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Lost Memories

Laura Smith



Lost Memories

My goal is for the viewer to get a sense of the emotion and feel for 
where my photograph was taken and to feel as if one were there, 

viewing it through my eyes. Each time I take a photograph, I do it 
with the viewer in mind. I want to capture the moment, but I also 

think about how I can share a feeling with a future viewer.

Lost Memories is very personal because it is the remains of my 
aunt and uncle’s house. My aunt had recently passed away when 

their home caught on fire due to a faulty gas heater. My uncle 
passed away in the fire. In the picture one can see a chair in front 
of an open door - the burnt picture on the wall and the remnants 
of a kitchen in the right corner. One gets a sense of what it used 

to look like while at the same time seeing what remains, charred, 
with no signs of life other than spider webs. It strikes an emotional 
and sad curiosity, “What happened here and where did the people 

go?”

As an artist, I want to capture a simple place, person, or thing and 
make it iconic as I have done with the chair in this piece. It has be-
come a weathered symbol of otherworldliness in a bizarre gateway 
to some other place and time. I want it to have raw emotion that 

captures the viewers’ attention. I hope to take this to another level 
in the future, making small things seem big and big things even 

bigger.

Laura Smith



Furnace

Furnace is a digital photo printed on metallic photo paper. You are prob-
ably curious about a couple of different things as you look: “What type of 
machine is this?” and “Why take a picture of it?” This photographic print 
highlights an historic blast furnace in Birmingham, Alabama, called Sloss 
Furnaces. It was used for a smelting process that created pig iron. Oper-
ating from 1882 to 1971, Sloss Furnaces used many machines like this to 
pave the way for the heavy industrialization of America. Long before the 

days of stringent workplace safety laws and without today’s computer-driv-
en technology, this furnace intrigued me.

As I toured Sloss, I learned more about the processes that were used to 
extract iron from ore. I learned how temperatures in the workplace often 

exceeded 120 degrees and that convicts were leased out to be used for some 
of the most dangerous jobs, such as working in coal mines. I learned of the 
high fatality rates that certain job positions held. As I imagined this excru-
ciatingly hot and loud environment, lit brightly with molten iron, I could 
not help but appreciate this antique machine (circa 1920s) and the men 

that worked it. I also came to appreciate how much work must be put into 
harness this resource. In turn, I also considered that perhaps, this was the 
start of humans using technology to extract far too many resources from 

the earth.

As I took this photo, my goal was to capture the scale and texture of this 
machine. I chose to print this photo on metallic paper so that the whole 
image would glow and shine just as molten metal does flowing from the 

furnace. I wanted you to be able to hear the yells of the men as they worked 
to be heard over the loud machinery. Viewing the narrow catwalks circling 
the furnace, I wanted you to imagine the soot covered faces of the men as 
they balanced carefully and to imagine the grief felt when a life was lost 
to the machinery. Lastly, I wanted you to consider if the technology was 

worth the cost.
Phillipia Fuqua
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Courtney Hooper Unholy

We fell through fires all winter,

drenched in sweat and gasoline.

Your face reflecting the flames

I should have shoved you into.

Tarred fingers felt deep into lanterns

that lit the way from staircase to mattress.

I allowed it all.

 

Now glanced eyes break when they meet.

Timetables and time souring

my glower-grace.

And then walking away,

you’ve pulled that card again.

Does the neglect keep you honest,

when the early hours

made you cheat?

The fear blossoms in crimson

and you laid hands,

dirty sinner. 

Do try to repent—

it doesn’t make it go away.

I’ve lessened in height

since December,

climbing the ladders,

asking for heaven in dreams.

Unreachable.

 

A siren in flames,

voice not sweet but piercing

I will sing to you

until the ships come in dismantled

and burning board by board, 

I want to destroy you,

devour your living soul.

Call me fate in dust, 

or spectral spirit to haunt you,

a plague there’s no antibiotics for.

You’ll deny me to your master

but can’t can’t shake it off

I see your eyes in the fire

creased with your smile

try to shake it try—

 

I’ll shun you in our heat,

but always know you in the embers

love you from a distance

keep my place in the shadows.

Just as the future calls for me,

it calls for you.

Whether hell or heaven,

you’ll beg for me once more,

and I will make you answer,

suffer for your sins.
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Courtney Hooper Untitled

fighting the shivered feeling,

mid-july, rippled floors,

i make waves only to touch you

where my dirty hands touched before.

can’t stop your feet further forward.

we’ve divided in halves the lucid sun

and diving from one loop into the other

where my hair drips diamonds onto cement alone.

we’ve saved face a hundred times over.

i’ll only mouth your name from here on

and you’ll turn your eyes away,

afraid that they might burn.

V
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vulture-verminCourtney Hooper

at the violet hour,
when your eyes turn to me 

like a vulture preying,
i hear your voice like

sawdust spraying
off  the back of  the blades.

you’re making your way towards me
i duck. i run. i put the distance 

between us.
it’s never for pleasure—

this game of  chess
where no one’s the winner.
your slurred words call out 

for one more moment
but i know, i know…

at the violet hour,
when i let you in again,

your chainsaw talons on my skin.
my breath sparks like a shower,

mid-july, the tarot tower—
every city falls to ashes.

and they tell me it’s just your temperament
frigid and burning.

you leave me turning in circles,
creating a story out of  silence:

i pretend you love me.
at the violet hour

when the cars pull up the drive,
i see your truck shudder
your lazuli eyes to follow.
i know you’ll fill me again

or leave me hollow.
a vermin on the roadside
to do with as you wish.



V

John Ramey 

My Hourglass
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John Ramey My Hourglass

I spoke to myself  
In the past’s wormhole.

It was in the core
Of  a rotten apple.

I whispered the secrets of
Greatness and tragedy.

Like a prophet, I became
Unraveled by naysayers

Who like to tattle. Before
My present became unwound,
I moved like dust through a 

Narrow canal. I spoke to myself,
Whispering and unwinding for a while.



vv

John Ramey

Me
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John Ramey Me

You broke my heart when you moved away. 
Wrapped in newspaper, I was stuck in a box, 

a pit of  foam. In this new body, it began to beat 
– warming the plastic blood cells, moving the cardboard rib cage, 

supplementing the nervous “me.” I had laid in the bed of  the truck 
waiting to be carried chest-deep into the house. My legs numb, my 

arms numb, my mouth a static void. Placed inside, I heard the engine, 
the tires toss. I heard my heart beat one last time in the box before 
the gravel shattered the window, shooting through bullets of  foam, 

    and, finally, destroying the conscientious “me.” 



t

John Ramey

Thanks, Pal
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John Ramey Thanks, Pal

The first time I saw a body, it was freckled beside belly buttons. 
Tongue rubbing against my teeth, you were chattering looking for a towel. 
I had my eyes closed, turned around and then you said I could look. Didn’t 
make a sound. Told you that you were beautiful. You smiled. Wish I could 
comb your hair, trim your beard, dry you off  with my skin. Like a desert, it 

would be gritty. I am two specks in an hourglass waiting to fall in. 
You’re gone but I lap up the footprint puddles 
you’ve left trailing from the open bathroom.
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Hanah Sims Tilbury Tragedy 
 
