam.  Brutal suppression at the hands 
of  Islamic governments has advanced the apocalyptic 
worldview of  the Yazidis.52   As in Islamic eschatology, 
Yazidis look for the rise of  an Antichrist (Tarjal), the 
second coming of  Jesus, and the return of  the Mahdi.  
Upon their return, Jesus and the Mahdi together will 
defeat the forces of  evil in great and cosmic battle.  
This victory will result in the establishment of  an ideal 
world—peaceful and just.  In the Yazidi scheme, how-
ever, this ideal world means “the fall of  Islam and the 
triumph of  Yazidism.”53   Yazidis use the word “Shari-
ah” to refer to mainstream Islam as a whole, effectively 
reducing the religion to its legalistic and materialistic 
aspects.54   The creed of  Shariah Islam is, therefore, 
heresy.  The triumph of  the Mahdi will be the triumph 
of  the Yazidi people, who will at last be liberated from 
Islamic oppression.55   Yazidi doctrine takes the Islamic 
concept of  the Mahdi and turns it on its head—he is 
to be the conqueror of  Islam, rather than its savior.  
Nevertheless, in true messianic fashion, the Mahdi of  
the Yazidi comes as the savior of  an afflicted people.

50 Momen and Momen, 138.
51 Momen and Momen, 141.
52 Petr Kubalek, “End of  Islam, End of  Time.  An 
Eschatological Reading of  Yezidism,” Death, Groans, and 
the Hereafter volume 83, Issue 3 (2015): 569, accessed 
November 15, 2018, Academic Search Premier.
53 Kubalek, 579.
54 Kubalek, 583.
55 Kubalek, 577.
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 Throughout its progression, the concept of  the 
Mahdi has “consoled and satisfied the politically disillu-
sioned and morally starved masses by holding out Mes-
sianic hopes.”56   Sometimes the Mahdi would provide 
a rallying point for the revolutionary overthrow of  es-
tablished order.57   In other situations this figure would 
provide consolation for passive acceptance of  one’s 
lot. 58  Much like Jewish and Christian messianic epi-
sodes, the Mahdi movements tended to arise in times 
of  crisis as a means of  providing hope and direction in 
a chaotic world.  Apocalyptic worldviews prove appeal-
ing because they provide meaning to current suffering 
and hope for both resolution and vindication for that 
distress. In the worldview of  Islam and its neighboring 
religions, the Mahdi has arisen time and again to serve 
that role.

 

56 Rahman, 245.
57 Lewis, 24.
58 Nadia Abu-Zahra, “Islamic History, Islamic Iden-
tity and the Reform of  Islamic Law: The Thought of  
Husayn Ahmad Amin,” in Islam and Modernity: Muslim 
Intellectuals Respond, ed. John Cooper, Ronald L. Nettler, 
and Mohamed Mahmoud (London: I. B. Tauris Pub-
lishers, 2000), 88.
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  The idea of  a Friend Zone and all it entails is 
decidedly not a modern one, despite the late rise of  
the term and the lack of  pre-20th century recognition 
of  the happening. But the underlying situations, ideas, 
and misogynistic and patriarchal societal structures that 
it requires to exist have been around for far longer. 
Christina Rossetti’s poetry is not new to feminist inter-
pretations nor is it lacking in examples of  the ways in 
which women move differently through male-dominated 
spaces; “Goblin Market” is as relevant to feminist theory 
as The Bell Jar is as they both capture the female percep-
tion of  society and point out the very snares that do the 
capturing of  their writers. Of  lesser known examination, 
however, is Rossetti’s poem “No, Thank You, John” 
despite its rendition of  a situation female readers would 
be hard pressed to identify with and understand—that 
of  unreciprocated affections. 
 Before one attempts to read “No, Thank You, 
John” through a feminist lens, it may be tempting to ask 
if  it is even possible. Rossetti was a Victorian poet and 
it has been asked “can the canonical early- and mid-
Victorian poets such as Robert Browning, Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning, Tennyson, or Christina Rossetti be 
understood to be participating in the formation of  such 
a new nineteenth-century modernist consciousness?” 
(Kreilkamp 605). 
 For this reader, the argument is strongly in favor 
of  the answer being yes. The Victorian poets did not 
shy from embracing modern concerns and as such, their 
work carries over to today with barely any loss of  its 
luster. The concerns of  today may exist in very different 
surroundings but the roots of  them reside in the same 
soil as they did in the time of  Rossetti, and “No, Thank 
You, John” is an example of  that.
 So why has this particular poem been absent 
from a feminist examination of  Rossetti’s work? Perhaps 
it is due to a form of  inoculation against the ability of  
female readers to read things in a female perspective. 
Hilary Davis recounts this phenomenon within herself  
thusly: 
 As an emerging feminist, I discovered that 
 my almost exclusive identification with 
 male protagonists as a pre-feminist reader had  
 caused me unknowingly to devalue the femi-  

 nine and thus, myself. As I immersed myself  in  
 male-authored literature and philosophy, I 
 ignored my “female embodiment,” that is, 
 the gendered nature of  my situatedness in the   
 tangible world. (Davis 473)
This form of  self-denial can make the act of  using 
feminist theory difficult even for female readers, both 
because they may have to retrain themselves to notice 
the subjection of  female perspectives and because of  
the sometimes upsetting experience of  “being reminded 
that to be male – to be universal…is not to be female” 
resulting in not even the author being fully aware of  the 
reaches of  patriarchal influence upon the writing. With 
this in mind, a closer look at the work can begin (Fet-
terley xiii).
 The poem itself  is simple enough, depicting one 
half  of  a conversation during which the speaker refuses 
the romantic advances of  the titular John. It is relatively 
short, consisting of  eight quatrains following an abab 
rhyme scheme. Few of  the words are particularly com-
plex although Rossetti’s use of  word repetition is some-
what evidenced, in the echoing of  “John,” although not 
what would be found in her sonnets, described “as if  
she has to press the button of  each word twice or three 
times to make it ring more strangely, more inscapingly—
to bring it into question” (Leighton 510). 
 Still, that lack of  refrain may be deliberate as 
well, to better reflect the shifting defenses the speaker 
mounts against her pursuer’s advances. Rossetti’s poem 
does not need to paint too vivid a scene—merely half  
of  the dialogue suffices, and neither does it require a 
firm place or time or persona. The lines of  the work 
could as easily have been overheard on the street as 
skillfully authored, and in that lies both Rossetti’s artistry 
and the poem’s skill. 
 The poem opens declaratively, with the line “I 
never said I loved you, John” and continues on from 
there to detail the speaker’s responses to the voice-
less John’s negotiations for her affections (line 1). The 
speaker in turns is coldly logical, pleading, bargaining, 
and finally consoling, standing by her refusal even as she 
keeps her resolve. Indeed, it would be easy to read the 
work as humorous, playful fun, and indeed this has been 
done before, but if  Rossetti’s work is humorous then it 
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is gallows humor, designed to acknowledge and poke 
fun at impending doom to make it easier to accept that 
there is nothing you can do about it (Tomlinson 388). 
Such is the experience of  women in an overwhelmingly 
patriarchal society and was most likely Rossetti’s experi-
ence as well. 
 Rossetti’s poem offers readers only the female 
speaker’s parts of  the conversation with obvious pauses 
for the replies uttered by John. An important compo-
nent arises from this choice and enforces the idea of  this 
situation being one all women eventually come across. 
John’s replies do not matter because the female reader 
inherently knows them. The conversation is usually 
the same and features the man at turns asking for and 
insisting on the female’s love for him. Why else would 
she have engaged in friendship with him? She was kind 
perhaps, or sweet, or laughed at his jokes, and that surely 
means she is interested in him romantically. 
 The speaker does provide us with clues as to the 
strength of  John’s pursuit, mentioning his teasing “day 
by day” (line 2) and asking, “Why will you haunt me 
with a face as wan / As shows an hour-old ghost?” (7-8). 
Lines five and six, however, also reveal that the teasing 
was solely on John’s behalf, with the speaker stating, 
“You know I never loved you, John; / No fault of  mine 
made me your toast.” She goes on to offer reassurances 
that “Meg or Moll” (line 9) would gladly “take / pity 
upon you, if  you’d ask:” (10), hastening to reassure John 
that he’s desirable, with admirers aplenty.
 No woman reading Rossetti’s poem would have 
failed to hear John’s reply as easily as anything. Likewise, 
no woman would have failed to notice the turn in the 
poem’s narrative, when John turns accusatory and the 
speaker tries to refute the idea that she must not pos-
sess a heart if  she will not give it to him (line 13). The 
poem’s male lead appears incapable of  understanding a 
woman that not only possesses a heart but also has own-
ership of  it and has decided not to hand it over to him. 
How could any woman refuse him? 
 To John, the only explanation is that she is pos-
sessing of  no heart at all despite the fact that it makes 
no sense to then complain about not receiving some-
thing that does not exist, which the speaker points out 
(line 14-15). It is again a familiar refrain of  something 

being wrong with a woman who refuses a man’s desire, 
an implication of  her being broken or deficient in order 
to fit her refusal into the Victorian ideal of  a woman’s 
place as wife, mother, and man’s lesser, ideals that have 
lingered into the 21st century in such fashions as the 
policing of  women’s bodies or the lack of  definitive con-
sequences for domestic and sexual assault. 
 This type of  classification of  women by their 
appeal and or usefulness to men is an example of  the 
way that “women are defined primarily and referred 
to in terms of  their sex,” constantly identified by their 
relationship or proximity to male figures (Tyson 98). 
This even carries over into the discussion of  women’s 
rights with male supporters all too often qualifying their 
support by putting it in terms of  oppression happening 
to their mothers, sisters, wives, daughters, etc. It is not 
enough that women are people; they must be people 
who are important to males before their existence be-
comes worth improving or protecting.
 The delicate balance of  refusal and regret in 
“No, Thank You, John” illustrates what Rebecca Mitch-
ell explains as the conflict that Rossetti’s work often re-
flects, a conflict arisen out of  the way Rossetti’s persona 
of  “‘sweet lady’ requires behavior incompatible with the 
intensity of  focus and commitment to action required 
for sainthood or literary fame” (97). This conflict is not 
however unique to poets in the Victorian era and to limit 
to such a specific series of  variables does disservice not 
only to Rossetti but also to the identical experiences of  
women across times and places. 
 Rossetti’s speaker is forced to not only explain 
why she does not love John but also defend her right 
and ability to love anyone, de-personalizing the rejec-
tion and softening the blow. Stanza five also contains the 
speaker’s plea to John to “Let bygones be bygones” and 
for him to forgive and forget that she is denying him, a 
plea that hints towards a possibility for retribution that 
any modern female reader knows may very well contain 
swift and terrible violence (line 17).
 Being careful not to assume authorial intent, 
one must acknowledge that the poem can easily be read 
in a polite, mildly sorrowful voice—that of  a woman 
truly regretful that she does not love John and urging 
him to seek someone worthy and willing to give him 
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the love that he desires. But how easily as well does the 
poem lend itself  to a darker reading, particularly for 
those readers capable of  relating it to real world acts of  
violence against women by domestic partners. Stanza 
five again features the speaker declaring that “I’d rather 
answer ‘No’ to fifty Johns / Than answer ‘yes’ to you,” a 
version of  the classic “it’s not you, it’s me” that prevails 
in soft noes and gentle letdowns (lines 19-20). The next 
stanza continues the speaker’s pleas, stating:
Let’s mar our pleasant days no more,
 Song-birds of  passage, days of  youth:
Catch at to-day, forget the days before:
 I’ll wink at your untruth.
The speaker here makes another concession, that she 
will “wink at” John’s “untruth”; that is, she will go along 
with whatever he tells the rest of  the world about why 
she refused him (line 24). She is sacrificing something 
here and conceding power back to John, power he may 
feel she has taken from him by refusing his advances. 
 What untruths will he tell about her and what 
damage to her reputation might they cause? This seems 
quite a risk unless the speaker knows that John has the 
ability to do far worse than spread a few lies. In line with 
this interpretation, the final stanza mentions an “open 
treaty” equating the entire conversation as an analogy 
of  war which carries with it the threat of  death in battle 
(line 29). 
 The poem concludes on the same polite note, 
a soft and quiet “No, thank you, John” as the speaker 
cloaks her refusal again in the pretty trappings of  polite 
society (line 32). Her “No” is not enough; it must be 
followed by a “thank you” in order to show her under-
standing of  the worth of  the offering. How kind John is 
to choose her for his love; how sad she is that she can-
not accept it. Fittingly enough, the poem ends with the 
word ‘‘John,” the man’s name, and it is at this point that 
readers may note that Rossetti’s female narrator is never 
given the same recognition. Her name never appears in 
the work, although John is mentioned four times. She is 
removed from her own story in the very telling of  it. 
 One could argue that John surely called her by 
name in his unseen half  of  the conversation, but did he? 
Readers cannot know for sure, and female readers may 
be more inclined to pepper John’s speech with the usual, 

