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Bidget Kelly 

 
Professional Writing 

 

 
 

The Future Value of Liberal Arts 
 

Abstract 
 

The liberal arts are often thought of as education for the elite. Many people in America still perceive them as a waste of time, and the political 
rhetoric surrounding them has gotten ever more divisive. In good times, the negative rhetoric would probably be overlooked, but with the economic 
instability of the past few years, it has magnified all kinds of anxious questions about the value of pursuing a liberal arts education in the twenty-first 
century. This feature essay explores the political, economic, corporate and institutional factors that have challenged the ongoing value of the liberal 
arts in 2016 and beyond.   
 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

The Association of American Colleges and Universities defines “liberal education” as “an approach to learning that 
empowers individuals and prepares them to deal complexities, diversities, and change,” and “provides them with a broad knowledge 
of the wider world.” The animosity towards liberal arts in the twenty-first century might just be another phase in the historical 
narrative of how society decides what is valuable. This animosity flared up into the 1980s and then quietly disappeared from the 
general public’s conversation – until now. The problem this time seems to be concern about whether economic and political 
discussions are intertwined, on the one hand, and about whether decisions made for political reasons will adversely affect liberal arts 
funding, on the other. Politicians have gotten more partisan and have demonstrated a willingness to cut funds to colleges based on 
their ideological views. With the resulting promotion of professional and vocational curricula, the liberal arts have become less of a 
priority, mainly because they are not easily quantifiable – nor should they be.  

At the fourth Republican debate on November 10, 2015, Marco Rubio drew enthusiastic applause from the crowd when he 
said, “We need more welders and less philosophers” (Weissman). Rubio was using a rhetoric that has re-emerged in the public over 
the last six and a half years. The remark made headlines after it created a firestorm on social media, where commentators hotly 
debated the accuracy of what he said. For its part, the New York Times fact-checked Rubio and found that the average starting salary 
of welders according to payscale.com is $40,040 and for philosophers it was $39,900 (Rappeport).  

Rubio’s comment was part of a larger push towards vocational training, a push that questions the value of certain liberal arts 
programs. It is also a part of the anti-intellectual discourse that Donald Trump’s presence in the race for the White House embodies. 
The current front-runner for the Republican Party nomination, who is an alumnus of the Wharton Business School, thrives in the role 
of the anti-intellectual – the bloviated loudmouth who does not know much about culture, but who appeals to voters because of his 
business acumen.  

This political pushback against the liberal arts can also be seen as part of the conservative reaction against the presidency of 
Barack Obama. After the election he was dubbed the “Professor in Chief,” after The Chronicle of Higher Education celebrated the 
historic feat of a professor becoming president (Monastersky). (President Obama taught constitutional law from 1992-2004 at the 
University of Chicago Law School.) A term that began as a compliment to his political success and oratorical style, “professor,” 
quickly became a derisive comment suggesting that the liberal professor was out of his depth in the real world. It was not long before 
conservatives like Sarah Palin used the name to make disparaging remarks about the liberal president and his liberal arts education: 
“They know we are at war, and to win that war we need a commander in chief, not a professor of law standing at that lectern” (Rucker 
and Gerhart).  
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This attack on the liberal arts is not only a GOP phenomenon, however. In a Washington Post article on Fareed Zakaria, 
Valerie Strauss asked, “What the ‘Liberal’ in ‘Liberal Arts’ Actually Means.” She quoted Zakaria as saying, “If Americans are united 
in any conviction these days, it is that we urgently need to shift the country’s education toward the teaching of specific, technical 
skills. From President Obama on down, public officials have cautioned against pursuing degrees like art history, which as seen as 
expensive luxuries in today’s world.”    

So what are the liberal arts? The University of Minnesota at Duluth defines the liberal arts has a group of disciplines divided 
into the humanities (arts, English, foreign languages, history, and philosophy), the social sciences (anthropology, communication, 
geography, political science, psychology, sociology and women’s studies), the sciences (physics, geology, biology), and math. These 
several disciplines are sometimes divided politically, however, into the ideologically acceptable and unacceptable. In today’s society, 
the sciences and math have more prominence and prestige than the humanities, while the social sciences are treated like unwanted 
stepchildren. 

The current animus towards liberal arts is partly the result of the partial and historical conflation of liberalism with the study 
of liberal arts. Because of this intertwining, colleges, professors, and liberal arts curricula have been attacked, mocked, and diminished 
in the public sphere by politicians, media, intellectuals, and ordinary citizens. This polemic divides between conservative and liberal 
viewpoints concerning society, culture, and the proper way to educate the country’s future leaders.  

This divide organizes roughly around party lines, with Democrats casting themselves as protectors of the liberal arts and 
Republicans as defenders of jobs and the growth of the economy. The divide has led to calls by the Republican nominees for the 
White House – including Ted Cruz, Donald Trump, and Mike Huckabee – for the extinction of the Department of Education. The 
Republican Party’s official platform on education for 2015 says, “We support exploring alternative methods to the traditional four-
year university” (GOP). Chris Christie, John Kasich, and Carly Fiorina want to cut billions of higher-education dollars from the 
federal spending budget. Ben Carson wishes to tie the higher education budget to cutting unspecified but presumably liberal “bias” 
from colleges (Jaschik). 

Like Carson, many politicians decry the liberal arts education that college students are getting by saying that they are being 
indoctrinated with liberal views. In 2011, former governor of Pennsylvania Rick Santorum,  running for the Republican nomination in 
the presidential race, had this to say about higher education; “Let's look at colleges and universities. They’ve become indoctrination 
centers for the left. Should we be subsidizing that?” (Beaumont). Though Santorum is a lawyer with two MBAs, he has been a major 
voice for popular unease about the supposed liberalizing influence of the liberal arts in higher education. A year later, Santorum said, 
“President Obama once said he wants everyone to go to college. What a snob! I understand why he wants you to go to college. He 
wants to remake you into his image” (Perlstein, 2012).  

This social and ideological fight over the liberal arts curricula, however, is based on a partial misconception. The 
demonization of the educated classes amounts to a lie, at least in the 2012 elections, when there was only a one percent difference 
between college graduates who voted for either party. Romney got the majority of the college vote; Obama got more votes from those 
with a post-graduate degree. A 2008 study, moreover, indicates that it is not colleges that are making students liberal – on the contrary, 
students choose and enter college on the bases of pre-existing liberal ideologies (Seifert). Whether students go to a liberal arts college, 
or concentrate in a liberal arts program, their predisposition to liberal political ideas happened well before college, which is why they 
chose that college or curriculum in the first place.   
 