 More often than not, Edwin Arlington Robinson 
paints a picture of  despair and pessimism through the 
characters he invents in his poetry, such as in the cases 
of  Miniver Cheevy, Eben Flood, and Richard Cory. The 
tragic characters in the majority of  his poems are all 
extensions of  his unique locale, Tilbury Town, which 
can be characterized as an overpowering collective that 
attempts to conjure up the ideal citizen in each protago-
nist. Although many of  Robinson’s characters are to be 
pitied by readers, Richard Cory’s features and startling 
demise combine physical and psychological character-
ization with the pressures of  Tilbury society to expose 
grim yet thought-provoking themes. In analyzing the 
societal views and expectations of  Richard Cory in con-
junction with his own humanistic shortcomings, readers 
are able to gain a new sense of  respect for his means of  
escaping the unrealistic standards of  the town. Through 
the character descriptions and actions in Robinson’s 
“Richard Cory,” readers are able to discern how the 
expectations of  the fictional Tilbury Town influence the 
overarching themes of  the poem and extend into their 
own lives.
 The Tilbury Town ideal, as with any standards 
for perfection, instills in Richard Cory a need to ful-
fill this social obligation although the impossible task 
sets him up for failure. Literary scholar Paul Zietlow 
describes Tilbury Town as a “malignant and powerful” 
entity that requires its citizens to “lose sight of  what re-
ally makes life meaningful” in order to fit the ideal mold 
(210). Contrary to his typical characterization of  Tilbury 
figures, Robinson actually provides readers with distinct 
physical qualities of  Richard Cory along with the view-
points of  those around him (Donaldson 221).  From the 
outset of  the poem, Cory is portrayed as an awe-inspir-
ing role model in the eyes of  the townsfolk:
  Whenever Richard Cory went down town,
 We people on the pavement looked at him:
 He was a gentleman from sole to crown,
 Clean favored, and imperially slim. (lines 1-4) 
In Robinson’s descriptions of  the townsfolk’s reactions 
when Richard Cory graces them with his presence, such 
as catching their attention and fluttering their pulses, 
it is evident that the citizens look upon Cory as if  he 

were on an economically sound, happy, and comfortable 
pedestal even though this is not entirely true. Richard 
Cory, “who embodies all the values of  Tilbury Town,” 
is not only pressured by the admiration of  his fellow 
citizens, but he is also pressured to maintain loyalty to 
the “Tilbury code” despite his own dissatisfaction with 
life (Zietlow 191-192). At the height of  their admira-
tion, the narrator of  the poem reveals the extent of  the 
pressure Richard Cory is under from them with, “In 
fine, we thought that he was everything / To make us 
wish that we were in his place” (lines 11-12). Although 
it is a polite sentiment to express towards another, the 
collective “we” raise the bar of  perfection, and perhaps 
unknowingly, make Richard feel more incapable. At the 
conclusion of  the poem, it is apparent to readers that 
the social pressures from the inhabitants of  Tilbury 
Town take their toll on poor Richard as he is unable to 
live up to the code, and “…one calm summer night, 
/ [he] went home and put a bullet through his head” 
(lines 15-16). The “morally obtuse” Tilbury townspeople 
become an accessory in Richard Cory’s suicide as they 
fail to show any compassion for the man, for they only 
“commodify Cory into the embodiment of  their own 
avaricious dreams” (Donaldson 137). In their desires to 
have the wealth, status, and image of  Richard Cory, the 
townspeople ultimately disregard the psychological for 
the material, which allows Robinson to sprinkle in tragic 
themes readers are able to glean and evaluate in their 
own lives.
  Through the dramatic actions of  Richard Cory 
in response to the unrealistic expectations of  Tilbury 
Town and the ignorance of  its citizens, E.A. Robinson 
is able to reveal several themes regarding wealth, so-
ciety, class, and suffering. From a Marxist perspective, 
the working class of  Tilbury Town who “...worked, 
and waited for the light, / And went without the meat, 
and cursed the bread,” are juxtaposed with Cory’s up-
per class sophistication to reveal how the lower classes 
suffer; however, Robinson ultimately weaves in the 
struggles of  being rich with Cory’s demise (lines 13-14). 
Richard Cory’s socioeconomic status and image are also 
reinforced with his comparison to royalty, “And he was 
rich—yes, richer than a king” (line 9). While a com-
parison to royalty could be taken as flattery, by the end 
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of  the poem readers can infer that Richard Cory feels 
overwhelmed and pressured by this attention when he 
cannot continue to put on a mask of  bliss. Although 
it is obvious that Richard Cory’s bank statement is no 
cure for his mental suffering, Robinson scholar, Scott 
Donaldson, posits that “only superficially does ‘Richard 
Cory’ deal with the truism that wealth does not guar-
antee happiness” (137). The poem, then, focuses less 
on the power of  the almighty dollar and more on the 
concept of  internal suffering as a result of  external pres-
sures acknowledged through inner reflection. 
 Although “Richard Cory” can most certainly be 
classified as a tragic poem, the main theme is not “physi-
cal decay […] but the growth of  the human mind in its 
pursuit of  truth through time and change” (Stovall 5). In 
simplified terms, Richard Cory’s enlightenment comes 
with his eventual recognition and acceptance of  his 
own unhappiness and his true condition rather than the 
image he is forced to maintain for Tilbury Town. While 
Richard Cory may have “…glittered when he walked,” 
the state of  his soul was weighed down by the smog 
of  peer pressure and his failure to be the epitome of  
Tilbury Town (line 8).  In Cory’s enlightenment, Robin-
son not only reveals the cruelty of  society, but also the 
theme of  alienation as a result of  societal pressures. De-
spite his financial stability and material wealth, Richard 
Cory is suffocating within, and to save himself, he takes 
his own life; however, in the eyes of  the citizens, Cory 
appears to selfishly kill himself  for no justifiable reason 
other than more attention. The Tilburian ignorance of  
psychological well-being does not recognize the suffer-
ing of  their own, nor do they understand how Richard 
“had come to know an ideal of  life that made the life 
he lived unendurable” (Stovall 7). It is not until Cory’s 
death—until it is too late—that his fellow citizens “be-
come aware of  the spiritual emptiness” he experienced 
while they yearned to be like him (Free 78). The expecta-
tions of  Tilbury Town, no matter whether intentional or 
unintentional, alienate Richard Cory, and this alienation 
forced him to “uproot Tilbury Town from [his] heart” 
through suicide (Zietlow 210). Based on this revelation, 
perhaps the most heart wrenching tragedy of  “Richard 
Cory” is the alienation of  a normal citizen from the very 
town with which his entire identity as an individual has 