interchangeable pet names of  dear, honey, or sweetheart. 
Does John know her name well enough to use it instead? 
Or has he, like the speaker, given this same argument to 
fifty girls, to Meg or Moll, over and over, hearing only 
his own half  of  the conversation?
 Throughout Rossetti’s poem, the speaker clings 
tightly onto the tightrope she is walking as she refuses 
John’s love. She tries tactic after tactic: logic and fact, 
suggestions of  alternatives, denial of  her own heart’s ex-
istence, and finally a willingness to go along with what-
ever story John needs to tell to protect his ego. She asks 
John to understand that they are friends, “no more, no 
less” (line 26) and begs that he “Only don’t keep in view 
ulterior ends, / and points not understood” (27-28), 
understanding the possibility that John could very well 
decide that it is not that she does not love him, only that 
she does not love him yet, and that he will continue to 
play the game and earn points to exchange for her affec-
tion. Again, the speaker seems all too aware of  the likely 
reoccurrence of  this conversation, of  the continuation 
of  John’s presence in her life, and of  the need to lessen 
the hurt filled by her rejection. 
 The poem ends quietly, a full sentence that 
sounds like a sigh of  resignation to the endless repeti-
tion of  these arguments again and again, beyond the 
poem’s length, beyond the nameless speaker’s fictional 
life, even beyond the life of  Christina Rossetti, echoing 
through the shared experiences of  females everywhere, a 
soft refrain: No, thank you, John.
 

 



athena’s web 47 Fall 2018

The Girl/Friend ZoneDorothie Linton

Works Cited

Davis, Hilary. “The Phenomenology of  a Feminist 
 Reader: Toward The...:.” Educational Theory   
 1996, Fall ed.: 473. Print. <search.ebscohost.  
 com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&AN=970 
 2112186&site=ehost-live>.

Fetterley, Judith. The Resisting Reader: a Feminist
 Approach to American Fiction. Bloominton:   
 Indiana University Press, 1978. Print.

Kreilkamp, Ivan. “Victorian poetry’s modernity.” 
 Victorian Poetry, vol. 41, no. 4, 2003, Print.   
 <https://link.galegroup.com/apps/doc/  
 A114785111/GPS?u=avlr&sid=GPS&xid=bf20 
 5a6e>.

Leighton, Angela. “On ‘the Hearing Ear’: Some Sonnets  
 of  the Rossettis.” Victorian Poetry, 2009, Fall   
 ed.: 505-516. Print. <search.ebscohost.  
 com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&AN=455 
 40975&site=ehost-live>.

Mitchell, Rebecca. “Robert Herrick, Victorian Poet:   
 Christina Rossetti, George Meredith, and   
 the Victorian Recovery of  Hesperides.” Modern  
 Philology, vol. 113, no. 1, 2015, 88-115. Print.

Tomlinson, Charles. “The Poetry of  Christina 
 Rossetti.” Poetry, 1957: 385-390. Print. <www.  
 jstor.org/stable/20586478>.

Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly   
 Guide. 3rd. New York: Routledge, 2014. Print.



athena’s web 48 Fall 2018



athena’s web 49 Fall 2018

 

Hannah Elliott The Role of  Infanticide in Drama

Sarah Jason

The Fifth Gospel: A Comparison Study of  the 
Gospel of  Thomas that Explores its Exclusion 

from the Biblical Canon



athena’s web 50 Fall 2018

 The term “gospel” refers to an oral announce-
ment, typically carrying positive news, and spoken to a 
crowd.1 The life, death, and resurrection of  Jesus has 
further solidified the word “gospel” in the minds of  
readers as his true teachings. However, because of  their 
inception nearly a century after his death, and then the 
ongoing discovery of  additional gospels of  subsequent 
centuries, the “truth” attached to these works becomes 
more skewed, and the call for truth has become much 
more urgent for both believers and scholars.   
 The New Testament Christians read and quote 
today underwent tremendous debate before being nar-
rowed to the books presently contained. This intense 
examination was to eliminate writings that did not align 
with the churches’ mission and message, and to cre-
ate a unanimous image of  God and Christ to reflect 
the beliefs of  the faith. These rejected works became 
known as the apocryphal gospels, and none has been 
more sensationalized, nor most similar to the canonical 
gospels than the Gospel of  Thomas. The reasons for 
its dismissal are understandable, but the stripping of  its 
authority among the sayings of  Christ is unwarranted. 
This comparison study explores the similarities, justifies 
the differences, and brings to light the possible insecuri-
ties in the minds of  Christians who are bothered by the 
differing views of  the historical Jesus. 

Discovery
 In 1945, Muhammad Ali al-Samman discovered 
jars of  twelve leather bound books while digging in a 
field in Nag Hammadi, Egypt. Initially, these texts were 
distributed out of  jest, some of  the pages being used as 
fire starters; however, even after its discovery by schol-
ars and verification of  its content, the publication of  
these books was slow to say the least. Due to the politi-
cal and religious unrest in Egypt at that time, access to 
these books was limited and translation became an even 
more laborious process. But, victory came when pho-
tographs of  the “gnostic gospels” were released in the 
1960s, and official publication of  the entire Nag Ham-
madi “Library” was completed in 1977.2  Among these 

1. Foster, Paul. The Apocryphal Gospels: A Very Short 
Introduction. (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 7
2. Foster, Paul. The Apocryphal Gospels: A Very Short 

gnostic books was the Gospel of  Thomas, evident by 
the signature at the bottom of  the last page.
 The author begins the gospel with the state-
ment: “These are the secret words which the living 
Jesus spoke, and Didymus Judas Thomas wrote down.” 
The first two names reference Thomas, Didymus de-
scribing the disciple Thomas in the canonical gospel of  
John, and Judas who is referred to with Thomas’ name 
in the same gospel.3 Thomas is also described further in 
the Acts of  Thomas, another apocryphal work. 

Content: Similarities and Differences
 The Gospel of  Thomas contains a list of  114 
“sayings” of  Jesus. Some of  them appear to be cohe-
sive sections of  conversation, others are listed random-
ly. Some scholars firmly assert that the sayings within 
Thomas may in fact be more accurate to Jesus’ teaching 
than what is found in the canonical gospels.4 This has 
not been proven because the Gospel of  Thomas is 
dated at the earliest to the end of  third/beginning of  
fourth century. 
 The Gospel of  Thomas has various similari-
ties to the canonical gospels, namely the synoptics. The 
parables of  the mustard seed and the sower are repeat-
ed in the list of  sayings with a slight change in word-
ing. Aphorisms such as the “blind leading the blind” in 
Matthew 15:14 and Luke 6:39 is found in Thomas 34, 
as well as “No prophet is accepted in his own village,” 
which is similar to Luke 4:24 and Mark 6:4. Beatitudes 
like “blessed are the poor” are found in Thomas that 
are reminiscent of  Luke, Matthew, and Psalms.5 While 
the wording of  these sayings is simplified compared to 
the canon, this provides evidence that this gospel was 
tampered with by scribes less so than the canonical 

Introduction. (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 30 
3. Foster, Paul. The Apocryphal Gospels: A Very Short 
Introduction. (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 32 
4. Ehrman, Bart. Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not 
Make it into the New Testament. (Oxford: University 
Press, 2003), 19 
5. Ehrman, Bart. Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not 
Make it into the New Testament. (Oxford: University 
Press, 2003), 24-26 

Sarah Jason The Fifth Gospel



athena’s web 51 Fall 2018

gospels, making it possibly closer to the original words 
of  Jesus. 
 The differences are a bit staggering consider-
ing the image of  Jesus with which believers have come 
to familiarize themselves. This gospel is simply a list 
of  sayings and two parables. There are “no miracles, 
no passion narrative, no stories of  any kind.” Instead, 
these sayings focus on Jesus before his betrayal and give 
almost no context to when he spoke these statements. 
 Some of  what Jesus says in the Gospel of  
Thomas align with gnostic belief  where people are 
individual spirits that have “fallen from the divine 
realm” and are imprisoned in physical forms with no 
afterlife certain.6 It is understood that a person must 
obtain enough knowledge to prepare for salvation, and 
that Jesus has this knowledge. This is evident in verses 
such as Thomas 56: “Whoever has come to understand 
the world has found a corpse, and whoever has found 
a corpse is superior to the world,” or Thomas 58: 
“Blessed is the man who has suffered and found life.”7 
 Another noted difference is the mention of  
Mary, Jesus’ mother. Thomas mentions her only once 
in the last verse. Simon Peter tells Jesus to remove her 
from where they were because women are not “worthy 
of  life.” Jesus then responds that he will “make her 
male” by leading her in faith, and that all women who 
“make themselves male” will enter the kingdom.8 
 The largest all-encompassing variance among 
the entire gospel is the vague sense of  the sayings of  
Jesus. They offer no additional explanation even when 
disciples ask supplemental questions. It represents a 
different stance than the Jesus of  the canonical gos-
pels, who often taught his disciples in public places and 
to the crowds that gathered. There is no evidence of  
crowds or anyone outside of  the disciples present in 