 
 

Association of American Colleges and Universities.  (N.d.)  “What is a 21st Century Liberal Education?” Association of American Colleges and Universities. 
https://www.aacu.org/leap/what-is-a-liberal-education  
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GOP. 2015.  “Republican Platform.”  https://www.gop.com/platform/renewing-american-values/  
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Alivia Lopez 

 
Professional Writing 

 

 
 

The Current State of Criticism: The Art of the Review 
 

Abstract 
 

The review is often overlooked as an art form, despite the fact that it offers a great deal to society in how it illuminates 
history and identifies obscured societal issues. The negative connotations associated with the word “criticism” and the 
influx of positive criticism within the genre, however, have caused the review to be disregarded as an art, though close 
analysis of the review and reviewer make clear that the genre is in fact an important form of art. In this essay, I examine 
how the problems associated with contemporary criticism and the review affect the genre, and provide my opinion on how 
these problems might be resolved. 
 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

 In the spring of 2015, I took a class called “Criticism, Culture, and Publication.” In this class, I got to see the 
artistry behind the reviews one finds in magazines and newspapers. Through reading and writing multiple reviews on 
books, television, movies, music, and art, I became increasingly aware of the creativity needed to produce engaging prose 
– a necessary quality of the review – and of the unique and powerful impact that a review can have on culture and society.  
This focused study of the review not only allowed me to recognize the artistry of the genre, but it also helped me see the 
value of the class itself. A course like “Criticism, Culture, and Publication” offers a tremendous value to undergraduates, 
as it enables them to become consciousness of (and participate in) aspects of society and culture that they would otherwise 
miss. It also enables them to see the review as a true form of art:  I now recognize that a review’s job is to look at multiple 
works of art and determine where these works stand in society and what kind of impact or effect they have on that society.   
 Unfortunately, however, a class like “Culture, Criticism, and Publication” is not widely offered in colleges across 
the country.  This lack of serious study of the review as an art form reflects the larger challenges that a review – a careful 
and well thought-out judgment on the part of the writer about his or her culture and society – faces today.  These 
challenges include:  the popular assumption that to critique is to cast negative judgment, the fact that the review is often 
dismissed because it is a “special art” (that is, an art that comments on art), and the overflow of relentlessly positive 
criticism in the current digital age.  These three problems greatly contribute to how the review is dismissed by society.  
The first problem, the idea that critique automatically signifies negativity, stems from preconceived ideas about arts 
criticism and is related to the concept that “everyone is a critic.” Because the review is a “special art” that relies on other 
art, moreover, readers are quick to dismiss the entire genre as a legitimate and significant genre. Lastly, the increased use 
of the internet has led to strictly positive criticism taking over the genre:  anything that comes across as the slightest bit 
negative is met with a barrage of insults. All of these problems are linked to the disrespect with which the review is 
currently held.  

When we are children, we are told that music, painting and drawing, dance, and certain forms of writing (mainly 
poetry and fiction) are all forms of art.   We are never told that an essay is a form of art, never mind an essay that reviews 
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art.  Though arts criticism uses extensive and well thought-out prose to express valuable insights about culture, we rarely 
even consider the review as its own form of art….  

The review’s reliance on other art is ultimately what makes it unique and what enables it to join a never-ending 
cycle of art inspiring new art. In Marc Woodworth’s introduction to the book, How to Write About Music: Excerpts From 
the 33 1/3 series Magazines, Books and Blogs with Advice From Industry Leading Writers, Woodworth provides a quote 
from acclaimed music critic Lester Bangs, which describes this very cycle: “’The real question is what to live for. And I 
can’t answer it. Except another one of your records. And another chance for me to write’” (Woodworth 1). Bangs argues 
that it is the release of another record that allows him to write again and ultimately create his own critical art….   
Woodworth reiterates this concept in the introduction, when he states, “When you write a review or a profile, however 
sanguine or curmudgeonly, the sentences take part in a fundamental generative process: art leading to art” (14). Here 
Woodworth recognizes the cycle that Bangs describes – the cycle of creative art leading to critical art - from his own 
personal experience as a critic.  

Unfortunately, this important genre has been overlooked or devalued since its beginning, particularly in the form 
of defense artists questioning the reviewer’s work.  Now, however, critics have to deal with readers who use the internet 
to challenge anything that a legitimate critic says. Between the artists whose work they review and the readers who 
critique their reviews, reviewers now face immense pressure to write only positive criticism.  But writing so positively 
cripples the review as a genre, because instead of saying what they need to say, pro and con, critical reviewers now wrote 
only to please or pacify others, severely limiting the impact of the review as an important social and cultural voice.   

Let’s consider that voice.  In the same way that music or literature can be divided into multiple subgenres, the 
review has also traditionally been divided, according to the type of art under review. If one were to divide the review 
genre in this way, these subgenres would be book reviews, film and television reviews, music reviews, and art reviews. 
Rather than separating reviews by the kind of art that inspires them, however, it might be more useful to divide the genre 
into more substantial subgenres that allow the reader to fully see all that the review has to offer. These alternate subgenres 
include the historical review, the sociological review, and the reader-response review.  Each of these subgenres serves as a 
prompt of sorts to encourage the reader to think further about whatever work of art happens to be the subject of the 
review. Through analysis of multiple reviews from each subgenre, it becomes clear how the review works as a 
contributing voice to social and cultural discussion.  Realizing what the review has to offer, moreover, helps dispel some 
of the negative perceptions regarding criticism, then and now.  

The real significance of the review lies in the unique message that the critic seeks to share with his or her 
audience. For example, if a critic is writing a concert review about a popular artist who did not perform so well, the critic 
would need to report this lack-luster performance, as well as the artist’s more general historical, sociological, and/or 
cultural role and significance. How the reviewer contextualizes the artist or work under discussion helps the reader to 
identify what kind of review it is, and the importance of what the reviewer is trying to say.   

We need to understand who the critic is and the importance of filtering own things like hostility to criticism or the 
influx of online criticism.  One of the best ways to do this is through education.  Courses dedicated to the genre of the 
review to undergraduate students will expose students to aspects of history, society, and culture often missed in a 
traditional academic setting. Such courses will inspire future generations of critics, strengthening and preserving the genre 
so it can carry on valuable discussions that bring to light aspects of history, society, and culture that would otherwise go 
unnoticed.  
 