been established over the course of  his life (192). In the 
alienation and misery of  Robinson’s character, read-
ers are also able to extract traits and themes that exist 
beyond the lines of  the poem.
     In the tragic hero of  Richard Cory, readers 
can find parallels in their own lives regarding happiness, 
suffering, and unrealistic expectations. While Edwin 
Arlington Robinson gives his character a specific name, 
identity, and conflict, the name “Richard Cory” becomes 
fluid to readers who find themselves in similar situations; 
furthermore, Richard Cory becomes a “generic figure” 
who all readers either know or can place based on their 
own experiences and interactions (Donaldson 136).  The 
pressures and overwhelming expectations of  Tilbury 
Town become those of  the society, class, and world of  
the readers who can recognize the dangers of  striving 
for perfection. Robinson depicts man’s struggle to hang 
on as the pendulum swings between “truth and illusion” 
in the envious views of  the townspeople and in the 
downfall of  the “always human” Richard Cory (Donald-
son 229; Robinson line 6). The familiar, Tilbury Town in 
Cory’s case, becomes foreign to one when it is no longer 
seen as a comfort, but a burden; similarly, societal pres-
sures offer no solace, and tragic realizations are reached 
when one sees that his/her point of  living has become 
meaningless as it is only characterized by “futile suffer-
ing” (Zietlow 192). In the end, Richard Cory becomes 
one who readers know well, who they see in their every-
day lives, and who becomes a symbol of  the social and 
psychological intricacies of  the human experience.
 E.A. Robinson’s sixteen line poem, “Richard 
Cory,” offers readers a glimpse into the power of  social 
expectations and the dangers of  pushing individuals to-
wards perfection. Richard Cory’s character emerges from 
Tilbury Town as an alienated individual who is only seen 
by his neighbors and fellow citizens as an emblem of  
wealth, success, and social royalty. The townspeople’s 
admiration of  Richard adds pressure to his inability to 
maintain the image of  Tilbury Town when his inner 
state is in emotional turmoil. The jealousy and ignorance 
of  the people of  Tilbury Town eliminate their compas-
sion, and Richard Cory can only find true acceptance 
in death. In the suicide of  Richard Cory, Robinson 
establishes an icon of  suffering despite material wealth, 
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and readers are able to relate to the humanity of  the 
man who was regarded by all as the image of  happi-
ness and success. In reading and analyzing the character 
descriptions and actions in “Richard Cory,” readers can 
identify how the social expectations of  Tilbury Town 
contribute to the major themes of  the poem as well as 
how readers can find similarities in their own lives.      
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 Infanticide in literature has been presented to 
readers in the forms of  strangling, crushing the skull, 
smothering, or poisoning and has been done so by par-
ents murdering their own children, strangers murdering 
children, or parents looking on the murdering of  their 
children. The intensity of  the subject is hardly digest-
ible when part of  literature, less so when it is part of  
a non-fiction piece. For a playwright, it is at his or her 
own discretion to write of  infanticide; however, the use 
of  such a traumatic event usually allows for readers to 
question what purpose it has in the literature. Specifi-
cally speaking, playwright Eugene O’Neill used infan-
ticide at the hands of  a new mother in his play, Desire 
Under the Elms, which corresponds to his disreputable 
feelings towards women, while Lynn Nottage used 
her knowledge of  Africa’s Congo and of  interviews 
of  women from the Congo to write Ruined, in which a 
young mother describes watching a soldier crush her 
baby’s skull with his boot. In Lorraine Hansberry’s A 
Raisin in the Sun, a young African-American woman 
who can barely make ends meet ponders abortion in 
the early stages of  her pregnancy. 
 By using these three plays, the intentions of  this 
paper are to discuss the differences of  the role of  the 
woman, her internal and external conflict, and how a 
male playwright and a female playwright convey her to 
an audience. Beforehand, it is important to understand 
the differences of  infanticide and abortion. Researches 
and recent worldly matters have fought over whether 
there is a difference based on cause of  death of  the 
child or if  it is a matter of  morality or lack thereof. 
When writing of  such topics, it is easy to stray off  
research and into personal views; however, this paper 
is based on research and academia and is concerned 
with the liberal stance on such a controversial topic. It 
does not delve into the beliefs of  the playwrights but 
concentrates on the basis of  their characters: O’Neill’s 
Abbie Putnam, Nottage’s Salima, and Hansberry’s Ruth 
Younger and the effect infanticide has on the play.
 The issue that arises when liberally discussing 
infanticide is “essentially that of  specifying a cutoff  
point which is not arbitrary: at what stage in the devel-
opment of  a human being does it cease to be morally 
permissible to destroy it” (Tooley 38). In Lynn Not-

tage’s Ruined, after Salima reveals her daughter’s head 
was crushed under the boot of  a man, anyone can 
objectively say that is infanticide. This child was within 
the first year of  life. The theory that suggests that 
“only adults and older children can have fundamental 
rights—including a right to life” do not consider that it 
is the mother’s right which comes into practice over her 
small child. Until an unidentified age, the child and the 
mother are one, and her right to life is the child’s right 
to life. Phillip Montague says that “it seems plausible 
to suppose that treating an individual in a particular 
way during his infancy can violate a right of  his only 
if  the treatment in question appropriately affects his 
later life—only if  it eliminates certain options which 
he might have chosen to exercise during his adult-
hood. Since infants who are killed have no later life to 
affect…this line of  thinking implies that killing them 
violates no right of  theirs” (71).
 Whether this is the argument of  the playwright, 
it is also the argument of  a Pro-Choice advocate and 
does not conform to a liberal stance which is able to 
see the aspects of  infanticide from both accounts. 
Salima becomes pregnant again while prostituting and 
grows throughout the play. At the end, she comes out 
to show that she has killed the unborn child, which kills 
her too. Getting out of  context, while abortions are 
performed in various ways, some physically healthier 
than others, the idea of  the mother killing her unborn 
child is not unheard of. Salima’s decision to kill the 
baby in a manner that would kill herself  in the process 
was her way of  escaping men who raped and used 
her. Behind this play are real scenarios which Nottage 
encountered in a visit to the Congo. Her representa-
tion of  Congolese women is based on true accounts 
of  the “rampant rape in Congo’s civil war” and theatre 
“enables her ‘to peel back layers of  emotion to reveal 
human truths that often get lost in clinical human rights 
reports and detached news stories’” (Katrak 33-34).
 In O’Neill’s Desire Under the Elms, the playwright 
uses the “symbolic action of  child murder,” which is 
also used in his play Abortion. Written in 1914, Abortion 
was written for shock factor and melodramatic effect. 
Desire Under the Elms, written ten years later, is about 
“greed and possessiveness,” ultimately the reason “Ab-
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bie kills her and Eben’s child to prove to Eben that 
she loves him by destroying the heir to the farm that 
would disinherit him, the child’s father” (Hays 436).  
To “negotiate the disconcerting territory between the 
imaginative disclosures of  the play and the established 
assumptions of  ideas based in theory,” one could argue 
that Abbie suffocates the infant outside of  the context 
of  love, meaning that O’Neill used this symbolically to 
mirror the way he worked his sons to death over his 
own love of  the family farm (Pearce 204).
 Possessiveness is still behind the murder of  
the infant like everything else in the play. Possessive-
ness was a factor behind the death of  Salima’s child, as 
one could argue that the possessiveness of  her abduc-
tors led them to kill her child. Still arguing that infants 
have the right to live under their mother’s right, Abbie, 
whose infant would have been under hers, gave up her 
right to live by smothering her own baby, which lead 
to her arrest. This can symbolically be looked upon as 
the end of  her life as well as her infant’s. Statistics show 
that women are more likely to commit infanticide be-
fore men, which could also factor into why O’Neill had 
Abbie murder the infant instead of  Eben.
 In Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun, 
Ruth Younger is different than the other two female 
characters previously discussed. Comparing her to 
them, what they all have in common is motherhood. 
Ruth and Salima share skin color while Salima and Ab-
bie share infanticide. Ruth almost made the choice of  
a procedural abortion though. This raises the question 
if  all three mothers have possessiveness in common. 
While possessiveness in Salima’s case was mostly her 
rapists’, she also showed her own in taking over pos-
session of  her body when she killed her unborn baby. 
Ruth’s possessiveness is not as, arguably, selfish. In fact, 
Ruth’s decision of  aborting her baby or not is eventu-
ally determined by the outcome of  her mother-in-law’s 
insurance money. While she is not living in war-torn 
Africa, Ruth is living in her own inhospitable environ-
ment in America, in a small apartment with five family 
members during a time when just being African Ameri-
can was prejudiced against. 
 Ruth’s realistic understanding of  having the 
baby means another mouth to feed and another child to 