6. Ehrman, Bart. Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not 
Make it into the New Testament. (Oxford: University 
Press, 2003), 19 
7. Ehrman, Bart. Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not 
Make it into the New Testament. (Oxford: University 
Press, 2003), 24 
8. Ehrman, Bart. Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not 
Make it into the New Testament. (Oxford: University 
Press, 2003), 28 

this gospel. His sayings such as “blessed are the solitary 
and the elect, for you will find the kingdom…” portrays 
a way of  life that encourages that it is necessary to have 
a “sense of  disengagement from the world.”9 
 The Gospel of  Thomas also appeals to Jewish 
communities that would have been Jesus’ audience. The 
reason for God’s presence or acts has no reason, nor 
should there be one offered. Thomas asserts that the 
spirit within us “is nothing other than the divine breath 
of  God” and extends this notion with Jesus saying 
in Thomas 84: “‘When you see your likeness, you are 
full of  joy. But when you see your images which came 
into existence before you–they neither die nor become 
manifest…’”10 In Thomas, Jesus speaks with a gnostic 
stance on the spirit and the afterlife, but simultaneously 
maintains that if  one wishes to achieve immortality 
in any facet, they must bring themselves back to their 
Godly image, perhaps referencing Adam. This also 
shows a strong adherence to Jewish law despite be-
ing believers in Christ. The Jewish community is the 
mother of  the Christian faith, and today this link is all 
but lost.
 Thomas also speaks of  specific disciples only, 
rather than mentioning all twelve. Thomas, as the 
author, is also presumed to be the narrator of  these 
sayings. This is evident when the disciples ask who will 
remain to teach the people when Jesus has passed, it is 
James, brother of  Jesus, who asks instead of  Thomas, 
as written in the canon. Another example is the famous 
line in Matthew’s Gospel, where Peter proclaims to 
know Jesus is the messiah. Jesus blesses him after this 
confession and instructs him to tell no one. In Thomas, 
however, Jesus asks his disciples what He is to be com-
pared to. Each offers his own thoughts, Thomas stating 
he lacks the proper words to describe him. Jesus “spoke 
to him three words” and returns to the group, Thomas 
telling the other disciples that they cannot know what 

9. Foster, Paul. The Apocryphal Gospels: A Very Short 
Introduction. (Oxford; New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), 36 
10. Patterson, Stephen J. 2013. The Gospel of  Thomas 
and Christian Origins: Essays on the Fifth Gospel. 
(Leiden: Brill, 2013), 78 
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Jesus told him.11 Once again, this gospel remains vague 
compared to the more question-and-answer style of  
the canon. But this makes another connection to Jewish 
literature. In Judaism, God speaks to Moses and tells 
him “I am who I am,” but does not reveal his face, or 
any other part of  his identity.12 In Thomas, it can be 
inferred that Jesus may have told Thomas He is divine, 
and therefore, Thomas cannot repeat the words Jesus 
spoke to him. 
 Lastly, The Gospel of  Thomas, supported by 
other apocryphal texts, expresses a mortal view of  
the body and immortal view of  the soul, which is not 
outwardly stated in the canonical gospels. This may 
have been due to the time-period, where Judaism, early 
Christian belief, and ancient Greek pagan practices 
were living in close quarters with one another. This may 
have been an attempt at harmonizing to appeal to one 
group or another, namely due to pagan tradition not 
believing in the afterlife in the same manner.13 
 The content of  the Gospel of  Thomas is not 
only staggering in both its simplicity and easy compari-
son to the canon, but also in its unclear delivery of  the 
teaching of  Jesus. It is clear Thomas underwent editing 
by scribes as this simplicity is sometimes interrupted 
with out-of-place smooth transitions. 

Heresy: Exclusion from Biblical Canon
 According to Origen, scholar and theologian, 
the four canonical gospels were the only gospels unani-
mously agreed upon as having the most familiar and 
harmonious versions of  the life, death, and resurrection 
of  Christ. As mentioned previously, while all gospels, 
canonical or not underwent editing, the canonical 
gospels are so harmonious because of  tedious editing 
to harmonize one gospel with another. In his commen-
taries on Matthew, Origen states reasons for why each 
gospel was chosen, John aside. He only cites “tradi-
tion” and remains vague on why the other gospels were 

11. Foster, Paul. The Apocryphal Gospels: A Very 
Short Introduction. (Oxford; New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2009), 38 
12. 3 Exodus: 14 
13. Patterson, Stephen J. 2013. The Gospel of  Thomas 
and Christian Origins: Essays on the Fifth Gospel. 
(Leiden: Brill, 2013), 62 

rejected.14  
 James M. Robinson states, “When Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, John, and Thomas were written, there 
was no New Testament canon…they were on equal 
footing.”15 There was no doubt an overlap during the 
circulations of  all gospels during the first three centu-
ries after the death of  Christ; however, Christian sects 
were numerous, and all had differing beliefs of  God 
and the trinity. The sect known as the “Great Church” 
had an increasing influence on the Christian world, and 
they favored a trinity, the human-and-divine status of  
Jesus, etc. Therefore, the louder voice won. The four 
gospels that exist in the canon today are there because 
they “out-muscled” their numerous papyri brethren.
 The Gospel of  Thomas specifically was rejected 
on the grounds that the author was advocating for 
different points than other gospels on both minor and 
major issues. For example, the Church believed in one 
God with one Son, but this was debated for some time. 
Some believed the God of  the Jewish Tanakh (Old 
Testament) and the Christian New Testament were dif-
ferent based on tone and context. Additionally, subjects 
like the humanity/divinity of  Christ, creation, and the 
end of  days scenarios were challenged.16  
 The “alternative” gospels were also considered 
to be written by heretics, or those who purposefully 
wanted to skew the Christian faith. Irenaeus of  Lyons 
writes extensively on his opinions regarding these gos-
pels in his five-volume work “Against the Heresies.” He 
asserts that some writers use the scripture to support 
their own opinions and notes several examples, such as 
claims that Jesus and John the Baptist carried the same 
power as well as the comparison of  men to animals: 
“They conceive, then, of  three kinds of  men, spiritual, 
material, and animal represented by Cain, Abel, and 

14. Hill, Charles E. Who Chose the Gospels? Prob-
ing the Great Gospel Conspiracy. (Oxford; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), 45-46 
15. Hill, Charles E. Who Chose the Gospels? Prob-
ing the Great Gospel Conspiracy. (Oxford; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), 10 
16. Ehrman, Bart. Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not 
Make it into the New Testament. (Oxford: University 
Press, 2003), 1-2 
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Seth. These three natures are no longer found in one 
person, but constitute various kinds [of  men].” In ad-
dition, he criticizes authors who appear to be relaxed in 
their celebration of  pagan idols while calling themselves 
believers in Christ. “For instance, they make no scruple 
about eating meats offered in sacrifice to idols, imagin-
ing that they can in this way contract no defilement….” 
 Lastly, his attitude towards the various claims 
in these gospels was no doubt shared by members 
of  the Church. Irenaeus writes, “For it is now in thy 
power, and in the power of  all thy associates, to famil-
iarize yourselves with what has been said, to overthrow 
their wicked and undigested doctrines, and to set forth 
doctrines agreeable to the truth.”17 This was the abso-
lute goal of  the victorious sect of  Christianity which 
monopolized the selection of  “acceptable” books into 
what is now our current canon. And while the intention 
may have been good, the ignorance of  books whose 
context disagrees with others does not make it without 
credit. It is due to stances such as Irenaeus’ that have 
excluded and largely discredited any authority that was 
held in the Gospel of  Thomas.

Conclusion
 “Christian forgery has a long and distinguished 
history,” and the dismissal of  fourteen books due to 
message disagreement only illuminates what could be 
just a portion of  who Christ was, both as a person and 
divine being. The first published version of  our current 
Christian Bible was completed in 367 CE; the debates 
over book selection lasting over three hundred years. 
The apocryphal gospels were lost for centuries, and 
even upon discovery, they were met with much skepti-
cism by the Vatican. These were the “faiths we never 
knew.”18  The Gospel of  Thomas holds raw and mostly 
unedited teachings from Jesus in what may have been 
his most natural form. Due to the bias of  the Church, 
the Gospel of  Thomas, as well as the remaining apoc-
ryphal gospels may forever be a giant question mark 

17. Irenaeus of  Lyons, St. Against the Heresies. Vol 1. 
Translated by Dominic J. Unger. (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1992) http://gnosis.org/library/advh1.htm 
18. Ehrman, Bart. Lost Scriptures: Books that Did Not 
Make it into the New Testament. (Oxford: University 
Press, 2003), 4 

both in terms of  scripture and the Christian faith. 
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 Use of  mental illness in American drama (or in 
any form of  the arts) seems to be short sighted in the 
eyes of  the public. Seen as a taboo throughout litera-
ture, movies, social media, and the like, it is a subject 
that arises only when the elite make it into what it really 
is: a disease. Only when the renowned die by suicide 
does society jump to the issue, declaring that mental 
illness affects millions, and said millions need help, 
and what will be done to enforce that help, and so on. 
However, compassion falters quickly when dealing with 
the real issues behind mental illness: abuse (sexual, 
verbal, physical, drug, alcohol), neglect, depression, and 
anxiety... some of  these being the cause or the effect of  
mental illness. It is underappreciated as a disease and 
so it is often taken without much seriousness until the 
event of  death, and only then is it considered “truly” a 
problem. Tennessee Williams uses his own sister’s men-
tal illness to portray a sweet, terribly shy, and “crippled” 
Laura in his play, The Glass Menagerie. Williams uses 
Laura’s mother, Amanda, as the reflection of  society’s 
misunderstanding and misconception of  mental illness. 
The empathetic character of  Tom, Laura’s brother, is 
Williams’s version of  himself  and of  countless others 
in society who attempt to understand and ease their 
loved ones’ inner (and sometimes outer) agony. This 
paper reexamines Tennessee Williams’s play through an 
objective lens, discerning the playwright’s association of  
mental illness between The Glass Menagerie and real life.
 The tragedy with Laura Wingfield is portrayed 
physically as it is psychologically. Throughout the play, 
Laura is held back, unable to raise her voice to a full 
capacity even when Amanda is goading her daughter 
to dress and act like what she imagines as a proper 
woman. Laura’s reality revolves around her glass me-
nagerie, particularly the glass unicorn. The unicorn 
represents an unaccepted peculiarity much like Laura’s 
fragile mindset. The glass figure is a metaphor, which 
will be broken towards the end of  the play, which 
“symbolize[s] the tenuousness of  her hold on reality, 
the ease of  with which her illusion may be shattered” 
(Durham 5). In his description of  characters, Williams 
describes Laura as having a “childhood illness [which] 
has left her crippled, one leg shorter than the other, and 
held in a brace.” His stage directions also indicate that 