 
 
Woodworth, Marc, and Ally Jane Grossan. How to Write about Music: Excerpts from the 33 1/3 Series, Magazines, Books and Blogs with Advice from Industry-leading 

Writers.  Bloomsbury USA, 2015.  Nook eBook.  
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Nora Moncada 
 

Literature 
 

 
 

Joyce’s Dubliners: Constructs of Gender and Nation in Early Twentieth-Century Ireland 
 

Abstract 
 

James Joyce’s 1914 collection of short stories, titled Dubliners, deals with the quotidian lives of the residents of the city of Dublin in the early 
twentieth century. Each of the fifteen stories conveys a sense of entrapment and paralysis, as men and women struggle with issues of class, gender, 
and sexuality. This project focuses on three of the short stories – “Eveline,” “A Painful Case,” and “The Dead” – in an effort to demonstrate the 
force of Victorian-era gender mores in early twentieth-century Ireland. Additionally, this thesis seeks to demonstrate how the issues of gender, which 
so profoundly impact the characters in each of the stories, reflect the national history and landscape. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

It was on a mild June day in 1914 that the renowned London publisher, Grant Richards, released James Joyce’s Dubliners, a 
collection of fifteen short stories. Joyce struggled for nine years to see the publication of his work – having dealt with everything from 
censorious edits to the elimination of whole stories. Nonetheless, he was proud of his writing, confident that it compactly conveyed 
the complexion of a nation; he famously wrote to Richards that the collection permitted the Irish people to have “a good look at 
themselves in my nicely polished looking-glass” (Letters 63). There is no doubt that Joyce’s Dubliners offers a vivid topographic 
survey of Ireland’s social and cultural fabric, using the city of Dublin as a lens for examination. Each of the collection’s fifteen stories 
sketches unique characters, undergoing distinct journeys in private and public life, while caught in a debilitating web of residual 
sociocultural values from the Victorian period. In particular, the men and women of Dubliners struggle with stifling gender norms 
carried over from the nineteenth century. This thesis will focus on three principal stories – “Eveline,” “A Painful Case,” and “The 
Dead” – to demonstrate how men and women both accommodate and rally against pre-established gender constructs. 

The environment of the Ireland about which Joyce writes in Dubliners was tangled in political and cultural changes. 
Although Joyce was living abroad with his later-wife, Nora Barnacle, during the composition of the collection, he remained acutely 
aware of key issues in his native home, thanks to news updates and frequent correspondence with family and friends. Politically 
speaking, there were two (very) general camps in Ireland at the time of Joyce’s writing – the Conservatives, those who favored 
maintaining a relationship with England, and the Nationalists, who favored increased independence from England. The tension 
between those two groups escalated during the end of the nineteenth century, after the Irish Parliamentary Party (also known as the 
Home Rule Party, which advocated Ireland’s self-government, although within England’s reach) was weakened by scandal. By the 
turn of the century, when Joyce began writing, political upheaval was a given. Alongside these political surges were simultaneous 
cultural changes. Ireland found itself caught up in a movement “to reconstruct an Irish culture apart from Saxon influence” (Schwarze 
20). Organizations seeking to promote national unity proliferated – among them the Society for the Preservation of the Irish Language 
established in 1876, the Gaelic Athletic Association established in 1884, the National Literary Society established in 1892, the Gaelic 
League established in 1893, the Irish Literary Theatre established in 1899, and the Irish National Theatre Society established in 1902.  

These groups formed a crucial part of the Gaelic Revival and the Literary Revival of Ireland, as they sought to extract Irish 
“essence” from British-dominated society and foreground it. These revivalist movements spotlighted pastoral life and one figure in 
particular: the peasant. This focus on rural life and character was intended not only to convey the beauty of Irish culture but also to 
reclaim the integrity of Irish identity: “The Revival imbued its peasant figure with a transcendent, spiritual nature intended to counter 
the image of the drunken, simianized “Paddy” so familiar in the English press; the peasant’s connection to the soil functioned to assert 
not only the peasant’s purity but also deep-rooted Irish property rights against colonial misappropriations” (Schwarze 26). Indeed, 
revivalism sought to assert Irish distinction in both physical and cultural spaces. It is in this vein that authors, like William Butler 



 

6 
 

Yeats, strove to depict an “Irish Ireland” in their work. Joyce, however, saw the revivalists’ objectives as not only unfeasible but also 
potentially perilous:  

To tell the truth, to exclude from the present nation all who are descended from foreign families would be impossible, and to 
deny the name of patriot to all those who are not of Irish stock would be to deny it to almost all the heroes of the modern 
movement – Lord Edward Fitzgerald, Robert Emmet, Theobald Wolfe Tone and Napper Tandy, leaders of the uprising of 
1798, Thomas Davis and John Mitchel, leaders of the Young Ireland movement, Isaac Butt, Joseph Biggar, the inventor of 
parliamentary obstructionism, many of the anticlerical Fenians, and, finally, Charles Stewart Parnell, who was perhaps the 
most formidable man that ever led the Irish, but in whose veins there was not even a drop of Celtic blood. (CW 161–62)  

Indeed, Joyce felt profoundly that the reality of Irish culture and nationality was heterogeneous. He did not excuse or condone English 
oppression but embraced its consequences as the source of the nation’s identity, and his belief was that an attempt to filter out all but 
the Irish “essence” was impossible and detrimental. There is no doubt why, then, he included such a diverse array of characters in 
Dubliners who, as Schwarze writes, “create fissures of racial and linguistic identity” and thereby establish the multifaceted character 
of the contemporary Irish national (23).  
 Just as political turmoil gave rise to societal uncertainty in Ireland, sociocultural values transplanted from England were also 
giving rise to a pervasive national anxiety about the roles of men and women. A tangled mess of gender norms from Victorian-era 
England had infiltrated Ireland, tinting the nation’s cultural framework. The dominant image of masculinity that trickled in from 
England to Ireland can be traced to Anglican minister, Charles Kingsley, and what he dubbed as “Christian masculinity” (72). In the 
latter half of the nineteenth century, Kingsley coalesced various Victorian-era images of manhood into a streamlined archetype of 
masculinity that placed a premium on discipline, cleanliness, and heterosexual virility. This image of “Christian manliness” would 
become a sociocultural force in both England and then Ireland, establishing gender norms that would have a lasting impact. Although 
rejected by certain groups, this trope of masculinity infused Irish national rhetoric…. Although such depictions of masculinity 
complicated the nation’s self-identification with motherhood, as Schwarze notes, this Kingsleyan ideal did not necessarily negate the 
popular Mother Ireland trope. Instead, it subsumed it and, by doing so, helped establish a common image of femininity as forbearing 
and domestic. The Victorian-era concept of public and private spheres, delegated to men and women respectively, took shape in 
Ireland as individuals sought to accommodate societal, gender-based expectations regarding their bodies and behavior. It was in this 
setting that Joyce observed the corrosive effects of gender-specific mores and it was on these ideals which he reflected as he began to 
pen Dubliners abroad….  