grow up in her roach-infested apartment. It is interest-
ing to note that the doctor whom Ruth went to see 
about the abortion is a woman. Even today, as one 
might argue that it is a patriarch-run world, there are 
still female abortion doctors. The reason behind female 
abortion doctors could be interpreted in two ways: that 
females overseeing operations on other females receiv-
ing abortions could be comforting, that she might take 
solace in the presence of  another who understands her 
decision and her body, and that women impregnated by 
their rapists would not have to undergo the psychologi-
cal effects of  becoming pregnant by a male and having 
the product of  that rape being taken by a male. 
 Infanticide and abortion have been used by 
playwrights as plot complications while other times 
they have been used to convey the complexities of  
human relationships. Even in Who’s Afraid of  Virginia 
Woolf ? Edward Albee’s use of  the imagined son be-
tween Martha and George reexamines the validity of  
the life of  a child. There is an unhealthy fixation on the 
absence of  a real child, however, it can be argued that 
the child is George’s and Martha’s escape from the real-
ity of  being unable to conceive a child and the reality 
of  their marriage. This unhealthy escapism leads to the 
“death” of  their nonexistent child. One should wonder 
had they been able to conceive would they have termi-
nated the pregnancy due to an unruly marriage. 
 While each play represents infanticide in a dif-
ferent way, they “attempt to show the perversion of  
our values…we destroy our future generations, but not 
the future of  a single family present in a play, but rath-
er, these playwrights are saying that our selfish values 
are destroying our country and the lives of  the people 
within it” (Hays 446).  While this may be true, arguing 
this statement alongside any of  the plays puts one in 
a position to see the direction in which the playwright 
might have been headed. It is not the playwright’s bur-
den of  infanticide, but the characters’.
 Reiterating using the previous statement, using 
infanticide as a parallel conundrum, it is best to take an 
outside look at the plays. By stripping away the image 
of  the child murders as to take away from biased Pro-
life or -choice beliefs, it is important to at least come 
up with an idea of  what the playwright was saying by 
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using infanticide. Ann Fox argues that “Ruined provides 
a compelling opportunity to explore how the represen-
tation of  disability in traditional drama can be read as 
enhancing the complexity and activism of  a play not 
coming from a disability culture” (Fox 3). This dis-
ability is read metaphorically, which juxtaposes the idea 
of  “female, African identity” and the “overall activist 
project is intimately bound up in witnessing the pain 
experienced by the raced, gendered, and disabled body” 
(Fox 4). The overall idea of  Lynn Nottage’s Ruined is 
there in the title: once broken down and stripped of  
the actual infanticide, every character in the play is 
ruined. Metaphorically speaking, the murder of  Salima’s 
daughter compares to the rebels and the soldiers taken 
from their mothers to fight in the war and Salima’s self-
induced abortion symbolizes the agonizing pain they 
all put themselves through, whether it be the war or 
prostitution. 
 In Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun, the play-
wright plays on the relationship between Ruth and 
Mama. Female support of  one another is essential 
between the two as they understand their roles as 
women. It is vital to reiterate Ruth’s option of  abortion. 
She gives around five dollars to the female doctor with 
whom she discusses the operation. The mentioning of  
how much she paid needs attention because Ruth, a 
realist, understands that it is cheaper to pay five dollars, 
which might be the last of  her money until she gets 
paid next. Poverty is a major basis behind abortions. 
When Mama realizes Ruth is considering abortion, she 
understands the difficulty of  the decision. It is Mama 
who tells Walter, saying to him, “When the world gets 
ugly enough—a woman will do anything for her family. 
The part that’s already living.” When Mama mentions the 
living family, it gives the reader validity to believe that 
there are emotions attached to abortions, even though 
the fetus has no later life to consider. 
 Ruth’s option of  abortion in the play fore-
shadows Mama’s decision of  where her money is to be 
spent. Mama and Ruth are matriarchal figures dedicated 
to their families. Ruth suggests to Mama that she take 
the money and treat herself. However, Mama “pos-
sesses the absolute devotion to her family true of  the 
matriarchal stereotype…the most important things in 

her life are her children…that she could never spend 
the money on herself  but must spend it on the fam-
ily” (Anderson 93). Mama’s intentions of  spending the 
money as a down payment on a house is just as selfless 
as Ruth’s abortion. Both women would make the sacri-
fice she feels would help the most.
 For the argument of  Salima and of  Ruth, aside 
from the brutal death of  Salima’s first daughter, both 
women either gave up or thought of  giving up the 
prospect of  having another child. While some may 
argue that Salima’s self-inflicted abortion/murder was 
selfish, this paper stands claiming it was selflessness. 
It was not asked of  Salima to be born into a war-torn 
country where men tore her away from her family, as is 
the case of  her unborn baby. The only one who might 
have thought it was selfish of  her was Fortune because 
he only wanted his wife. But therein lies the question: 
what would he have done with a bastard child, the 
product of  his wife’s promiscuity and a man potentially 
fighting against Fortune in the war? Had Salima given 
birth, would the child have been murdered solely on 
that? It is an easy argument that Salima killed her baby 
and herself  out of  selflessness because, as she men-
tioned about the cruel death of  her daughter, that baby 
did nothing to deserve that, and neither did Salima. 
 While Ruth and Salima’s selflessness stemmed 
from their maternal instincts, one could argue that 
Abbie lacked hers. It is not a valid argument to say that 
the murder of  an innocent born child is a selfless deed 
done by Abbie to win the love of  her stepson. Her 
indignant attitude she first had toward Eben blossomed 
into lust, turning into an incestual mother-stepson af-
fair. While reality could justify the other two plays by 
basing the lives of  Ruth and Salima on factual evidence 
as history has shown through interviews with Congo-
lese women and African-American women, Desire Under 
the Elms character Abbie had no justification other than 
her selfishness in the murder of  her child. Not to say 
that actual mothers never kill their babies, because they 
do, but O’Neill’s use of  infanticide diverged, engaging 
the audience of  his play in the consequences of  greed. 
Despite the argument between the conservative and 
the liberal concerning infanticide and what constitutes 
“what properties a thing must possess in order to have 
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a right to life,” the argument set forth in this paper is 
basically this: despite the development of  a fetus inside 
the womb, it is and always has been at the core of  the 
mother to determine the rights of  herself  and of  her 
child. Also, despite the longevity of  life outside the 
womb, it is the mother’s responsibility to use her rights 
to shelter the child as best to her ability or give that 
right to someone who will so that the child may grow 
and to exercise the right bestowed upon them. Abbie’s 
selfishness and immaturity blind her from motherhood 
while Salima and Ruth determine their own rights as 
mature women by noting their roles in society.