this should “not be more than suggested” (Williams 
7). It was the brace in her childhood, loud with every 
step, that caused Laura to develop an awareness of  
the difference between herself  and her peers. This led 
to her introverted demeanor, which followed her into 
adulthood. However, while self-conscious about her 
own physical disability, she sees beauty in the difference 
between the unicorn and that of  other horses. Apart 
from that mental illnesses are less “visible” than physi-
cal, Laura’s physical illness has had an obvious effect on 
her mentality. Mental illnesses “do not have the same 
biological existence and therefore cannot be under-
stood within the causal framework of  natural science…
being described as infractions of  social norms” (Rush-
ing 1180). Two of  three variables which might cause 
mental disorders are the “physical environment, and 
health attitudes and behavior,” the third being medical 
care, which is nonexistent in the play (Rushing 1180). 
However, the former two, discussed by the play narra-
tor, Tom, can be applied to Laura’s mental state.
 The Wingfield matriarch, Amanda, is a repre-
sentation of  the Old South, and her misunderstanding 
of  Laura’s lack of  gentlemen callers reflects her de-
nial of  Laura’s disabilities. Amanda is in her own way 
crippled, being unable to grow out of  old, dying ways 
and into the industrial future. Williams reflects the con-
sequences of  the depression in the characters, which 
“led to man’s inhumanity to man and man’s misunder-
standing of  man” (Tabasum 113). The denial Amanda 
generates is grounded in her unfortunate abandonment 
by her husband, which has led to her misunderstanding 
of  her children. Amanda is the victim of  circumstance, 
a single mother selling a feminine magazine subscrip-
tion to improve her grown daughter’s social standing, 
while expecting her grown son to provide the necessi-
ties of  daily life. Her inability to accept her daughter’s 
handicaps has attributed to Laura’s decreased mentality. 
Laura calls herself  crippled, being cut off  quickly by 
Amanda who refuses to believe that a former debutante 
such as herself  could have produced such a child. 
 While Amanda and Laura are concerned with—
and represent—the past, Tom “looks forward, toward 
a future time as an escape” (Durham 14). Despite his 
mother’s incessant remarks about working to provide 
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for her and his sister, and that he should have taken 
courses to advance his career, Tom responds with ir-
ritation and often leaves to visit the “movies,” arriving 
home in a drunken state. Despite his lousy relationship 
with his mother, Tom has a softer relationship with his 
sister, with whom he shares Amanda’s nagging. Wil-
liams reflects himself  in Tom as he, too, had dealt with 
his own sister’s mental illness. Rose’s crippled mentality 
would not, however, go untreated as Laura’s in the play, 
but would be “treated” by a frontal lobotomy. Williams 
and Tom share the same guilt for leaving their sisters 
behind to pursue dreams. While Williams nor Tom 
could have really understood their sisters’ fragile mind-
sets, it was they who attempted to be of  some solace to 
them. 
 Apart from the Wingfield trio, there is one 
character whose appearance causes a great effect on the 
family, especially Laura: Jim. Laura talks of  him as her 
high school crush, one who didn’t really know she ex-
isted except that he would call her “Blue Roses.” Laura 
believes that, after school, he married his sweetheart 
and assumes his life is wonderful, which becomes obvi-
ous to the audience that this idealization of  Jim is just 
that, an illusion. When Tom invites Jim over, he is ini-
tially the gentleman caller Amanda has been waiting for. 
The idea Laura has in her mind of  the man causes her 
to break down, unable to deal with even the thought of  
having him in her home because of  her acute shyness. 
However, whatever Jim was once to Laura and in his 
youth, he has accepted the life Tom refuses, and the 
oncoming changes of  industrialism Amanda rejects. 
Laura remains faithful to her illusions until the end of  
her dance with Jim, when he breaks the unicorn. The 
glass horn breaking from the figure is “foreshadowing 
her coming disillusionment with the discovery of  Jim’s 
engagement…[which] Jim, the unicorn, the unique 
hero, subsides into the normal, the ordinary, himself  
destroying the aura of  distinctiveness which Laura gave 
him, destroying her illusion” (Durham 10).
 While Tennessee Williams reveals a sense of  
himself  in Tom, and his sister in Laura, there is also an 
intimacy, a sibling love, that reflects the real-life siblings 
in the characters of  the play. Rose was not the only Wil-
liams child who dealt with sickness, but Tennessee did 

also. While Laura represents the mental handicap of  
Rose’s later life, she represents Tennessee in his youth 
with her physical disability. Tennessee became sick with 
diphtheria, which lasted for a year and confined him to 
a bed. It was at this time that Tennessee had no choice 
but to entertain himself  with small games and with his 
imagination while his mother hovered over him despite 
his father’s disapproval. The recognition of  Williams’s 
disability and his own shyness, which was caused by his 
confinement, is mirrored in Laura. Tennessee’s close 
relationship is not only mirrored between the Wingfield 
siblings, but a part of  himself  is mirrored in Laura. 
 The Glass Menagerie is also a “memory play… 
because of  its considerably delicate or tenuous mate-
rial…” (Durham 4). Williams also reflects the New 
South and how it is destructive against Amanda and 
Laura who represent the Old South. Tom’s lack of  pity 
in the play, which strengthened his ability to leave his 
bitter life behind, ironically caused the “memory play,” 
the memory of  abandoning his mother and sister from 
which he cannot escape. More importantly, Williams 
regards the fragile nature of  relationships throughout 
the play between the present Wingfields and the ab-
sent father, Amanda and her gentlemen callers, of  the 
mother and her children, and of  Laura and Jim. He has 
created the heartbreaking reality of  the effects of  men-
tal illness and its lasting impressions on those surround-
ing it, such as Tom’s inability to completely step outside 
of  his past, just as Williams took on the guilt of  leaving 
his own sister behind for his life as a great American 
playwright.
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 In Jane Eyre, a novel by Charlotte Brontë, not 
only does the author offer some insight of  how she 
was treated throughout her life through her character 
Jane, but she uses Jane to challenge the way late Victo-
rians viewed and treated women. Jane Eyre is not only 
an iconic novel, but Jane’s character is also unique in 
the way that she holds to her values maintaining inde-
pendence within a male-dominated society. Through-
out this essay, I want to address the issues presented 
in Brontë’s Jane Eyre of  how women are viewed and 
treated by men, namely men encountered by Jane. 
Through Jane’s experiences with Mr. Brocklehurst, Mr. 
Rochester, and St. John, I will attempt to use the criti-
cal theory lens of  early feminism by closely examining 
how Jane defends herself. Brontë clearly challenges the 
ideals towards women through the way Jane perceives 
and responds to the directed actions of  the men in 
her life. This is important to analyze as Jane’s character 
becomes an icon for early feminism. 
 Before one can dive into this task, however, 
some background in the feminist theory is required. 
Feminism can be defined as follows: “a theory and/or 
movement concerned with advancing the position of  
women through such means as achievement of  politi-
cal, legal, or economic rights equal to those granted 
men” (Offen 123). While this is a general overview, 
feminism deals with more than just the rights of  
women. Offen elaborates on the mindset of  Europeans 
in the late Victorian period, stating:
 Even though issues of  access to male privilege  
 and power were undeniably important for 
 women and men in the European past, they   
 sought  other goals as well…Europeans 
 focused as much or more on elaborations of    
 womanliness; they celebrated sexual    
 difference rather than similarity within a 
 frame work of  male/femaLE 
 complementarity; and, instead of  seeking   
 unqualified admission to male-dominated 
 society, they mounted a wide-ranging critique   
 of  the society and its institutions. (Offen 123-  
 124)
This is important to note as the way that Mr. Rochester 
dresses up Jane for her gender more than her character 

is something that Jane challenges, which I will elabo-
rate on in detail later in this essay (Brontë 354). Relat-
ing closely with Jane’s character, Nussbaum reflects 
that “Throughout feminism’s history, its willingness to 
be openly self-reflective can be extremely productive 
in resisting current patterns of  thought and forging 
new paths” (Nussbaum 266). If  it weren’t for women 
challenging certain social orders (such as patriarchy), 
changes towards the treatment of  women necessarily 
would not have been made into the progress that has 
shaped Western cultures of  today. Thus, Jane’s charac-
ter is so important because she is not afraid to stand up 
for herself  and what she believes is right, unlike many 
women during this time period.
 Lastly, it is important to understand this view-
point in feminism, as Tsing and Yanagisako state: 
“Because men and women use gender constructs in a 
variety of  social contexts, these constructs are often 
essential to an understanding of  many aspects of  a 
cultural system” (513). Because of  the society in which 
Jane Eyre is set, this is fundamental for analyzing the 
way that men in Jane’s life influence her and how she 
sees through the cultural system in the way she chal-
lenges these constructs, namely, her observations/
encounters with Mr. Brocklehurst, St. John, and most 
importantly, Mr. Rochester. 
 Throughout this analysis, I will use the feminist 
viewpoints that are most relevant to the time period 
and circumstances pertaining to Jane and address the 
issues in which women were treated as the lesser gender 
along with those pertaining to patriarchy and religion.
 To start, the evaluation of  Mr. Brocklehurst’s 
character is necessary. Mr. Brocklehurst is a prime ex-
ample of  patriarchy, being the owner of  the orphanage 
“Lowood” where Jane finds herself  placed early in the 
novel (Brontë 113, 124). This is made obvious through 
aggressively condescending actions towards the women 
of  Lowood. For example, an incident concerning 
spoiled food is brought to his attention, as the caretak-
ers did not wish to serve burnt porridge to the girls, 
where Brocklehurst exclaims:
 Madam, allow me an instant! – You are 
 aware that my plan in bringing up these girls is,  
 not to accustom them to habits of  
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 luxury and indulgence, but to render them  
 hardy, patient, self-denying. Should any little  
 accidental disappointment of  the appetite  
 occur, such as the spoiling of  a meal, the 
 under or the over dressing of  a dish, the  
 incident ought not to be neutralized by  
 replacing with something more delicate 
 the comfort lost, thus pampering the body  
 and obviating the aim of  this institution;… 
 Oh, madam, when you put bread and cheese,  
 instead of  burnt porridge into these 
 children’s mouths, you may indeed feed their  
 vile bodies, but you little think how you  
 starve their immortal souls! (Brontë 125-126)
Brontë exposes this patriarchy for what it is: an 
abuse of  power, distortion of  the Bible, and treating 
women as lower than man based off  of  both gen-
der and most noticeably, class. As Mr. Brocklehurst 
continues to devalue the girls by commanding that 
their hair be cut off  because it is “conform[ing] to 
the world so openly,” and that “…we are not to con-
form to nature” Jane also sees how hypocritical Mr. 
Brocklehurst is when his daughters enter the scene, 
as she takes note and says to herself:
 They ought to have come a little sooner to  
 have heard his lecture on dress, for they were  
 splendidly attired in velvet, silk, and furs.  
 The two younger of  the trio (fine girls of   
 sixteen and seventeen) had grey beaver 
 hats, then in fashion, shaded with ostrich  
 plumes, and from under the brim of  this  
 graceful head-dress fell a profusion of  light  
 tresses, elaborately curled. (Brontë 126-127)
 This can be analyzed by noticing that Brocklehurst’s 
middle-class position expressed the most interest in 
preserving the economic status quo by creating and 
maintaining clear status divisions through oppress-
ing his twisted logic upon the women/orphans at 
Lowood, as Jane and the other girls at Lowood are 
taught to endure and accept their class positions 
(Godfrey 857). Godfrey also states the following:
 Brontë carefully portrays Brocklehurst as 
 one who, like the owners of  the mines, sees  
 femininity as a construct afforded by middle- 