Joyce’s Dubliners is crammed with meaning – each of the collection’s stories begins with a template of quotidian life in early 
twentieth-century Dublin and layers in acute commentary on class, gender and sexuality, and nation. Even within just three stories, a 
fifth of the collection, Joyce uses his looking glass to cast a broader view at Ireland as a whole. In “Eveline,” what Joyce depicts most 
powerfully is the uncertainty of life for women struggling to establish themselves in an environment dictated by gender norms, which 
have placed them under the control of men. This story’s impact is due to its personal influence, to the fact that Joyce drew it from the 
events of Nora Barnacle’s personal life, her own struggles with domestic violence in her upbringing and her relationship with Joyce. It 
is because Joyce understands firsthand the deleterious effect of gender norms from the Victorian period that he so poignantly portrays 
the dangers and uncertainties of being a woman confined by regulatory socio-cultural mores in early twentieth-century Ireland.  In “A 
Painful Case,” Mrs. Sinico and Mr. Duffy serve as a serious indictment of the treatment of men’s and women’s gender roles and 
sexuality in contemporary Ireland. The tragedy of Mrs. Sinico and Mr. Duffy’s affair mirrors the unfortunate events surrounding 
Charles Stewart Parnell and Katherine O’Shea during the late nineteenth century, and this should not be considered a coincidence. 
Indeed, Joyce uses romantic entanglement to denote political entanglement: the ugly consequences of the Sinico-Duffy affair parallel 
the calamitous effect that public condemnation of the O’Shea-Parnell affair had on the Home Rule party and its objectives.  Joyce’s 
most profound observations, however, culminate in “The Dead,” where he presents readers with Gabriel and Gretta Conroy. In this 
story, Joyce merges the personalized technique he used in “Eveline” (drawing from his relationship with Nora Barnacle) and the 
politicized approach he used in “A Painful Case” (critically assessing Ireland’s political landscape and national complexion), and he 
fuses personalized and politicized meaning in his observations on the deleterious effect of Victorian-era gender norms. By doing so, 
he offers readers two images of Ireland through Gabriel and Gretta’s characters: one that is rocked by inner turmoil and the other that 
is self-possessed. The marriage between the two is crucial because it ensures that even the uncertainly Irish, like Gabriel, will be able 
to move forward alongside their rooted, self-assured counterparts. Both Irelands are necessary, but one will lead the other. This 
portrayal of Gabriel and Gretta is both a promise for the nation and one for women, both of which are emerging from a heavy web of 
residual, Victorian-era gender norms. There is, perhaps, no more powerful a representation of simultaneous anguish and hope for a 
nation than in James Joyce’s Dubliners. 
 

 
 
Joyce, James. The Critical Writings of James Joyce. Ed. Ellsworth Mason and Richard Ellmann. New York: Viking Press, 1959.  
Schwarze, Tracey Teets. Joyce and the Victorians. Gainsville: University Press of Florida, 2002. Web. 
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Yesica Montesino 
 

Literature 
 

 
 

The Creation of Revolutionary Women Through the Restrictions of Machismo and Marianismo  
During Rafael Trujillo’s Dictatorship 

 
Abstract 

 
Machismo is the idea that men are superior, strong, and intelligent. They are allowed to do as they please as long as it does not affect 
their macho image. Marianismo focuses on the idea that a woman is supposed to reflect the virtues of the Virgin Mary by dedicating 
their lives to their husbands and children. Three novels - Before We Were Free and In the Time of the Butterflies by Julia Alvarez and 
Let It Rain Coffee by Angie Cruz - feature revolutionary women who go follow these traditions even as they fight against them. 
Alvarez’s Carmen is a housewife who joins a revolutionary organization out of a desire to protect her family. Alvarez’s Minerva 
begins as a regular citizen, but she ultimately rebels against the government because she believes in equal rights. Cruz’s Miraluz is a 
woman who is never afraid to speak her mind to the men she controls and intimidates.  These three very different women all share one 
goal, however:  they all seek to destroy Rafael Trujillo, president and dictator of the Dominican Republic. 
 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

"He who does not know how to deceive does not know how to rule" (Trujillo). Before Rafael Trujillo’s dictatorship, he 
manipulated his way into the presidency and the hearts of the people of the Dominican Republic. Trujillo’s reign, from 1930 to his 
assassination in 1961, was a period of terror and violence that changed the lives of many: “He controlled every aspect of Dominican 
life - radio, the mail, the press, airport arrivals and departures, who got passports and who didn't - and rose to power through the U.S.-
supported National Guard” (Robinson 174). At the beginning of his dictatorship, the majority of organizations, including the Catholic 
Church, supported Trujillo. When people realized that family members and friends were disappearing, however, they began to 
question and ultimately rebel against him. But anyone who went against his rules faced torture or death: by the end of his rule, Trujillo 
was responsible for more than 50,000 deaths (Figueredo 4).       

The disappearance of family members, friends, and strangers, along with the stories of these disappearances, changed the role 
of women in Dominican society, mainly because those who disappeared were their husbands, sons, and friends. Feeling the need to 
protect their families, as well as their rights, these women became revolutionaries.  Some women joined the anti-Trujillo organization 
while they still followed their traditional roles as a mother and wife. Others sacrificed these roles and fully dedicated themselves to the 
revolutionary organization. In Julia Alvarez’s Before We Were Free, Carmen is a housewife who follows the social norms, but she 
ultimately joins the anti-Trujillo organization in order to protect her family. Minerva Mirabal, a peripheral character from Alvarez’s In 
the Time of the Butterflies, openly fights against the social norms in order to play an active role in the campaign against Trujillo. In 
Angie Cruz’s Let it Rain Coffee, finally, Miraluz is deeply involved in the anti-Trujillo organization, and she rebels against social 
expectations for women. 

Carmen, Minerva, and Miraluz are transformed into revolutionary women during Trujillo’s dictatorship not only because of 
Trujillo, however, but also because of the patriarchal society in which they find themselves. The social expectations for men and 
women in all three novels are based on the rules of machismo and marianismo. Machismo is the idea that men are superior, strong, 
intelligent, and without emotion, while women are the opposite in every way. Women are allowed to do as they please as long as it 
does not affect their men’s macho self-image. Marianismo focuses on the idea that a woman is supposed to reflect the virtues of the 
Virgin Mary, dedicating her life to her husband and children…. Although the idea of machismo was not studied until the 20th century, 
the practice of machismo goes back to at least the 15th century and it is present in literary works beginning in the 1800s. Poems written 
by Dominican authors often describe the ideals of machismo through the descriptions of proper women. Federico Bermúdez, a 
Dominican poet from the late 1800s and early 1900s, shows machismo in his poem “Del Lavadero [From the Laundry].” In writing 
about the role of women in the household, the poem’s speaker focuses his attention women washing clothes: “¡Jóvenes mujeres, del 
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deber esclavas, / cumplen afanosas con su gran deber. / Young women, slaves of their duty, / industriously complete their great duty.” 
The speaker’s work-choice makes clear how machismo is part of Dominican culture. Women were affected by machismo at an early 
age, when they became “esclavas” or slaves of their society’s patriarchal system of rules. It is their “duty” to industriously complete 
the chores within the household. The word “afanando,” industriously rushing, highlights the importance of this type of work for 
women in Dominican society…. 