“One is not born a woman. One becomes it by an en-
semble of  civilization.” -Simone de Beauvoir
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 In Kate Chopin’s “The Story of  an Hour” tells 
what at first glance can be a deceptively simple story. A 
woman is wrongfully informed of  her husband’s death, 
and upon contemplating life without him, finds herself  
overcome at the freedom that such a life presents only 
to be herself  struck by death upon the sudden arrival 
of  her very much alive husband. Over the space of  
the scant titular hour, Chopin not only offers readers a 
compelling narrative with fully fleshed out characters, 
but she also does not hesitate to make a bold argument 
for the autonomy of  the female as an individual, and 
to point out that to be denied such a thing is tanta-
mount to a sense of  imprisonment. Finally, in a suitably 
ironic and politically pointed twist, the end of  the story 
comes abruptly and reveals that the mind and heart of  
a woman is no better known in her death than it was in 
her life. This is a story that may at first glance appear 
tied tightly to a time before women had many rights, 
indeed Chopin herself  did not live to see women earn 
the right to vote, but in fact, “The Story of  an Hour” 
is a timeless one that depicts and reflects emotions 
and internal conflict that can be just as easily felt in the 
modern woman as in the character of  Louise Mallard 
and her journey through a transcendental awakening of  
her own impeded possibility. 
 The character of  Louise Mallard, depicted as 
“afflicted with a heart trouble” (Chopin 123), is careful-
ly informed of  her husband’s sudden death in a railroad 
disaster by her sister who in turn has heard it from Mr. 
Mallard’s friend, and it is this initial introduction that 
begins to inform readers something of  Louise’s life up 
to this point as well as the lives of  the very real women 
Louise represents. She is unwell and treated with the 
utmost care, a fragile individual who requires the same 
handling one might give a piece of  porcelain. Not only 
does Louise’s sister tell her the news of  the accident 
“in broken sentences; veiled hints that revealed in half  
concealing” (Chopin 123), but Mr. Mallard’s friend who 
discovers the news in the first place is noted to have 
“hastened to forestall an less careful, less tender friend 
in bearing the sad message” (Chopin 123). From these 
depictions, readers can form a mental image of  Louise 
as an almost coddled child; someone in need not only 
of  delicate handling but of  blatant protection from 

anything but the most gentle interactions. This is a 
depiction of  a woman as a simple thing, the very image 
of  a slender figure draped in a swoon over a fainting 
couch, the quintessential Victorian woman. And yet, 
as Louise retreats in her grief  to her room, alone and 
unshielded, Chopin begins to reveal the depths of  her 
character and the complexity of  the seemingly simple 
female. Louise sits contemplating her life thus far feel-
ing something strange and frightening approaching her. 
It is during this contemplation that Louise reveals her 
dissatisfaction with her life and that the reader begins 
to understand her troubled heart stems not from heart 
disease but from having “unconsciously surrendered 
her heart (i.e., her identity as an individual) to the 
culture of  paternalism” (Jamil). Louise examines the 
way she has allowed her husband’s will to dominate her 
own, sublimating her identity to his, and even daring 
to whisper to herself  “free, free, free!” (Chopin 124). 
Chopin takes readers through the physical changes 
that are wrought within Louise as “coursing blood that 
warmed and relaxed her” (Chopin 124), nearly describ-
ing someone who is almost coming to life from a long 
dormancy. In this, Chopin is illuminating the reality of  
women expected to be submissive and subservient to 
their husbands. Far from wanted or designed that way, 
they are merely dormant, cold and tense, their very 
hearts troubled by the weight of  the expectations upon 
them.
 It is during this introspection that Chopin 
describes the feeling overtaking Louise as something 
“subtle and elusive to name” (Chopin 124) and pro-
ceeds to describe the idea of  freedom. Louise is struck 
by the thought of  her own freedom, of  a life “she 
would live for herself ” (Chopin 124). The depiction of  
the sudden rush of  emotion is a cross between elation 
and fear, a blend of  desire and the unknown that may 
appear almost sexual in its intensity. Indeed, the argu-
ment can and has been made that the scene depicts 
some type of  sexual experience. As Daniel Deneau 
suggests, “one that at first seems, except for the an-
ticipation, like a terrifying rape, but one that evolves 
into something sensually stimulating and relaxing, and, 
of  course, spiritually illuminating” (Deneau). Respect-
fully, it may be more realistically suggested that, from a 
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woman’s standpoint, there is very little about any rape 
that is relaxing and that Chopin was describing not a 
sexual stimulation but the stimulation of  Louise’s mind 
and soul. In his argument, Deneau fixates on the use 
of  the word possess as a correlation to sexual interac-
tion, one that for the time period is not an uncommon 
correlation. This assumption, however, discounts the 
skill and intelligence of  Chopin as an author. Through-
out her works, Chopin depicts situations, emotions, 
and concepts with carefully chosen language that fully 
connects with modern readers (Mayer) and the use of  
possess in this instance is no different. Chopin explains 
in the text that the feeling is one of  “possession of  
self-assertion” and “the strongest impulse of  [Louise’s] 
being” (Chopin 124). Chopin refers not to the act of  
sexual possession but the way in which women were 
still largely viewed as possessions, objects to be owned 
and displayed. The very concept of  being in possession 
of  herself—her own fate—is in turns intoxicating and 
terrifying to Louise who had likely never dreamed of  
such a thing before. Louise remarks that “there would 
be no one to live for her during those coming years; she 
would live for herself ” (Chopin 124), and there is the 
answer to the name of  the unknown feeling: self-pos-
session. 
 This brings readers to the transformation of  
Louise and her ultimate demise as her husband reap-
pears healthy and whole, a moment that may seem like 
the cruelest of  twists but in fact is truly the only out-
come that may have been possible. Louise has, in the 
course of  an hour, gone from someone “pressed down 
by a physical exhaustion that haunted her body and 
seemed to reach into her soul” (Chopin 123) to a wom-
en with “feverish triumph in her eyes” who “carried 
herself  unwittingly like a goddess of  Victory” (Chopin 
125). She has seen her own life unfurl before her mind’s 
eye and has embraced the future as one to be of  her 
own making; such a transformation cannot be reversed 
and Louise cannot go back to her frail old ways. When 
her husband appears, he has no knowledge of  what has 
transpired, no idea that he has been thought dead, and 
Louise is instantly killed of  what doctors call “joy that 
kills” (Chopin 125). But it is not the joy of  seeing her 
husband that kills Louise, but rather the sudden death 