 class luxury and working-class androgyny  
 as necessary,…Brocklehurst seems to sug 
 gest that if  class divisions were made imper 
 meable, then the danger of  gender ambiguity  
 could be isolated, exploited, and controlled  
 for the middle-class advantages. (857)
Therefore, Brontë uses this form of  patriarchy to be 
exposed through Jane’s perception and encounters 
with Mr. Brocklehurst, as he abuses his power, hu-
miliates Jane, and continues to discriminate against 
women, especially those in the lower class.
  There are many instances throughout the 
novel concerning Jane and Mr. Rochester. Their rela-
tionship is a very complex and interesting one to say 
the least. The main interaction that I wish to analyze 
is important to understand the mindset of  Jane and 
how she defended and stood up against his tactics at 
the time.
 The first instance I wish to discuss hap-
pens shortly after Jane and Mr. Rochester become 
engaged and he starts dressing her up in fine jewels 
and clothes (Brontë 354). While many may view this 
as a loving, generous gesture, it does not sit well 
with Jane (or the feminist mindset), as she becomes 
irritated and feels objectified, stating as follows:
 I’ll not stand you an inch in the stead of  a 
 seraglio,…so don’t consider me an 
 equivalent for one: if  you have a fancy 
 for anything in that line, away with you,  
 sir, to the bazaars of  Stamboul without de 
 lay; and lay out in extensive 
 slave-purchases some of  that spare cash 
 you seem at a loss to spend 
 satisfactorily here…I would have no mercy,  
 Mr. Rochester, if  you supplicated for it with  
 an eye like that…I will not be your 
 English Celine Varens. I shall continue to 
 act as Adele’s governess: by that I shall 
 earn my board and lodging, and thirty   
 pounds a year besides. I’ll furnish my own  
 wardrobe out of  that money and you shall  
 give me nothing… (Brontë 355-356) 
It is plain to see by her reaction that she is upset at 
him for treating her in such a way for simply being a 
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woman, and she also wishes to remain somewhat inde-
pendent, refusing to be yet another submissive female. 
Davis explains that this is also challenging the power 
roles between the two of  them, stating, “For Jane, to 
submit to Rochester’s romantic demonstrations would 
be to replicate the power dynamic between a slave and 
a despot, a power dynamic marked by the stereotypi-
cal diction of  sadomasochism and an entirely different 
rhetoric from that of  unconventionality and informality” 
(Davis 135).
 Then there is the encounter with Jane’s cousin, 
St. John. After discovering that Mr. Rochester lied 
about already being married, both hurt and convicted 
by her religious beliefs, Jane decides to leave Rochester 
and is taken in by her distant relatives who she never 
knew she had (Brontë 387). 
 St. John later sees Jane as a mate with potential, 
as he determines that she would make the perfect mis-
sionary wife for him, as he expresses, “I acknowledge 
the complement of  the qualities I seek. Jane, you are 
docile, diligent, disinterested, faithful, constant and cou-
rageous; very gentle, and very heroic: cease to mistrust 
yourself ” (Brontë 502). The later part of  his statement 
being manipulative, St. John plants self-doubt within 
Jane using the words “cease to mistrust yourself,” 
which reflects an inward superior mindset. 
 Jane struggles with this, but remains strong 
against his tactics, as later on he uses God’s will to 
influence and persuade her to marry him (505-507), 
where Lamonaca states, “To complicate matters fur-
ther, Jane must once again deal with a domineering 
male character who is firmly convinced of  God’s will 
for them both. Because God is all-knowing, St. John 
seems to believe that he himself, as God’s servant, is 
likewise omniscient” (Lamonaca 250). Jane later realizes 
that this is not the case and demonstrates that “wom-
en—true to one facet of  Evangelical doctrine—must 
experience God directly,” and therefore declines to 
marry St. John, as she rejects his mentality towards her 
lack of  love for him (Lamonaca 252). St. John belittles 
her feelings stating, “Jane, you would not repent marry-
ing me; be certain of  that: we must be married. I repeat 
it: there is no other way; and undoubtedly enough of  
love would follow upon marriage to render the union 

right even in your eyes,” to which she exclaims:
 “I scorn your idea of  love” I could not help   
 saying, as I rose up and stood before him, 
 leaning my back against the rock. “I scorn   
 the counterfeit sentiment you offer: yes,   
 St. John, and I scorn you when you offer it…  
 it is your own fault that I have been roused to   
 speak so unguardedly. You have introduced a 
 topic on which our natures are at variance – a   
 topic we should never discuss: the very name 
 of  love is an apple of  discord between us – if    
 the reality were required, what should we do?   
 How should we feel? My dear cousin, abandon  
 your scheme of  marriage – forget it.” (Brontë   
 508)
This notion of  rejecting St. John’s offer in marriage 
is unheard of  for women in this period. Jane acts in 
such a defiant way according to the social structures, as 
Lamonaca points out that “Victorian women lived in 
a culture that employed the rhetoric of  Christianity to 
prescribe their role and identity—an identity that many 
women, paradoxically, perceived as a threat to their 
moral and spiritual integrity” (Lamonaca 259).
 In conclusion, Brontë’s Jane Eyre is a powerful 
novel that challenges the way late Victorians viewed the 
way women were to be treated and the patriarchy that 
discriminated between gender and class. This would 
not truly be recognized and addressed until many years 
later; however, as “In [the] Victorian period, the society 
is man-controlled and man-dominated, and women are 
subject to the voice of  men,” Brontë’s Jane is truly a 
force to be reckoned with because she opposes these 
expectations and “dares to fight against the conven-
tional marriage ideas, which will reflect all feminists’ 
voice and wish for true love” (Gao 927, 930). Brontë 
brilliantly challenges the social norm through her char-
acter, Jane, who would later become a beacon for early 
feminism. 
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 Immanence is no stranger to religion. To 
some, the notion of  immanence may seem intrinsic 
to religious belief, and this is particularly true for the 
Latter-day Saints. Joseph Smith once said, “We see 
that everything is being fulfilled; and that the time 
shall soon come when the Son of  Man shall descend 
in the clouds of  heaven.” Smith’s words have been 
honored literally, and remnants of  the millenarian 
culture he perpetuated still exist in society today. The 
theology of  the Latter-day Saints exhibits apoca-
lyptic, millenarian, premillennial and postmillennial 
qualities; however, the restorative nature of  the re-
ligion exhibits predominately premillennialist world 
views. 
 While the term “apocalypse” is often com-
monly used today, it is actually a technical term 
for the type of  Jewish and Christian literature that 
emerged in the years 200 BC and AD 150. These 
ideas manifested as an eschatology out of  Jewish 
apocalypticism. The term “apocalypse,” is derived 
from Greek origins, and means “to disclose” or “to 
reveal.” The term “apocalypticism,” also derived 
from Greek, literally translates to “last thing” or 
“end of  times.”  This translation of  apocalypse is 
often understood as a disclosure of  future events or 
a revelation of  future triumph over evil.1  
 Generally speaking, apocalypses possess four 
distinct attributes:  
 1.) Apocalypses disclose the future by pre 
 dicting a coming cosmic transformation  
 in which the suffering righteous will be  
 vindicated and their evil opposers   
 vanquished. 2.) This revelation of  future  
 triumph is delivered through a vision or  
 dream by an angel or other heavenly 
 messenger. 3.) Famous ancient figures such  
 as Daniel, Abraham, and Ezra appear as the  
 recipients of  such visions. 4.) Apocalypses  
 are usually highly esoteric, filled with bizarre  

1 Underwood, Grant. The Millenarian World of  Early 
Mormonism. Chicago: University of  Illinois, 1993, pg. 
11. 

 symbols, images, colors, and numbers that  
 conceal the message from the persecuting  
 majority and reserve it only for the 
 enlightened elect.2 
 
 Literal ideas regarding the future and un-
derstanding this connection in relation to the 
apocalypse, is an essential component to Christian 
millenarianism. Jewish apocalyptic literature is often 
characterized by two distinct features; in the first, 
the prophet receives a vision, and in the second, they 
encounter a supernatural experience which invokes 
speculation. Jewish apocalypticism also involves the 
two important themes of  revelation and reversal. 
It is within the framework and influence of  Jewish 
apocalyptic thought that Christian millenarianism 
was able to emerge.3   
 The term, “millenarianism,” is most com-
monly linked to the premillennialist position, while 
“millennialism” carries the optimism of  the postmil-
lennialist movement.  Millenarianists are traditionally 
more cataclysmic, while millennialists denote an era 
of  reform and progress.4  Millenarianism is often 
paradoxical, combining seemingly opposing forces, 
such as naturalism and supernaturalism, progress 
and cataclysm, and optimism and pessimism. Fur-
thermore, both pre and postmillennial thinking can 
be present in the same movement of  thought. While 
differences arise between literalists and allegorists, it 
is difficult to drift away from the millennialist line of  
thinking in basic Latter-day Saint eschatology.5 

2 Ibid, pg. 11.
3 Collins, John J. The Apocalyptic Imagination : An 
Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature. Vol. Third 
edition. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2016. 
http://0search.ebscohost.com.libcat.athens.edu/
login.aspx?
direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=1229511&site=eds-
live.
4 Court, John M. Approaching the Apocalypse. London: 
I.B. Tauris, 2008. 
5 Underwood, Grant. “Early Mormon Millenarian-
ism: Another Look.” Church History no. 2 (1985): 
215. JSTOR Journals, EBSCOhost (accessed Septem-
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 A group of  scholars at University of  Chicago 
formulated a precise definition of  “millenarianism.” 
These experts came to agreement that movements 
could be classified as millenarian if  they view salvation 
as follows: 
 1.) Collective, to be enjoyed by the faithful as 
 a group; 2.) Terrestrial, to be realized here on   
 earth; 3.) Total, completely transforming 
 life on earth; 4.) Imminent, coming soon and   
 swiftly rather than gradually; and 
 5.) Miraculous, accomplished by, or with the   
 help of, supernatural agencies.6 
 
 Latter-day beliefs follow this model quite close-
ly. LDS millenarianists quite clearly anticipate salvation 
as a collective. Even their ideas of  a “Celestial King-
dom” hold terrestrial attributes demonstrating clear 
evidence of  belief  in earthly salvation. The very pur-
pose of  adhering to the movement rests in the promise 
of  future transformation. As for imminence, even the 
name “Latter-day Saints” implies that the living genera-
tion would bear witness to the millennium.7  The Saints 
believed they were living in the final days, and their 
name reflects this urgency. 
 Earlier origins of  Mormon millenarianism can 
be traced back to the Roger Williams and the Rhode 
Island Anabaptist movement. Williams developed a 
millenarian theory based on the belief  that an Anti-
christ destroyed the original church of  Jesus Christ; this 
wicked force had continued to reign for 1,260 years 
under the guise of  the Catholic Church. Furthermore, 
Williams believed all mainstream Puritans were false 
prophets, as they had not detached from the influence 
of  this Antichrist. One principle set forth by Williams, 
adopted two hundred years later by the LDS church, 
was that no man had the authority to perform sacred 
ordinances. In other words, no church had the authority 
to act in the name of  God. Both the LDS and Ana-

ber 14, 2018).
6 Underwood, Grant. 2017. “Apocalyptic Anticipations: 
Mormon Millenarianism in the Early Years.” Communal 
Societies no. 1: 83. Academic OneFile, EBSCOhost (ac-
cessed September 12, 2018).
7 Ibid.