Political activism causes the revolutionary women in Alavarez’s and Cruz’s novels to violate many of the rules of machismo 
and marianismo, though it is also true that these rules severely limit the women’s involvement in the war against Trujillo. Carmen, a 
mother in Alvarez’ Before We Were Free, is a crucial figure in the novel and in Dominican history because through her the reader 
learns about a woman who becomes revolutionary while still following her duties as a housewife. Carmen became revolutionary when 
she realized that Trujillo is not fulfilling his promise of protecting the role of women who play by the rules of machismo and 
marianismo. At the beginning of Trujillo’s dictatorship, Trujillo and Carmen seemed to share the same goals of protecting women in 
the home. After Tio Toni, Carmen’s relative, is discovered rebelling against the government, however, her family is considered an 
enemy of Trujillo, who intends to destroy them. But Carmen is not going to let the dictator destroy what she has worked so hard to 
build. As a woman who has learned the lessons of 20th-century Dominican culture – that a woman grows up to marry and bear 
children, whom she then protects and nurtures – Carmen takes her domestic role very seriously.  When the men in the anti-Trujillo 
organization unpack weapons in her living room, for example, she stops them, not allowing weapons to be put within sight of her 
youngest daughter, Anita: “‘Aqui no [Not here].’… She doesn’t want the man unloading his gear in front of [Anita]” (Alvarez Before 
We were Free 95). When Carmen sees the weapons, it reminds her of Trujillo and his malice, and she fights the dictator by banishing 
his kind of violence from her home, in political defiance of social gender norms….  Carmen becomes a revolutionary woman capable 
of pushing back against machismo, ironically, because she upholds the machismo/marianismo values of a woman protecting her 
family and home….  Like Carmen, many revolutionary women broke social stereotypes that stated that women were only good at 
managing a household:  they became knowledgeable about politics and weapons, and many became involved in revolutionary activity 
and risked their lives for a better future…. 

Alvarez’s In the Time of the Butterflies depicts the life of four sisters who were murdered by Trujillo:  the novel dramatizes in 
fiction the historical fight that Minerva Mirabel and her sisters waged against the dictator.  Minerva is a woman who knows how 
unequal she is held to be, compared to men, and she is not afraid to talk about her disappointment in the gap between legal and social 
reality.  In the early 20th century, women in the Dominican Republic lacked any rights from the government and their husband. In 
1942, however, Trujillo granted full suffrage to Dominican women…. But as Minerva’s story makes clear, even though women were 
granted the right to vote, they were still not considered equal to men. Minerva wants to become a lawyer because she wants women to 
be as equal in fact as they are in law. Her desire for equality and her fearlessness of character allow her to have a strong voice, even 
against her parents…. 

Another important revolutionary character is Miraluz from Cruz’s Let It Rain Coffee. Unlike the other female characters, 
Miraluz’ involvement within the anti-Trujillo organization begins after Trujillo’s assassination. Where Carmen and Minerva fight to 
end Trujillo’s life, Miraluz fights to end his government, and she uses the freedoms he gave women to do so…. The freedom and 
power Trujillo’s laws give Miraluz are enough for her to feel superior to the group of men who sit with her every night in the city of 
Los Llanos. While the men speak cautiously about Trujillo and his government, Miraluz (like Minerva) is portrayed as a strong-
minded woman:  she encourages the group of men to action, and urges them to fight against the government. Once that she proposes 
her ideas, of course the men feel the need to devalue her as a women and send her home to her proper sphere. Miraluz is not a quitter, 
however.  She uses her knowledge to convince the men that she belongs in their group. One night, she informs them that Trujillo was 
going to die the next day. She knows that the men doubt her, because to them a woman was not supposed to know this type of 
information, especially if none of the men knows about it first. When the men challenge her, Miraluz makes a vow:  if Trujillo lives, 
“Then I won’t return to your circle again. And allow you men to think that you know everything” (Cruz 42). The “circle” Miraluz 
refers to is important in both the text’s social fabric as well as Dominican history. Aware that she is not allowed into the circle of men, 
she chooses not to be in it; she also “allows” the men to “think” they know everything – and to discover that they do not. In just two 
short sentences, that is, she contradicts the rules of machismo by speaking openly about inequality and giving herself the right to 
decide whether or not she wants to be a part of it.  
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Agents of Order and Chaos in Society in Traditional Detective Fiction 
 

Abstract 
 

Detective fiction stories and narratives have been around for more than one hundred years. The detectives within these stories use their 
sleuthing skills to solve cases and catch the bad guy. Detectives who solve the cases follow a discernible pattern of detection 
characterization and narration. This pattern can apply to any detective: Dupin, Holmes, Poirot, and Marlowe are all examples of the 
traditional detective. They are considered agents of order because they solve cases and restore social order in a world in which society 
is presented as good and crime as bad.  Though these detectives are considered eccentric, they still function within the rules of society, 
and their narrators make them acceptable by telling their stories of social restoration. Lisbeth Salander begins by following the same 
pattern, but she deviates from it to reflect a more realistic version of modern society, which is itself corrupt and uses crime to 
marginalize individuals who do not fit into the dominant class order. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

For more than one hundred years, authors of detective fiction novels and stories have evoked interest for readers 
through pages full of suspense. The solution to the crime unfolds slowly, and ultimately it is the detective who gets the upper 
hand through his or her resourcefulness and intelligence in solving the crime and catching the bad guy. Famous authors such as 
Edgar Allan Poe, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, Agatha Christie, and Raymond Chandler all wrote timeless detective fiction stories. 
Though these and other authors created stories and narratives that differed from each other, there was always one constant.  
Even though the detectives are often weird and eccentric characters, they function as agents of order, and they restore order to 
normal by solving crimes. This narrative presents an image of society as basically good:  crime is bad because it disrupts order, 
and putting things back in order is the valuable social function that the detective performs. Stieg Larsson’s famous Millennium 
trilogy, however, deviates from the pattern of traditional detective stories in order to represent the essentially disordered nature 
of contemporary society. Larsson’s character, Lisbeth Salander, challenges and goes against society in order to expose an 
ideology that fails to represent the outsider; as a result, Larsson’s novels can portray society in a more realistic way than does 
traditional detective fiction. Larsson portrays Salander as an outsider:  she is not an agent of order because she has enough 
distance on society to come to her own conclusions about it, and her non-conformist ways enable her to see the world accurately 
as corrupt and chaotic. In order for her society to change, someone – Salander –  has to go against the grain and show that crime 
is not a departure from but a manifestation of society, and that restoring the original (criminal) order is not always ideal….  

The presumption that a single crime and its resolution create order in society through the assistance of a detective was 
established long ago by Poe, Doyle, Christie, and Chandler. It is the belief of Stephen Knight, a socially oriented critic, that “the 
private detective, by successfully uncovering the criminal, demonstrates the efficacy by one central class-value – bourgeois 
individualism – and thus confirms the ability of the social system to preserve itself” (Huhn 453). Robin Winks’s theory of 
detection confirms Knight’s point because the detectives come across cases only when those cases threaten the dominant 
bourgeois class. The detective becomes the safety net of society, preserving it from the threat of disorder or chaos. These 
detectives have bought into the reigning social system:  even if they seem to be outsiders, they still function as society wants 
them to, and so are considered merely eccentric. The distinction between the detectives of these four authors and Larssen’s very 
different and emerges in three separate realms: Salander’s motives for revenge; Salander as an enemy of social order; and the 
difference between the simple eccentricities of traditional detectives and Salander’s true marginalization….  