of  her shining new future as a woman in charge of  her 
own destiny. While her death may seem abrupt, there 
is no doubt that Louise, having found a victory in a 
battle that she could never have envisioned, would have 
had trouble reverting back to the frail creature she had 
been before. As her concept of  freedom dies, so does 
Louise, making freedom a joy that kills.
 The emotions explored in “The Story of  an 
Hour” are not bygones of  a long ago age. Women 
today still face the same challenges and conflicts as 
Louise although they may face them in different arenas. 
Lack of  bodily autonomy, lack of  sufficient healthcare 
knowledge, lack of  representation in the courts of  
power in the world; for every right that women have 
gained in victory, there is still a weight pressing down 
upon them, still a “blind persistence with which men 
and women believe they have the right to impose a 
private will upon a fellow-creature” (Chopin 124). And 
women everywhere still face the reality of  the joy that 
kills; of  a frightening future full of  the unknown that 
may yet be taken from them and leave them trapped, 
forced to decide if  they will allow themselves to be 
shielded and troubled by their hearts yet again.
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 Modern young-adult literature is a rapidly-evolv-
ing, often ambiguous genre that has left educators, par-
ents, and even some students skeptical—if  not down-
right abhorrent—of  its supposed conventions. Some 
argue that this literary movement does not offer the 
cultural significance or mind-broadening qualifications 
of  its classical counterparts; however, twenty-first cen-
tury adaptations of  Greek myths within the young adult 
genre offer an interesting study into the understanding 
of  ancient concepts and how they reflect or differ from 
cultural standards today. In an effort to reveal the educa-
tional potential of  such an approach, this paper explores 
the variances between Homer’s Odyssey, a required text in 
many secondary and post-secondary institutions, and the 
second novel in Rick Riordan’s young adult Percy Jack-
son series, The Sea of  Monsters, the plot of  which mirrors 
events present in The Odyssey.
 At the core of  Homer’s well-loved Odyssey, be-
tween all the trials and mythological figures, is Odysseus, 
warrior king of  the Greek land Ithaca, who embodies 
the traditional concept of  “hero.” Book I of  The Odys-
sey introduces Minerva [Athena], goddess of  wisdom 
who favors Odysseus, and allows her to paint a picture 
of  the story’s hero: “He is a man of  such resource that 
even though he were in chains of  iron he would find 
some means of  getting home again” (Homer). Indeed, 
it is this very cleverness and determination to reach his 
goal—returning home to his kingdom and family—that 
earns Odysseus renown as a fabled hero. Though these 
characteristics certainly retain importance in today’s 
society, one might argue that the ancient Greek concept 
of  arete, or excellence, is not exactly coincident with the 
twenty-first century principles of  greatness. This is espe-
cially evident in Riordan’s version of  The Odyssey, where-
in the teenage protagonist Percy serves as a modernized 
paradigm of  heroism that is able to undergo the same 
trials as Odysseus, but with a different set of  beliefs and 
morals.
 The difference that stands out the most between 
Odysseus and Percy is their method of  completing the 
trials set before them. Odysseus succeeds at each task 
either alone or with the assistance of  a god as he is 
favored by many. The hero blinds a cyclops and escapes 

being eaten by him, all by his own wit, resists the sorcer-
ess Circe’s magic with the help of  herbs given to him 
by the god Hermes, sails safely past the sirens and the 
monsters Charybdis and Scylla thanks to Circe’s advice, 
and eventually reaches the shore of  his homeland by 
the guiding winds of  Athena. The prodigious amount 
of  divine involvement in The Odyssey is a reflection of  
ancient Greek moral and religious foundations. Accord-
ing to Oxford’s Classical Mythology, “Greek literature and 
thought are shot through with a somber and awesome 
reverence for the supremacy of  the gods and the inevi-
tability of  the Fates” (Morford, et al. 144). Though free 
will governs the characters of  Greek myth to an extent, 
the ending is always predetermined by Fate (personi-
fied by the Greek Moirae) and often helped along by the 
gods. Odysseus is no exception, as the fate the gods 
angle him toward was predicted by the cyclops Poly-
phemus at the beginning of  his adventures: “Grant that 
Ulysses [Odysseus] may never reach his home alive; or if  
he must get back to his friends at last, let him do so late 
and in sore plight after losing all his men [let him reach 
his home in another man’s ship and find trouble in his 
house]” (Homer).
 In contrast, Riordan’s demigod hero, Percy 
Jackson, performs the same tasks as Odysseus (albeit 
in a different order) with only minor assistance from 
Hermes, who gives Percy magical vitamins to protect 
him from Circe’s curses, although the god does not 
inform Percy of  their purpose. Any other support Percy 
receives comes from his friends—fellow demigod An-
nabeth and cyclops Tyson—while the remainder of  his 
success is owed to his quick thinking, not unlike Odys-
seus. In this way, the importance of  godly involvement 
is not lost on modern readers (the gods perform an-
tagonistic and occasionally helpful roles throughout the 
series); however, the concepts of  free will and heroism 
have been updated to twenty-first century standards so 
that Percy’s loyalty and reliance on his friends are seen 
as admirable rather than a detriment to one’s arete, and 
the outcome of  Percy’s quest is left mysterious because, 
although he receives a prophecy from a creepy mummy 
oracle in an attic, there is no divine intervention to 
ensure a specific fate: the prophecy’s ambiguous word-
ing allows for Percy’s free will to alter the course of  his 
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destiny. Ancient Greek culture, with its emphasis on fate 
and the gods, forms the basis of  Percy’s adventures, thus 
allowing students to grasp the concepts present in the 
original Odyssey. At the same time, modern readers may 
better relate to the story’s protagonist, whose values of  
friendship and compassion have replaced Odysseus’s 
admittedly arrogant sense of  strength and cunning.
 Familiar character morals aside, young students 
and other contemporary readers may find it easier to 
grasp the main ideas of  The Odyssey when the events take 
place in familiar settings, such as Percy’s home state of  
New York, and are narrated in a familiar dialect: that 
of  a twenty-first century teenager. An article from the 
American Secondary Education journal remarks that teach-
ers observed of  their middle and high school students: 
“classic novels were too difficult to understand, seemed 
to be written in a different language, were often very 
confusing, had meanings that were too vague to com-
prehend, and did not relate to them [students] and their 
present-day lives” (Santoli and Wagner 66-67). The 
article goes on to point out that “most teenagers are not 
ready for classic literature because they do not address 
adolescent concerns: they are about adult issues and are 
written for well-educated adults who have the leisure 
time to read or who are university literature students” 
(67). This gap between secondary-school students just 
now being introduced to classic literature and that of  a 
well-read adult are made even more clear by the fact that 
“the classics often contain difficult syntax and vocabu-
lary, intricate plots and subplots, the use of  multiple 
characters, unfamiliar geographical settings, and abstruse 
historical references that require more educational 
background than most high school students have” (71). 
Rather than force readers to unravel epic prose that war-
rants previous understanding of  mythological characters, 
landmarks, and events, Riordan’s Sea of  Monsters ventures 
into the world of  Greek mythology, via Odysseus’s path, 
through the eyes and mind of  teenage Percy, who is 
himself  no scholar of  Greek culture. This allows readers 
to learn alongside the main character as he meets various 
Greek gods, monsters, and other iconic figures, creating 
a basis of  knowledge that the remainder of  the series 
and its protagonist will operate on—not unlike second-
ary-school students acquiring information that will serve 