baptist movements sought to restore the church to its 
original form.8  These radical premillennialists often 
considered themselves to be part of  an underground 
revolt that paralleled with the disestablishmentarianism 
of  Jesus.9  
 When Joseph Smith was visited by the angel   
 Moroni, it is reported that he was told: 
 The great preparatory work for the second   
 coming of  the Messiah, was speedily to 
 commence; that the time was at hand for
 the gospel, in its fullness, to be preached 
 in power unto all nations; that a people might   
 be prepared with faith and righteousness, for   
 the Millennial reign of  universal peace and joy.10  

It is within the framework of  this vision that a direct 
link is made between Mormon belief  systems and mil-
lenarianism. The Latter-day Saints understand Joseph 
Smith’s visions to be literal, not symbolic. In LDS 
theology, visitation by the angel signified the immanent 
end, and the Book of  Mormon contained the words 
which would hold the world accountable.11 
 Historians have widely debated whether Mor-
mons adhere to postmillennialist or premillennialist 
world views. Early Mormonism can be best understood 
as restorationist, distinctively focused on restoring Zion 
on earth.12  Mormon eschatology is most commonly 
characterized by an apocalyptic, or premillennialism, 

8 Rust, Val D. Radical Origins: Early Mormon Converts and 
Their Colonial Ancestors. Chicago: University of  Illinois 
Press, 2004, pgs. 97-98.
9  Forsberg, Jr., Clyde R. Equal Rites: The Book of  Mor-
mon, Masonry, Gender, and American Culture. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2004, pg. 187. 
10 Underwood, Grant. 2017. “Apocalyptic Anticipa-
tions: Mormon Millenarianism in the Early Years.” Com-
munal Societies no. 1: 83. Academic OneFile, EBSCOhost 
(accessed September 12, 2018).
11 Underwood, Grant. The Millenarian World of  Early 
Mormonism. Chicago: University of  Illinois, 1993, pg. 24.
12  Robbins, Thomas, and Susan J. Palmer. Millennium, 
Messiahs, and Mayhem. New York: Routledge, 1997.
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world view, but can also include amillennialists and 
postmillennialists. The restorative nature of  the reli-
gion points dramatically towards the premillennialist 
world view as followers eagerly await the end of  the 
world in the hopes of  building the kingdom. Many 
Latter-day Saints adhere to a scriptural interpretation 
which encompasses Christ’s “coming” at the end of  
days, along with a “first resurrection” of  the righ-
teous. These events trigger the period known as “the 
millennium.” Literalists who expect a physical return 
of  Christ are most commonly found among premi-
llennialists. These believers anticipate Christ’s corpo-
real reign over earth for a period of  a thousand years 
before the final judgement and end of  days. Re-
sponses to millenarianism can vary from quite bleak 
to hopeful, and often somewhere in between.13  
 In many ways, the idea of  a Christian 
apocalypse is an oxymoron. Ideas of  apocalypticism 
indirectly revive hostility between the Jews and the 
Gentiles, which Paul actively fought to eradicate. The 
Latter-day Saints understood the term “gentile” to 
designate both race and religion, and more specifi-
cally, to identify non-Mormons. The divide between 
postmillennialists and premillennialists is often 
viewed as an unresolved conflict between Christian-
ity and Judaizers. However, prior to the nineteenth 
century, these views tended to parallel more unity 
than division. In earlier centuries, both of  these 
views encompassed magical, naturalistic, pessimistic, 
and optimistic world views. American millennialism 
greatly contributed to this shift in dividing ideolo-
gies. In many ways, this was a result of  political 
shifts and opinions which began to overlap the mil-
lennialist agenda. Perhaps, as an American religion, 
this is one of  the reasons the millennial position of  
the Latter-day Saints is so distinct.14  
 However, there are believers who approach 

13 Underwood, Grant. 2017. “Apocalyptic Anticipa-
tions: Mormon Millenarianism in the Early Years.” 
Communal Societies no. 1: 83. Academic OneFile, 
EBSCOhost (accessed September 12, 2018).
14 Forsberg, Jr., Clyde R. Equal Rites: The Book of  
Mormon, Masonry, Gender, and American Culture. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2004.

the millennium figuratively. These adherents typically 
fall under amillennialism or postmillennialism. The 
more common of  the two groups are amillennial-
ists, who in fact speak rarely about the millennium. 
Amillennialists do not interpret the millennium as a 
literal thousand years, but rather as a metaphor for 
the entire Christian era. Other allegorists, such as the 
postmillennialists, simply view the millennium as a 
lengthy period of  time, which does not necessarily 
equate to one thousand years. Both groups expect 
Christ’s physical return after the millennium ends.15  
The Latter-day Saints arguably do maintain some 
of  the “optimism” of  the millennial view as their 
beliefs ultimately create a desire for life. While it 
may seem ironic that those who remain focused on 
future events might actually be alive in the present, 
the Mormon beliefs generate a desire to live renewed 
in the hands of  the Creator.16   
 In general, apocalyptic thinking most often 
arises out of  discontent with the status quo, and the 
belief  that God will come again to reverse the evil 
in the world. Joseph Smith is often understood as 
an apocalyptic prophet, who was quick to criticize 
the corruption of  American political, economic, and 
religious systems. Apocalyptic millenarianism often 
enforces binary thinking, in which the complexities 
of  the world are reduced to simple oppositions of  
good and evil.17 
 The LDS church is considered a truly 
“American” religion, as it exemplifies more elements 
of  American religious traditions than any other de-
nomination. Mormon doctrines, practices, and tradi-
tions directly reflect the spiritual, cultural, and social 
facets of  America in the early nineteenth century. 
Established in 1830, this movement emerged during 
a religious revival often coined the “Second Great 

15 Ibid.
16 Shipps, Jan. Mormonism: The Story of  a New Reli-
gious Tradition. Chicago: University of  Illinois Press, 
1987, pg. 121.
17 Underwood, Grant. 2017. “Apocalyptic Anticipa-
tions: Mormon Millenarianism in the Early Years.” 
Communal Societies no. 1: 83. Academic OneFile, 
EBSCOhost (accessed September 12, 2018).
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Awakening.”18  
 In the Book of  Mormon, it is prophesized that 
the Nephites would build a temple, destined to be the 
site of  the Second Coming. In the summer of  1831, 
Smith announced that the temple would be rebuilt in 
Jackson County, Missouri. The settlement at this site 
would be known as Zion. Independence, Missouri, was 
chosen for the location of  Enoch’s city, because it was 
considered the site of  the original Garden of  Eden.19  
It was projected that before the dawn of  the Second 
Coming, a great council would be held at Adam-ondi-
Ahman. This is a historic site located in Daviess Coun-
ty, Missouri, where Adam is prophesized to present the 
keys to Christ.20  
 The beginning of  the millennium will be 
marked by a gathering of  the tribe of  Juda at Jerusalem 
and the tribes of  Israel at the new Zion. This concept 
of  a “gathering” is uniquely distinct to Mormon premi-
llennialism. The Ten Lost Tribes will bring treasures to 
share with the Latter-day Saints. This is followed by the 
descent of  Enoch from its planetary home. Outside of  
Jerusalem, and New Jerusalem, the world will succumb 
to chaos and destruction, and Jesus will reign for 1,000 
years.21  
 As understood by scholar Klaus Hansen, the 
Kingdom exists in two phases. The first stage of  the 
Kingdom is militant, struggling for justice within the 
hostile world. The second phase is victorious, where 
through God, the Saints would rise victorious over their 
oppressors.22   Since restoration was an equally impor-

18 Rust, Val D. Radical Origins: Early Mormon Converts and 
Their Colonial Ancestors. Chicago: University of  Illinois 
Press, 2004, pgs. 2 & 164.
19 Brooke, John L. Refiner’s Fire: The Making of  Mormon 
Cosmology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994, pgs. xv &198-199.
20 Whalen, William. The Latter-Day Saints in the Modern 
Day World. New York: The John Day Company, 1964, 
pg. 104.
21 Ibid, 104. 
22 Hansen, Klaus. “Political Kingdom as Source of  
Conflict.” In Mormonism and American Culture, by Marvin 
S. Hill, & James B. Allen, 112-126. New York: Harper 
& Row, 1972.

tant feature of  LDS theology as millenarianism, Joseph 
Smith considered his visions a work of  divine inter-
vention, in an effort to restore the church to its truest 
form.23  Despite the efforts made by Joseph Smith to 
restore the gospel, the Saints believed that wickedness 
could only be permanently eliminated through Christ’s 
personal return to earth. These millennial prophecies 
had devastating outcomes for nonbelievers, but endless 
reassurance for the faithful.24  
 This was particularly true in Missouri; as per-
secution against Latter-day Saints intensified, so did 
apocalyptic judgement. The problems encountered 
in Jackson County were rarely viewed by the Saints in 
relation to other economic, social, or political matters. 
Trials and tribulations were viewed with an undertone 
of  sinister intelligence. The realities of  their oppres-
sion were used to reinforce eschatological beliefs that 
the scales of  justice would top on the final Day of  
Judgement. Millenarianism was seen not just as way for 
oppressors to suffer the wrath of  God, but also as a 
means to purify the faithful.25  Smith took this doctrine 
of  victory a step further in his Christian teaching, by 
promising divinity to the Mormon priesthood in the 
Celestial kingdom.26  
 As demonstrated, the eschatology of  the 
Latter-day Saints exhibits apocalyptic, millenarian, 
premillennial, and postmillennial qualities. The teach-
ings, as presented by Joseph Smith, predominantly 
reflect the restorative, premillennialist world view. Over 
time, this utopian millennialism has gradually declined; 
the extreme views held by Joseph Smith and his first 
generation followers seem to have been laid aside by 
the modern LDS church. By the late nineteenth cen-

23 Brooke, John L. Refiner’s Fire: The Making of  Mormon 
Cosmology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994, pgs. xv &198-199.
24 Spencer, Thomas M. 2010. The Missouri Mormon 
Experience. Columbia, Mo: University of  Missouri, 2010. 
EBook Academic Collection (EBSCOhost), EBSCOhost 
(accessed September 14, 2018).
25 Ibid.
26 Brooke, John L. Refiner’s Fire: The Making of  Mormon 
Cosmology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994, pgs. 199-200.
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tury, Mormonism became increasingly associated 
with standards surrounding personal behavior and 
the priorities of  socialization, rather than apocalyptic 
world views.27  However, these rigid disciplines sur-
rounding obedience, training, the seeking of  knowl-
edge, modest dress, and abstemious diet originated 
from the pretense that Mormons must be fit to take 
part in the building of  the Kingdom.28  Ultimately, 
their effort to create a harmonious community is not 
strikingly dissimilar to the metaphorical millennial 
Zion they once wished to create.29 

27 Bowman, Matthew. The Mormon People. New York: 
Random House, 2012.
28 Taylor, P. A. M. Expectations Westward. Ithaca: Cor-
nell University Press, 1966, pg. 6.
29  Spencer, Thomas M. 2010. The Missouri Mormon 
Experience. Columbia, Mo: University of  Missouri, 
2010. EBook Academic Collection (EBSCOhost), 
EBSCOhost (accessed September 14, 2018).



athena’s web 71 Fall 2018

Bibliography

Bowman, Matthew. The Mormon People. New York: 
 Random House, 2012.