Lisbeth Salander’s reputation differs from those of the other four detectives because she is presented by Larsson as a 
vigilante. Revenge is the driving force behind Salander’s sleuthing. Salander’s vengeful action and lack of remorse resembles 
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those of Batman. Batman made his first appearance in a 1939 comic book published by Detective Comics. At an early age 
Bruce Wayne sees his parents get murdered and vows to avenge them. He learns skills that will allow him to become Batman 
and fight crime. He vows to fight crime at night and instill into society the fearful knowledge that crime will not go unpunished. 
If Batman’s motivation in fighting injustice in Gotham City is the death of his parents, however, Salander’s motivation is 
revenge: it is the unjust actions of her society’s authority figures toward her that push her to fight her criminal society….  

The choice of narrator controls the traditional detective story. This control presents the detective as able to solve crimes 
with their sleuthing skills, but more importantly establishes them as agents of order. The choice of narrator therefore becomes a 
bridge that allows society to accept the detective. Larsson's revision of the traditional detective story removes this control. In the 
Millennium Trilogy, the narrator is unidentified and is himself not connected to society, quite unlike the narrators associated 
with Dupin, Holmes, Poirot, or Marlowe. This lack of social connection allows the narrator to reflect society in a more realistic 
way. It also enables him to reveal Salander’s more extreme position as a marginalized outsider: "He glanced suspiciously at his 
colleague Lisbeth Salander, who was thirty-two years his junior. He thought for the thousandth time that nobody seemed more 
out of place in a prestigious security firm that she did" (Larsson Dragon Tattoo 37). Being “out of place” makes clear that 
Salander does not fit into social or professional norms, but it does not in itself suggest whether she is an agent of order or agent 
of chaos.  With no established control over Salander, Larsson’s narrator presents her as society sees her, namely as an outsider. 
At the same time, he is able to do what previous narrators in detective-fiction were unable to do, which is to critique society and 
authority figures as well as individual crimes and criminals. "'I think you and I are going to be good friends,' he said. 'We have 
to be able to trust each other'" (Larsson Dragon Tattoo 221). The narrator wants to control Salander, but because he himself 
lacks real connection to society, Salander is able to maintain control over her own story in ways not possible with Dupin, 
Holmes, or Poirot. Marlowe was able to control his story, but his morality and lack of brutalization kept him on the side of 
society. 

By allowing Salander to control her own story, the narrator both narrows and broadens her investigation as needed to 
show society’s corruption. “What she needed was a way to control her guardian and thus her own situation” (Larsson Dragon 
Tattoo 244). When dealing with personal issues, Salander narrows her focus directly to herself and the criminal. This removes 
any involvement of society and Salander can get her own revenge for brutalization that she has had to endure…. The choice of 
narrator can also help Salander to broaden her investigation. "'I've identified the R.J., Rebecka Jacobson.' He told her what the 
five-figure numbers stood for. 'If I'm right, then we're going to find four more victims – Magda, Sara, Mari, and R.I.'" (Larsson 
Dragon Tattoo 335)…. The Harriet Vanger case, which is the main focus of the book, involves more than one victim, which 
means that the solution of the case will not restore order in society, but will instead expose society’s corruption and use of 
crime. "It's a tremendous assault on human rights, and the girls involved are so far down society's ladder that they’re of no 
interest to the legal system... It's part of the system" (Larsson With Fire 89)…. For Dupin, Holmes, Poirot, and Marlowe, the 
dominant class was affected by crime and a solution was necessary to protect their interests. In Salander's case, she exposes 
social corruption and reveals how authority figures use crime to control individuals.  By doing so, she also liberates herself from 
that social control….   

Without the precedents of Poe and Doyle, Larsson would not have been able to critique society as he does; Dupin and 
Holmes are the foundation for Salander’s story. These two detectives are controlled by a friendly narrator who makes them 
acceptable to both society and the reader; they focus directly on the case and do not challenge order. Over time, however, 
fictional detectives acquired more freedom in their sleuthing. The choice of narrator became a respectable member of society, 
but not a friend to the eccentric detective. This change allowed the detective to be more critical of society, but he was still 
controlled by the narrator. Christie’s character, Poirot, for example, has story is told through the voice of a respectable member 
of society who has no connection to Poirot himself. The lack of connection allows Poirot to be more critical of society than 
Dupin and Holmes, but still unwilling to critique society itself. Another shift occurs with Chandler’s character, Marlowe. By 
having the freedom to tell his story, Marlowe seemed to have a better opportunity to critique society than his fictional 
predecessors. But Marlowe’s morality and his connection to society hold him back from any serious critique. The control that 
limited Dupin, Holmes, Poirot, and Marlowe, however, is not present with Salander. Free of a narrator who controls the story, 
Larsson shows Salander’s sleuthing skills without constraint. Salander can take matters into her own hands and be a vigilante.  
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Influences of White Standards of Beauty on Black Women and Girls in Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye 
 

Abstract 
 

Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye addresses white standards of beauty and its detrimental effects on Black women and girls. In the 
novel, there are three different types of Black women: light-skinned, brown-skinned, and dark-skinned.  These types are represented 
by four characters: Maureen, Geraldine, Pecola, and Pauline. These idealized standards of beauty present light-skinned women as 
beautiful and dark-skinned women as ugly, creating a binary relationship between the two figures. Morrison also presents Claudia, a 
character who rejects white standards of beauty. Morrison’s protagonist Pecola is a dark-skinned girl who experiences rejection due to 
white standards of beauty. Pecola learns to internalize and emulate these standards of beauty in hopes of being perceived as beautiful. 
All these factors influence how she views herself and how she views society. Pecola then develops a desire for blue eyes, believing 
that if she has blue eyes, she will finally be beautiful. 
 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

What makes a woman beautiful? Women’s status of beauty is based on their physical appearance. This 
evaluation is usually influenced by the shape of their body, height, face, and even hair color and texture. More 
than any of these, however, women’s status of beauty is decided largely upon the color of their skin. For a long 
time, one racial standard of beauty has been idealized: the white standard. The idealization of whiteness as an 
indicator of beauty has caused Black women to be disassociated from beauty, making beauty racist. For Black 
women, beauty is not only racist, beauty is also colorist. “Colorist” beauty upholds the idea that the ugliest type 
of Black woman is the dark-skinned woman. This idea has been internalized and further supported by the Black 
community. Dark-skinned Black women are sometimes discriminated against and labeled as ugly, even by 
people of their own race. This is called intraracial colorism –  a form of discrimination within a racial group that 
is based on skin color. Within the Black community, lighter-skinned women are considered to be more beautiful 
than darker-skinned women. 