them in future literary endeavors.
 Another important, often overlooked aspect of  
young adult literature is its potential to instill contem-
porary themes in relation to the ones ancient and clas-
sic literature seek to convey. Much like Percy Jackson’s 
modernist ethics, which differ greatly from Odysseus’s 
arete, Riordan’s novel presents the contents of  Odys-
seus’s myth whilst including present-day concerns that 
are just as important to teach. For example, Odysseus’s 
wife Penelope is considered “the equal of  Odysseus in 
intelligence and loyalty” because she is “resourceful in 
fending off  [her] suitors . . . [and] choosing her time and 
method for the recognition of  Odysseus” (Morford, et 
al. 538). While the idea of  an intelligent and resourceful 
female is held in high regard today, modern readers may 
find it difficult to consider Penelope “up to standard,” 
so to speak, seeing as her only claim to these traits are 
her willingness to wait at home for her husband and her 
tactful deceit of  the suitors by postponing her selection 
with a weaving ruse. Today’s readers are accustomed to 
more agency from their heroines, and that is precisely 
what Riordan delivers in his character Annabeth.
 Annabeth Chase, daughter of  the goddess 
Athena and a mortal professor, is Percy’s constant com-
panion who fights at his side, uses her knowledge of  
Greek mythology and battle strategy to help move the 
plot forward, and even rescues Percy from a few scrapes 
along the way. Quite a leap from Penelope’s passive in-
telligence, Annabeth, like Percy, is the modern ideal of  a 
hero whose bravery and quick-thinking are as admirable 
as the protagonist’s. In an interesting twist to the original 
tale, it is Annabeth rather than Percy who realizes the 
purpose of  Hermes’s magic vitamins and uses them to 
resist Circe’s hexes and save the hero from his cursed 
guinea pig form (Riordan 178-183). The most instru-
mental shift in terms of  female agency, though, is Anna-
beth’s plot to escape the cyclops Polyphemus, using the 
original Odyssey as a reference, when Percy is stumped 
for answers. After their group rides out of  the cyclops’s 
cave on the undersides of  sheep, Annabeth distracts 
the half-blind Polyphemus by shouting that her name is 
“Nobody.” In Percy’s casual, humorous fashion, he clari-
fies, “The ‘Nobody’ thing wouldn’t have made sense to 
anybody, but Annabeth had explained to me that it was 
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the name Odysseus had used to trick Polyphemus cen-
turies ago, right before he poked the Cyclops’s eye out 
with a large hot stick. Annabeth had figured Polyphemus 
would still have a grudge about that name, and she was 
right” (212).
 An intriguing study on the shifting female roles 
in video games lends itself  equally to heroines in other 
mediums such as storytelling. The Asian Journal of  
Women’s Studies notes that “the process of  the character-
ization of  protagonists reflects the values of  the time 
and inevitably certain ideologies, which is also true of  
female protagonists” (Han). Penelope, while quite an 
exception to most women of  her era to maintain The 
Odyssey’s extraordinary aspects, certainly reflects the pas-
siveness and domestic values expected of  women in her 
timeframe (and for some time after, as well). Present-day 
viewers, readers, and even gamers, however, are engaged 
in an age of  autonomy and action for groups that were 
previously left out of  the limelight. Women are no lon-
ger expected to be the patient damsels, and young adults 
may enjoy and benefit from seeing heroines take an 
active role that champions modern ideals. Riordan deftly 
accomplishes this in his version of  The Odyssey, wherein 
Percy’s “equal in intelligence and loyalty” is by his side 
every step of  the way fighting monsters and solving 
dilemmas.
 Riordan makes one more pivotal change to 
Percy’s Odyssey that neither damages the myth’s Greek 
foundations nor changes the iconic confrontations, but 
all the same alters the underlying meaning of  the tale. 
Odysseus’s goal, familiar even to those who have not 
read the epic in its entirety, is just as he tells the goddess 
Calypso: “I want to get home, and can think of  nothing 
else” (Homer). Supportable as that endeavor may be by 
present standards, careful readers will not miss the pleth-
ora of  deeds that do not add up to a modern notion of  
a “just hero.” Odysseus is praised for his faithfulness to 
his wife and son, and yet he whiles away many years in 
the rich comforts and beds of  two different goddesses 
(Circe and Calypso) at separate points in his voyage. 
Another disturbing instance takes place immediately 
after the hero sets sail from Troy: he comes to the city 
of  the Cicons where, for no reason specified in-text, he 
declares, “There I sacked the town and put the people 

to the sword. We took their wives and also much booty, 
which we divided equitably amongst us” (Homer).
 Different times of  course call for different mea-
sures, especially when several hundred years have passed 
since Homer’s composition of  The Odyssey. Even so, a 
close cultural reading of  the original myth might bet-
ter benefit readers of  furthered education who have the 
inclination to do so—much more than adolescents who 
crave relevance as a point of  understanding. Riordan’s 
Sea of  Monsters presents the same basic principles—a 
quest full of  myth and monsters, challenges that force 
the hero to prove his valor, unwavering loyalty—but in 
a sense that young students can connect with. Percy’s 
objective is not to return home a hero and a king, nor 
is it to retrieve the Golden Fleece (a mythical mashup 
Riordan plants for the sake of  Percy’s goal) in order to 
reclaim honor and a throne, as was Jason’s intent (Mor-
ford, et al. 615). Instead, Percy embarks on a reverse 
passage of  Odysseus’s quest so that he may recover the 
Golden Fleece from Polyphemus’s island and bring it 
home to Camp Half-Blood (the demigods’ haven) to 
heal the poisoned land and save his people.
 Though by no means perfect, Percy displays the 
sort of  compassion and bravery in the face of  fear that 
Western society expects of  its modern heroes. These 
are also morals that guardians and teachers alike wish to 
impart to young minds, making Riordan’s version of  The 
Odyssey an ideal read for those still developing a notion 
of  their place in society and the world, whilst likewise 
teaching a time-withstanding adventure. Young adult 
retellings of  myths, much like Riordan’s, craft a unique 
blend of  ancient and modern cultures that have the abil-
ity to preserve traditional concepts in fresh, invigorating 
ways, thus bridging the gap between the old and the new.
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A Feminist Perusal of  Shakespeare’s Macbeth
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  Although the initial whispers of  feministic 
revolution did not spill from the nooks and crannies 
of  Elizabethan London, Shakespeare crafts a feminist 
icon in his characterization of  Lady Macbeth. Through-
out the play, readers witness Lady Macbeth make her 
husband a marionette to shed the blood she does not 
want on her hands. In contrast to typical gender roles, 
it is Lady Macbeth, rather than Macbeth, who seeks 
the throne at any cost. As Lady Macbeth emasculates 
her husband and takes a stab at his pride, she evolves 
into an emblem of  control and dominance despite her 
outward feminine innocence. The leading female in this 
Shakespearean play not only uses her sexuality for her 
own gain, but she also uses psychological manipulation 
to become the symbol of  masculinity her husband fails 
to be. Ultimately, in analyzing Macbeth from a feminist 
literary theoretical perspective, readers can recognize the 
masculine-feminine role reversal between the lord and 
lady in regard to their sexuality and morality that helps 
propel much of  the action of  the play.
 From the very beginning of  the play, readers 
can see how Lady Macbeth refuses to conform to the 
stereotypical female roles of  submissive wife, mother, 
and hostess as she calls upon other supporting female 
characters, specifically the infamous witches, to snuff  
out her maternal instincts (Rackin 122-123). In her so-
liloquy, Lady Macbeth reveals her desire to eliminate her 
feminine characteristics and sexuality in order to follow 
through with her plan to kill the King of  Scotland:

 Come you spirits
 That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here
 And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full
 Of  direst cruelty! Make thick my blood;
 Stop up th’access and passage to remorse,
 That no compunctious visitings of  nature
 Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between
 Th’effect and it! (Shakespeare 1.5.391-397)

Lady Macbeth’s “purpose” is to kill King Duncan and 
gain control, but without the aid of  the witches to 
remove her femininity—“unsex” her—she will not 
have the will to commit such a vile act as a man may 
more readily possess. Literary scholars analyzing Mac-

beth through a feminist lens have even argued that this 
Shakespearean figure, unlike other women in literature, 
“enter[s] the masculine power struggle with feminine 
weapons,” particularly the power of  a mystical female 
cult to manipulate the outcomes of  the play for and 
against the main characters (Watson 114). Prior to the 
studies of  Sigmund Freud, it also appears that Lady 
Macbeth not only wants to physically diminish her femi-
nine characteristics, much like the grotesque witches, but 
she also wants to prepare herself  for the psychological 
impact of  the murder; as a result, “one way for Lady 
Macbeth to achieve an unfeminine consciousness capa-
ble of  murdering Duncan is for her to attain an unfemi-
nine physiology” (La Belle 381). While the physical act 
of  murder may not be as detrimental to her being, Lady 
Macbeth fears her feminine instincts, nature, and morals 
may hinder her on her journey to power. La Belle also 
argues that Lady Macbeth’s reliance on the Weird Sisters 
places her in their corner where she becomes a witch to 
the extent that she uses her husband’s pride and inferior-
ity complex to brew total submission from him (384). 
The invocation of  Lady Macbeth to obtain a “killing 
conscience” is juxtaposed with the cautious nature of  
her husband, and readers can see the lady’s domination 
once the sword has left its sheath in regards to Duncan’s 
murder (Favila 1).    
 In the role reversal between the Thane and his 
lady, Lady Macbeth’s dominance, control, and cruelty are 
evident immediately before and after the bloodying of  
Duncan’s chamber. Prior to the murder, Lady Macbeth 
convinces Macbeth to commit the sin by insinuating that 
he is effeminate if  he refuses, “When you durst do it, 
then you were a man; / And, to be more than what you 
were, you would / Be so much more the man” (1.7.528-
530). By using her persuasive tongue to instill her own 
cravings of  power in her husband and urge him “to let 
his desires control his thoughts,” Lady Macbeth pushes 
him to prove his manliness despite his initial reserva-
tions (Favila 12). In her cunning persuasion, Lady Mac-
beth reminds him of  her own cruel capabilities by men-
tioning that she has shown and will continue to show no 
remorse in “dash[ing] the brains out” of  an infant as she 
possesses no maternal dispositions (1.7.538). Following 
the success of  her manipulation, Lady Macbeth contin-
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ues to be the domineering mastermind behind the plot 
and refuses to tolerate any stupidity that could ruin her 
chance of  becoming queen. Even though Macbeth kills 
the king in an effort to demonstrate his masculinity to 
his wife, Lady Macbeth immediately questions and read-
ily lashes out at him when he foolishly emerges from 
the chamber carrying the daggers of  Duncan’s “sleepy 
grooms” (2.2.708). During their reunion following the 
murder, Lady Macbeth asks her husband in a rather 
hostile tone, “Why did you bring these daggers from the 
place? / They must lie there. Go carry them and smear / 
The sleepy grooms with blood” (2.2.706-708). In Mac-
beth’s cowardly refusal laced with weakness, Lady Mac-
beth shows her impatience and need for control with an 
exasperated outburst, “Infirm of  purpose! / Give me 
the daggers.” (2.2.712-713). Although she is forced to 
get blood on her hands, she not only maintains control 
over the situation and places the blame upon the King’s 
own men, but she also maintains superiority over her 
husband through her words and actions. Driven by her 
thirst for power, Lady Macbeth becomes the “villain-
ous heroine” who “threaten[s] the patriarchal order” for 
much of  the play prior to her downfall (Levin 41-42). 
The differing morals of  the leading duo are eventually 
consolidated to incite the falling action and the dénoue-
ment of  this tragedy despite Lady Macbeth’s strong 
feminist ideals.
  In the wake of  the murder of  Duncan and their 
rise to power, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth are shrouded 
in guilt due to their individual codes of  morality that 
eventually balance them on a subconscious level despite 
Lady Macbeth’s superiority throughout the play. Be-
fore the murder, Lady Macbeth alludes to the fact that 
her husband’s morals may prohibit her from dropping 
breadcrumbs of  manipulative thoughts: “… I do fear 
they nature; / It is too full o’th’ milk of  human kind-
ness” (1.5.362-363). In his kindhearted nature, Macbeth 
does indeed become increasingly inferior to his wife as 
the first drop of  blood leads him on a dual killing spree 
and mental spiral (Favila 15-16). In Macbeth’s guilt-in-
duced insanity, he is at the mercy of  his wife during his 
hallucinations, and she continues to control the situation 
to prevent him from exposing their secret sins to their 
guests. Lady Macbeth uses her feminine innocence and 

manipulative reassurance to quiet the alarmed guests 
with a plausible lie concerning his episode,

 Sit worthy friends. My lord is often thus,
 And hath been from his youth. Pray you, keep 
 seat.
 The fit is momentary; upon a thought
 He will again be well. (3.4.1321-1324)

 While Macbeth’s guilty conscience is portrayed 
in the public sphere through his hallucinations and mut-
terings, Lady Macbeth is able to maintain control in the 
daytime; on the other hand, in her sleep, Lady Macbeth’s 
guilt stirs as she sleepwalks and attempts to rid herself  
of  King Duncan’s blood with, “Out, damned spot! 
Out, I say!” (5.1.2128). In her vulnerable state, Lady 
Macbeth’s morality and attempts to wash away her guilt 
reinforce the idea, that despite her feministic indepen-
dence, “killing is antithetical to woman’s essential na-
ture” (Rackin 124). At the culmination of  the play, Lady 
Macbeth’s feminist ideals and her husband’s effeminate 
nature become balanced in their insanity as neither can 
escape the grasp of  fate but must go to the grave be-
speckled with the blood of  the innocent.
   In his creation of  Lady Macbeth, Shakespeare 
produces a feminist antihero who becomes the instiga-
tor at the center of  nearly every action in his Scottish 
play. As a result of  her “defeminization” by the witches, 
Lady Macbeth exudes traditionally masculine traits as-
sociated with manipulation, control, and dominance that 
place her above her husband and enable her to use him 
as a submissive tool (La Belle 384). Using his inferiority 
complex against him paired with her own sexuality and 
persuasion, Lady Macbeth pushes Macbeth to murder 
the king despite his own qualms with her plan. Although 
the lord and lady commit the crime as a duo, Lady 
Macbeth strives to maintain their innocence even though 
supernatural forces and their own morals demand they 
face the consequences. All in all, the tragedy of  Macbeth 
is not a completely lost cause when one recognizes how 
the feminist icon, Lady Macbeth, takes on the role of  
her husband and influences the action of  the play long 
before the waves of  feminism rippled through London.     
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