Brooke, John L. Refiner’s Fire: The Making of  Mormon 
 Cosmology. Cambridge: Cambridge University   
 Press, 1994, pgs. 199-200.

Collins, John J. The Apocalyptic Imagination: An 
 Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature. 
 Vol. Third edition. Grand Rapids, Michigan:   
 Eerdmans, 2016. http://0search.ebscohost.  
 com.libcat.athens.edu/login.aspx?direct=true& 
 db=nlebk&AN=1229511&site=eds-live.

Court, John M. Approaching the Apocalypse. London: I.B.  
 Tauris, 2008.

Forsberg, Jr., Clyde R. Equal Rites: The Book of  Mormon,  
 Masonry, Gender, and American Culture. New York:  
 Columbia University Press, 2004.

Hansen, Klaus. “Political Kingdom as Source of  
 Conflict.” In Mormonism and American Culture, by  
 Marvin S. Hill, & James B. Allen, 112-126. New  
 York: Harper & Row, 1972.

Robbins, Thomas, and Susan J. Palmer. Millennium, 
 Messiahs, and Mayhem. New York: Routledge,   
 1997.

Rust, Val D. Radical Origins: Early Mormon Converts and   
 Their Colonial Ancestors. Chicago: University of    
 Illinois Press, 2004, pgs. 97-98.

Shipps, Jan. Mormonism: The Story of  a New Religious 
 Tradition. Chicago: University of  Illinois Press,  
 1987.

Spencer, Thomas M. 2010. The Missouri Mormon 
 Experience. Columbia, Mo: University of  
 Missouri, 2010. EBook Academic 
 Collection (EBSCOhost), EBSCOhost (ac-

cessed September 14, 2018).

Taylor, P. A. M. Expectations Westward. Ithaca: Cornell   
 University Press, 1966.

Underwood, Grant. “Apocalyptic Anticipations: 
 Mormon Millenarianism in the Early Years.”   
 Communal Societies no. 1: 83. Academic OneFile,  
 EBSCOhost (accessed September 12, 2018).

Underwood, Grant. “Early Mormon Millenarianism:   
 Another Look.” Church History no. 2 (1985):   
 215. JSTOR Journals, EBSCOhost (accessed   
 September 14, 2018).

Underwood, Grant. The Millenarian World of  Early 
 Mormonism. Chicago: University of  Illinois,   
 1993.

Whalen, William. The Latter-Day Saints in the Modern Day  
 World. New York: The John Day Company,   
 1964.

 

Mormon MillenarianismGeneva Blackmer     



athena’s web 72 Fall 2018

 



Beatrice Cunningham

Daughters of  Patriarchy in 
Sylvia Plath’s “Colossus” and 
Natasha Trethewey’s “South”



athena’s web 74 Fall 2018

Daughters of  PatriarchyBeatrice Cunningham 
 Sylvia Plath and Natasha Trethewey are two 
very different American poets with very different 
backgrounds, but they have one major thing in com-
mon: their focus on the effects of  patriarchy in both 
the personal sphere as well as that of  larger Ameri-
can culture. In their poetry, both Plath and Trethew-
ey explore the plight of  the daughter in archetypal 
patriarchy.  By looking at two of  their poems, “The 
Colossus” by Sylvia Plath, and “South” by Natasha 
Trethewey, one can see in their poetry the “setting 
[of] a precedent of  special importance for women 
poets…that  enabled women writers to voice anit-
patriarchal anger in poetry – anger initially focused 
on the familial embodiment of  masculine author-
ity” (Ramazani 1154).  Although both women come 
from very different backgrounds, they are both 
the biological daughters of  white fathers and of  a 
broader culture of  white patriarchy in the United 
States. As the daughters of  both personal and soci-
etal patriarchs, Plath and Trethewey lash out in both 
overt anger and subtle rage through their poetry.
 In Theory into Practice: An Introduction to Liter-
ary Criticism, Ann B. Dobie describes the broad field 
of  feminist criticism as one that functions upon the 
premise that “Western culture is fundamentally patri-
archal, creating an imbalance of  power that margin-
alizes women and their work” (104). This structure 
of  a patriarchal culture that establishes women as 
less important than men can be observed from very 
early on in the field of  literature.  The Greek philos-
opher, Aristotle, describes in his Poetics the difference 
between men and women during a discussion of  
character when he relates that there is a requirement 
of  “a good element of  character…Such goodness 
is possible in every type of  personage, even in a 
woman or a slave, though the one is perhaps inferior, 
and the other a wholly worthless being” (Aristotle 
15:643).  Whether or not it was Aristotle’s intention, 
this phrase sums up the dynamic that continues to 
influence the lives and work of  women and women 
poets. This element can be seen in the work of  Syl-
via Plath in that, although an educated and talented 
individual, there is a sense of  being repressed and 
plagued by feelings of  insignificance in compari-

son to men, with the first being her own father.  In 
Natasha Trethewey’s work, there is the compounded 
element of  a history of  descent from a culture of  
slavery in the American south which is complicated 
by her status as a woman of  mixed race.  In both 
cases, this patriarchal and “Aristotelian” voice whis-
pers in the background, never letting them forget 
their lower status.  This is perhaps put best by Steven 
Gould Axelrod and Nan Dorsey in “The Drama 
and Creativity in Sylvia Plath’s Early Poems,” when 
they note that “we witness …the daunting obstacles 
confronting creativity (and especially a woman’s 
creativity in a patriarchal culture) as it attempts to…
compensate for losses, to diminish psychic hurt, to 
escape the web of  oppression…or to obliterate what 
needs destruction” (81).
 According to Jahan Ramazani in ‘“Daddy, I 
have had to Kill You”’: Plath, Rage, and the Modern 
Elegy,” Sylvia Plath was influenced by her ambiva-
lent feelings toward her father, who “dead when 
Plath was eight… [and] more than all the other dead 
dears…grips her through poem after poem” (1142).  
He continues by revealing that “she explicitly evokes 
his death in her…journals, and…in various poems, 
but perhaps the finest works elicited by his loss are 
the elegies Plath wrote between 1958 and 1962…” 
(Ramazani 1142).  One of  these poems is “The Co-
lossus,” in which she “follows elegists from Spenser 
to Yeats in articulating her grief  through semifictive 
selves…” (Ramazani 1142).  In “The Colossus,” 
Plath’s allusion to the fabled statue, the Colossus of  
Rhodes, comes to represent the fallen and shattered 
father figure—in its broken state, there are no com-
prehensible answers for its demise.  All that the bro-
ken figure can utter are guttural sounds: “mule-bray, 
pig-grunt and bawdy cackles” (Plath lines 3-4). In a 
modern twist on Greek tragedy, which according to 
Aristotle usually involves a great man, a moment of  
anagnorisis, and finally, the moment of  catharsis, Plath 
delivers all of  those elements in a short violent burst 
with this elegy. The ultimate great man has tradi-
tionally been the patriarch, whether in an individual 
family or within society at large.  In a feminist twist 
to Aristotle’s requirement of  a personal moment of  
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anagnorisis for the great male figure; however, Plath 
renders him mute and speaks for him: “No longer do I 
listen for the scrape of  a keel / On the blank stones of  
the landing” (29-30).  She takes charge of  this impor-
tant climactic moment and dismisses him in a cathar-
tic moment of  resolution.  A poem that begins in an 
angry, mocking way is resolved in a quiet moment of  
resignation wherein there is no safe harbor under the 
protection of  the noble patriarch. Plath makes use of  
the elegy in a defiant way by lashing out at “the largely 
masculine canon of  elegy, which typically magnifies 
the mechanisms of  patriarchal inheritance…relegating 
women to the roles of  ineffectual muses…[and] insists 
on her power as wrathful mourner” (Ramazani 1145).  
The destruction of  the patriarchal figure is quietly 
surveyed by the speaker in “The Colossus” when the 
speaker relates, “I open my lunch on a hill of  black 
cypress. / Your fluted bones and acanthine hair are lit-
tered/ In their old anarchy to the horizon-line” (Plath 
19-20). This image of  the fractured patriarch is eerily 
echoed in Natasha Trethewey’s poem, “South.”
 Natasha Trethewey also crafts an elegy to the 
dead, but her poem, “South,” addresses the larger pa-
triarchal culture of  the American South with its history 
of  slavery.  The faint echo of  connection with Plath’s 
poem can be discerned when she states, “I returned to 
a stand of  pine, bone-thin phalanx / flanking the road-
side, tangle of  understory-a dialectic of  dark and light-
and magnolias blossoming…” (Trethewey lines 1-3).  
Just  as the speaker in Plath’s “Colossus” describes a 
scene from a hill-side in Italy with its native trees of  
black cypress to evoke an image of  the Roman Forum 
in ruins, so Trethewey brings the reader to the Ameri-
can south by describing an image of  pine and magnolia 
trees to evoke the painful history of  slavery and racism. 
As women, female slaves were subject to additional 
factors that many male slaves perhaps avoided.  Male 
slaves were more prized for their physical strength and 
perceived ability to perform hard labor, while female 
slaves were more prized for domestic work.  In addi-
tion to the purchasing and keeping of  slaves, an ad-
ditional dehumanizing practice emerged: that of  the 
patriarch participating in creating what amounts to 
designer slaves out of  his own offspring.  In “Natasha 