In Morrison’s text, Pecola metaphorically and physically internalizes the very white, color-struck beauty 
standards that oppress her. One instance is her over-consumption of white milk in a Shirley Temple cup: the 
narrator explains that Pecola “was fond of the Shirley Temple cup and took every opportunity to drink milk out 
of it just to handle and see sweet Shirley’s face” (23). Like her mother, Pecola has also learned to admire figures 
that symbolize white standards of beauty and desirability. The milk in the Shirley Temple cup means that 
Pecola engages in a double consumption of whiteness. White milk could be symbolic of Pecola’s desire to 
“whiten” her skin (it is a way for her to emulate whiteness by directly consuming a symbol of whiteness). By 
drinking milk out of the Shirley Temple cup, Pecola is in effect trying to internalize the beauty and admiration 
that is associated with Shirley Temple. By drinking out of the cup, Pecola is trying to be like Shirley Temple. 

Eyes are very significant to Pecola’s character. She comes to the conclusion that if her eyes change, the 
world’s perception of her will change: “It had occurred to Pecola some time ago that if her eyes, those that held 
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the pictures, and knew the sights – if those eyes of her were different, that is to say, beautiful, she herself would 
be different” (46). Pecola comes to believe that for there to be a change in how she is perceived, she needs to 
change. Pecola’s desire to be beautiful grows, and her yearning for blue eyes with it: “Each night, without fail, 
she prayed for blue eyes…. Thrown, in this way, into a binding conviction that only a miracle could relieve her, 
she would never know her beauty. She would see only what there was to see: the eyes of other people” (47). 
Pecola views herself through the eyes of others, which causes her to develop a negative perception of herself. 
As critic Nancy Cardona states in “‘They Treated Me Like a Geography Lesson,’” “Unable to see herself as a 
person with value, Pecola relies on the perception of others, of dominant culture, for validation. The danger here 
is that the lens through which she is perceived will always find her lacking” (15).  

Pecola looks within herself to find the fault that makes her rejected by those around her, instead of 
looking out and seeing the fault in those around her. By looking within herself and believing that something is 
wrong with her, she starts to look at herself through the same “lens” from which she is already negatively 
perceived. Just as Claudia picks the doll apart to find the cause of its beauty, Pecola picks herself apart to find 
the cause of her ugliness: “Long hours she sat looking in the mirror, trying to discover the secret of the ugliness, 
the ugliness that made her ignored or despised at school, by teachers and classmates alike” (45). Both Pecola 
and Claudia look inwardly at the object of perception for some sort of answer, instead of looking at the 
perceiver: society. 

The moments of rejection that she experiences from her classmates and her teachers are moments when 
Pecola fully experiences her ugliness, unworthiness, and undesirability. These experiences are inflicted on her 
by the people that she sees and interacts with every day. The consistency of these experiences makes the sting 
of her perceived ugliness even more prominent. Cardona highlights that despite all this, “Pecola strives to be 
beautiful. She is convinced that if she were only beautiful, her life would be beautiful as well, as the images 
around her seem to suggest” (15). Pecola’s desire for blue eyes expresses her innocence. She doesn’t desire to 
be White or to be light, because doing so would constitute a hatred towards her race and herself, a hatred of 
blackness like Maureen and Geraldine feel. Instead she desires a change in perception: blues eyes that would 
allow her to finally be seen as beautiful and in turn, allow her to see herself as beautiful. 

Towards the end of the novel, the narrator makes a startling remark: “So it was. A little Black girl yearns 
for the blue eyes of a little White girl, and the horror at the heart of her yearning is the evil of fulfillment” (204). 
Pecola’s desire for blue eyes is fulfilled at the cost of herself. Unfortunately, Pecola loses her mind. Her desire 
for blue eyes comes true in her own imagination: the only person that can see Pecola’s “blue eyes” is herself. 
Therefore, Pecola is only beautiful in her imagination. Like her “blue eyes,” Pecola’s “beauty” only exist in the 
construct of her mind. Outside of it, Pecola is still perceived as ugly. Out of this tragic end, two things can be 
deduced in reference to the dark-sinned woman. First, for her to be beautiful, she needs to see herself as 
beautiful. And secondly, when the dark-skinned woman desires to emulate white standards of beauty and 
succeeds, it’s at the expense of losing herself or her identity. In this case, her attainment of “beauty” is 
indicative of a much greater loss. This loss is magnified when an entire race internalizes white standards of 
beauty and integrates them into their culture, creating a hierarchy of beauty based on skin color at the expense 
of their own. Even though The Bluest Eye was written so long ago, white standards of beauty still prevail today. 
Dark Girls (2011), a documentary directed by Bill Duke and D. Channsin Berry captures the damage that 
colorist, white standards of beauty continue to have on dark-skinned women and girls, and attests to the 
continuous integration of the color-struck mentality in the Black community. 
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Lost Child: A Story of Understanding and Love 
 

Abstract 
 
Lost Child is a combination of a critical introduction, “Writing Away the Fear: A Study of Healing and Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder,” and a memoir “Lost Child: A Story of Understanding and Love.” My introduction compares both Mac McClelland’s 
process of healing in her memoir, Irritable Hearts: A PTSD Love Story, and my process of healing in my own memoir, on the one 
hand, to research conducted on PTSD by Dr. Joshua A. Smyth and psychologists from the Netherlands, on the other. Writing can help 
patients with PTSD overcome their symptoms by allowing them to expose themselves to their trauma through writing, which then 
allows them to distance themselves from their trauma and acknowledge it as if they were another person looking at it from the outside. 
“Lost Child: A Story of Understanding and Love” is a collection of four short stories which document my history of trauma and 
demonstrate how I used writing to overcome my PTSD.   
 

 
 

Reading Selections 
From “Introduction”: In this collection of short stories, I explore the same concept Dr. Smyth does. For years I have known 