Trethewey: The Native Guard of  Southern History,” 
Giorgia De Cenzo describes “the white father-and slave 
owner-who thought [it] his own right to rape his black 
women slaves and who had no respect for his mixed-
blood sons and daughters” (23).  Natasha Trethewey’s 
“South” highlights the unique experience of  the inter-
section between race and gender for women of  color.  
 The compounding effect of  race on Ameri-
can women of  mixed racial heritage is highlighted in 
Natasha Trethewey’s “South.”  In the field of  Sociol-
ogy, intersectionality is a branch of   “women’s studies 
[that] took what is called an additive approach that 
treated gender, race, and sexuality as autonomous 
dimensions…[to] compare …experiences across race, 
class, and sexuality…and …to understand that each of  
these aspects…were intertwined…” (Gould and Louis 
236-237).  One of  the side-effects of  slavery in the 
American south was the creation of  a group of  indi-
viduals with compounded lowered status: female slaves 
of  mixed race.  In addition to being owned by white 
slave owners, female slaves of  mixed race were sold as 
a sort of  curiosity. This practice eventually resulted in 
a case wherein a female slave with fair skin, blond hair, 
and blue eyes sued for her freedom on the grounds 
that she was actually white. In “The Slave Trader, the 
White Slave, and the Politics of  Racial Determination 
in the 1850’s,” Walter Johnson follows the case of  a 
“fifteen-year-old girl [Alexina Morrison] whom White 
claimed… [was] his slave [but who] had blond hair and 
blue eyes” (13). The crux of  the case was this: “If  …
Morrison could prove she was white, she was entitled 
to freedom…if  White could prove that her mother 
had been a slave…or that Morrison herself  had been a 
slave…he was entitled to her service…” (Johnson 15).  
In a perverse twist, whiteness for these female slaves 
only meant that, 
 in the slave market, it…made her more 
 valuable…slave holders favored light-skinned   
 women…[who] sold at a price premium…Acts  
 of  Sale…[described] their lineage in terms of    
 imagined blood quantum – such as 
 ‘Negro,’… ‘Mulatto,’ or ‘Quadroon.’ These   
 words described pasts that were not visible 
 in the slave pens by referring to parents and   
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 grandparents who had been left behind   
 with old owners. (Johnson 16)
 This practice served to reinforce to the female slave 
that even if  her skin is phenotypically white, she does 
not enjoy the status of  that designation due to her 
biological African-American ancestors.  Walter John-
son makes a critical point when he states that “as they 
tugged Alexina Morrison back and forth across a 
color line that they all thought they could plainly see, 
the white participants in Morrison v. White revealed 
that line as an effect of  social convention and power” 
(Johnson 26).  The power of  a white patriarchal society 
to, in effect, create slaves of  their illegitimate biologi-
cal daughters is one more way that African-American 
women were kept in subjugation and made to feel 
that they are less than or “other.”  Where Sylvia Plath 
lashes out at the familial patriarch, Natasha Trethewey’s 
poem expresses muted anger at the patriarchal society 
of  southern slave society: “Mississippi, state that made 
a crime / of  me- mulatto, half-breed…” (Trethewey 
16-17).  This factor is one that Trethewey acknowledges 
in “An Interview with Natasha Trethewey” wherein she 
relates to Jill Petty that “being a mixed person. There 
are pieces of  identity that you know fit together and 
everything’s fine, but at the same time you know there 
might occasionally be some opposition going on…” 
(Petty and Trethwey).  Just like Plath, Trethewey uses 
words that hurt and cut to the core in “South” by using 
the identifiers of   “mulatto…[and] half-breed,” terms 
created in a slave culture to render female African-
American slaves as no more than property (Trethewey 
17).  
 In Sylvia Plath’s “Colossus” and Natasha 
Trethewey’s “South,” there is a sense of  the daughter 
lashing back against the father, whether the biological 
father or the greater patriarch of  Western culture.  This 
sense of  speaking out is not welcomed in the same way 
as it might be for male poets.  As pointed out by Kath-
leen Margaret Lant in “The Big Strip Tease: Female 
Bodies and Male Power in the Poetry of  Sylvia Plath,” 
the poetry of  women often mimics “the unadorned, 
physical self  of  the female…body [which] reminds us 
only that the female self  is unworthy, inadequate, and—
ultimately—vulnerable…” (625). This aspect of  the 

poetry written by women writers is in direct contrast 
to the work of  “male writers, [wherein] the unclothed 
body of  the male speaker betokens joyous transcen-
dence, freedom, [and] power” (Lant 624). In these two 
poems however, the vulnerability that is presented is 
actually turned into power to move the reader.  In “The 
Colossus,” Plath’s speaker declares that “I sit in the cor-
nucopia of  your left ear…” (Plath 25), but at the same 
time “I no longer listen for the scrape of  a keel…” 
(29-30).  The speaker acknowledges vulnerability, but 
quietly takes control of  the situation.  Similarly, Natasha 
Trethewey’s “South” speaks of  a painful history when 
she states, “I returned / to a field of  cotton, hallowed 
ground- / as slave legend goes – each boll / holding 
the ghosts of  generations: those…whose sweat flecked 
the cotton plants/ still sewn into our clothes” (8-11).  
She defiantly reminds readers that the very clothes one 
wears carry the legacy of  slavery that should not be for-
gotten.  In both cases, the forgotten daughter gathers 
courage to speak out at the patriarchal figure in spite of  
feelings of  vulnerability.
 In “The Colossus” by Sylvia Plath and “South” 
by Natasha Trethewey, two female American poets 
speak out about the experience of  being a daughter of  
patriarchy, whether biological or societal.  Both women 
are the biological daughters of  white fathers, a factor 
which shaped their development as women, but they 
are also in effect the daughters of  a white patriarchal 
culture in the Western world—particularly the United 
States.  Through their poems, they are able to voice 
the outright anger and subconscious frustration of  a 
life that is dominated by the will of  men. Sylvia Plath’s 
poetry expresses an anger that “does not conform 
to the stereotypical gendering of  aggression as male 
and cooperation as female” (Ramazani 1143).  Plath 
uses this anger to express emotions that many women 
would never admit to. By lashing out at a biological 
father figure, she liberates other women poets to do the 
same.  In Natasha Trethewey’s work, the muted pain 
of  the legacy of  slavery, which created individuals who 
feel that they are “born into a country that is [their] 
home and yet not [their] home…” and who was born 
in a time when “miscegenation was still illegal and her 
parents had to break the laws of  Mississippi by leaving 
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the state and getting married,” eloquently describes the 
damage done to the female psyche by the specter of  
patriarchy in larger American culture (De Cenzo 38). 
Through “The Colossus” and “South,” Sylvia Plath and 
Natasha Trethewey are two daughters from very differ-
ent backgrounds who topple the looming presence of  
biological and societal patriarchy.
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 William Shakespeare’s works frequently go 
against the traditions of  his time. His verse and dra-
mas include themes such as lust, homosexuality, and 
feminism, which were widely considered to be taboo 
and contentious at the time. The play Twelfth Night; 
or, What You Will is no exception. Although it is not 
considered to be one of  Shakespeare’s most con-
troversial comedies, it does contain a multitude of  
controversial themes. With sensitive topics abound 
in Twelfth Night, one can read the drama through 
multiple lenses. One such topic is gender roles and 
how they are portrayed. By analyzing Twelfth Night 
through the lens of  gender theory, a picture emerges 
of  Shakespeare’s aptness for creating characters 
that go against the traditional gender roles found in 
literature. 
 Twelfth Night dissents from traditional gen-
der roles by displacing the value of  masculinity. 
Goran Stanivuković proposes that “[Shakespeare] 
re-imagines the masculine plots in prose fiction, 
turning masculinity from a celebrated category into 
the source of  comedy” (115). Masculinity and its 
resulting attempts at courtly love are used as comical 
fodder throughout the play. Receiving a fake letter 
from Maria, and wrongfully believing it to be a letter 
of  profession from Olivia, Malvolio attempts to an-
swer with displays of  “ridiculous boldness” (3.4.38). 
Malvolio’s comical attempts of  courting Olivia be-
little his masculinity by placing him in the role of  the 
foolish lover. This begins his decline into the farcical 
situation of  being locked in a dungeon for supposed 
“madness.” The cause for Malvolio’s situation must 
not be forgotten:
 The devil a Puritan that he is, or anything  
 constantly, but a time pleaser; an affectioned  
 ass, that cons state without book and 
 utters it by great swaths; the best persuaded  
 of  himself, so crammed, as he thinks, with  
 excellencies, that it is his grounds of  faith  
 that all that look on him love him; and on  
 that vice in him will my revenge find notable  
 cause to work. (2.3.146-152) 
Maria’s contempt for Malvolio stems from his attri-
butes that would have typically been considered mas-

culine and chivalrous; however, in the case of  Twelfth 
Night, these attributes are portrayed as weaknesses 
upon which Malvolio falls prey to deceit, cruelty, and 
embarrassment at the expense of  comedy. The mas-
culinity of  Sir Andrew is also portrayed in a come-
dic fashion. He challenges Viola/Cesario to a duel 
because he wishes to be the only suitor for Olivia. 
The challenge in the form of  a letter is diminished 
by Fabian’s sarcastic comments: “Very brief, and to 
exceeding good sense – less” (3.4.60). This duel be-
comes the foundation of  a practical joke dealt out by 
Sir Toby and Fabian in which Sir Andrew’s eagerness 
for a chivalrous duel in the name of  love is belittled. 
 Viola’s character represents the assignment 
of  gender as a psychological construct rather than a 
physiological one; therefore, she represents the fluid-
ity of  gender. When she arrives in Illyria, she knows 
that she must disguise herself  as a male in order to 
infiltrate Orsino’s court because she would not be 
hired by Orsino as a female. This is corroborated by 
Orsino’s infatuation with Viola’s male countenance, 
Cesario. Orsino believes Viola/Cesario to be female 
based on his/her physiological features: “For they 
shall yet belie the happy years / That say thou art a 
man / Diana’s lip is not more smooth and rubious; 
thy small pipe / Is as a maiden’s organ…” (1.4.30-
33). However, he psychologically views him/her as 
a male, and he treats him/her as such by speaking to 
Viola/Cesario about his woes with women and send-
ing him/her on the important mission of  relaying 
messages of  love to Olivia. Other characters com-
ment on Viola/Cesario’s physiological features, as is 
the case with Malvolio: “Not yet old enough for a 
man, nor young enough for a boy… He is very well-
favored, and he speaks very shrewlishly…” (1.5.153-
157). Although Malvolio has suspicions about Viola/
Cesario, he cannot escape psychologically assigning 
him/her to be male because of  the position he/she 
holds in Orsino’s court. This culminates into what 
Colin McGinn refers to as a “natural weakness” of  
humans to base assumptions of  gender on “outward 
appearances” (162). In the case of  Twelfth Night, 
characters such as Orsino and Malvolio buckle under 
this weakness because they cannot imagine that 



athena’s web 81 Fall 2018

Noah Walker Gender in Twelfth Night
Viola/Cesario could have the mind of  a female while 
wearing the garb and holding the position of  a male be-
cause of  preconceived psychological notions of  gender 
roles. 
 Similarly to Viola/Cesario, Olivia’s character 
does not represent typical feminine gender roles, and 
instead represents the ambiguous nature of  gender. On 
one hand, Olivia displays common female-gendered 
attributes. The powerfully intense mourning of  her de-
ceased brother, for instance, is a role typically played by 
women in literature of  this time period. On the other 
hand, she is portrayed as a powerful, free-willed wom-
an. The loss of  her brother, and previously her father, 
has afforded her the opportunity to choose whom she 
will marry, which is a privilege reserved primarily for 
male characters of  this period. Olivia uses her new-
found power to defy the wishes of  Orsino: “Yet I sup-
pose him virtuous, know him noble, of  great estate / 
But yet I cannot love him” (1.5.253-257). She also uses 
her power to court Viola/Cesario, and she proposes 
marriage, although unwittingly, to Viola’s twin brother, 
Sebastian: “There before, before him, under that conse-
crated roof, plight me the full assurance of  your faith” 
(4.3.24-26). Therefore, the typical female-male relation-
ship is restored, while reversing Olivia’s gender role 
yet again. Research suggests that gender during Shake-
speare’s time was not viewed as binary: “One need 
only turn to the official grammar book of  the period 
for the suggestion that there were neither one nor two 
but rather many categories of  gender… [it] classifies 
nouns into seven genders” ( De Grazia 272). This adds 
another layer of  complexity to the portrayal of  gender 
in Twelfth Night. Shakespeare’s use of  pronouns when 
referring to Viola/Cesario and Olivia is perhaps a sly 
use of  comedy that his contemporary theater audiences 
would have enjoyed. 
 Modern Twelfth Night readers can see that, with 
this comedy, Shakespeare effectively defies commonly 
prescribed gender roles of  his time. By placing mascu-
linity as the tail end of  various jokes, and by portraying 
female characters as gender fluid and powerful, Shake-
speare implies that gender and gender roles are based 
on how an individual acts and not on their biological 
sex. Possibly Shakespeare’s genius allowed him to be 

immune to the commonly held view of  gender roles of  
his period.   
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