that I suffered from PTSD, but I was not clinically diagnosed until last summer when traumatic flashbacks caused a rise in my anxiety 
levels. I have been writing for many years and I have used writing for stress relief, in a nonspecific and nonclinical manner. After my 
diagnosis, I used expressive writing to write about traumatic events that occurred throughout my childhood in order to gain 
understanding from them. I knew that writing would be the only way for me to gain closure. I therefore decided that creating a thesis 
about the powers of expressive writing would be helpful:  not only would it assist me in proving something I truly believe in, but I 
would also gain self-understanding through writing my personal stories.   
  Through my writing, I take my healing a step further by describing how the traumatic events I faced affected me as a child 
and now as an adult. In “Bad Women,” for example, I write about an incident in which my father called me over to watch him rape my 
mother: “Your mom has been bad and I want to show you how bad women are treated.” I speak of how I internalized “bad women” to 
mean women who were married, women who did not adhere to their husband’s every command, women whose husbands had the 
power to do whatever they wanted with them even if it included rape. I also write about how I made a distinction between “bad 
women” and “bad girls.” Unlike “bad women,” “bad girls” could not be raped because “being just a girl, although still fear-striking, 
was better than being a woman, because I did not have to go through everything my mother did. I did get beaten, and bruises were like 
a daily outfit for me, but at least I was never pinned to a bed like my mother. Being just a girl limited my father to what he was 
allowed to do to me. I vowed to be a bad girl for as long as I could and stayed true to my word – until I began to write.  
 Through writing, I realized that there is no such thing as a “bad woman,” but that there was simply a bad father who 
traumatized me into believing that I would never be respected or loved for the woman I was to become. I also realized that although I 
wish my mother had made an effort to be a part of my life, I do not hate her because I understand now why it is she ran when she did. 
If she had been a part of my life, my father would have been a part of hers, and thus her suffering would have continued. I also 
realized that as I wrote about this event and others, I was exposing myself to my trauma in a healthy way. Revising my stories and 
sharing them with my advisors allowed me to desensitize myself to my trauma. I have learned to see the cognitive distortions that 
were formed during my childhood. I have been able to change negative thoughts into positive ones, because I learned that my thoughts 
were simply a product of what I was forced to endure. I have gone through cognitive behavioral writing therapy on my own and 
reaped the benefits of it.  
 My mental health has improved drastically in the past couple of months. Through writing, I realized how much I have grown 
to not only understand myself but also to understand those who have caused me harm. My anxiety levels have decreased as well, 
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which has assisted me greatly in dealing with my PTSD and my panic disorder. I have come to realize my strengths and to love myself 
even more as a writer, because it was through writing that I found how beautiful I am.  
 Although writing causes painful memories to resurface, writing can ultimately cause healing – emotionally, mentally, and 
physically. Writing allows patients to face their past, reflect upon it, and create positive coping mechanisms for the future. Writing in 
the end teaches writers that their lives, although messy, can now become stories they reflect upon and understand with new eyes. They 
take something that once made them scared and weak and turn it into something positive, a reason to succeed. In the end, there is 
nothing more powerful than a broken heart with a pen…. 

From “Grandpa”: Growing up I was never anyone’s favorite kid, except for my grandfather. He was my father’s father, a 
slightly overweight man who smelled like diesel and looked Arabic due to his tanned complexion and jet-black hair. My grandfather 
was my favorite person because he always treated me with love and encouraged me to explore my talents.…  

That day I learned that even if my grandfather was dead, he would never truly leave me. He would continue to live in my 
heart through the memories we created together and in the love we shared for one another. He would also always be my biggest 
motivator because even when I wanted to give in, I did not for fear of letting him down. My grandfather was someone who loved me 
unconditionally and always taught me that I was destined for greatness. I will live my life proving that he was right….  

From “Bad Women”: My poor mother; she had no control of her life. She was so weak and she continuously fell into the 
same cycle. He’d beat her, apologize, and treat her nicely for a couple of days. He’d make promises he would never keep and maybe 
even buy her a present. She would give into the fantasy and then end up in the same predicament all over again. I wished so many 
times for her to take me with her and run. I hated seeing her pale skin tainted by bluish-purple bruises and tears, but there was no way 
I could help her….  
 “Daddy stop,” I cried. “You’re hurting Mommy.” At this point the monster’s eyes fell upon me like shards of glass. With one 
look he could cut me open and dissect my thoughts. He turned towards my mother and started unbuckling his pants. I ran to my room 
before I could see how “bad women” were supposed to be treated. I cuddled with my sisters and cried. I understood at age six what 
my dad was doing; it wasn’t the first time he had hurt her in that way. It was just the first time he had called me to witness it.  
 Isn’t it sad that the law didn’t recognize spousal rape until 1994?...  

From “The Lamb”: I was twelve when it happened. At first I thought I was dreaming.  I felt someone touching my inner 
thighs, moving higher and higher between them with every second that passed. I shuddered in disgust and turned on my side. Then I 
felt someone cupping my right breast and I woke up but didn’t open my eyes. I was too scared. My chest tightened, I couldn’t breathe, 
and my heart rate accelerated. Then my nose was tickled and I opened my eyes. There he was, my great-cousin with his veiny face 
smiling at me as if I were pleased to see him. I jumped back but was unable to get away from his touch, because I was afraid to fall off 
the high bed. I sucked up my fear and acted as if everything were normal. I smiled and said good morning. He drew closer to me and 
kissed my bicep. I wanted to hit him, to force him away because, based on what I had seen happen to my mother, I knew what was 
coming. Yet at the same time I was afraid that if I acted out things would get worse…. 

From “Comprehending Dad”: Nelson Eddy Ruiz was born in Puerto Rico to a psychotic mother and a loving father who 
made all the wrong choices. At birth (according to family gossip), he was born with plagiocephaly, a condition characterized by a 
flattening of one side of the skull. Plagiocephaly occurs when a baby remains in a horizontal position for too long and fortunately does 
not affect the development of a child’s brain. In order to correct his head-shape my father had to wear a helmet, which made him the 
object of ridicule. As he grew older, the helmet came off, but his behavior was by then out of control and he did poorly in school. His 
family blamed his behavior and underdeveloped mentality on his plagiocephaly, thus providing him with a lifelong excuse for his 
unacceptable behavior. 
 His home was not a sweet one. It was not filled with love or cariño; it was filled with pain, fear and yearning. His mother was 
a strong woman who treated her husband and my father horridly. She wanted control of all aspects of life, and when her husband 
disagreed, she lashed out violently, beating him with closed fists and double-edged words until he got tired of it.  There were many 
times in which he would crack and beat her back. During one of those fights he almost killed her, and my poor father saw it all. He 
loved his father, but felt he had to defend his mother. Going against her would have been hell. So when his father almost choked her to 
death, he attacked him and threatened to murder him. That destroyed their relationship, and for years after, my father would yearn for 
the love of his father. A love he never received. A love you would think his mother would have provided him with. He was the son 
who had saved her life and he surely deserved to receive unconditional love from her. Yet, sadly, that was not the case. Instead of 
providing him with love, she completely disregarded his emotions. His sister was the light of his mother’s eyes and his mother never 
even tried to hide the favoritism. Without proper guidance, he ventured off into the world to continue a cycle he knew far too well….  

From “Epilogue”: As I reflect upon my life I cannot help but feel both a sense of happiness and sadness. I am sad because I 
will never know how it feels to have parents who love me, to have siblings with whom I’m close, or to feel comfortable with my own 
family. I am sad because my father will always be manipulative and we will never come to terms with each other. I am sad because 
my mother will always blame me for a marriage, hers, that was not my fault. I am sad because I don’t get invited to family Christmas 
dinners, Thanksgiving or family reunions. But most of all I am sad because my family is missing out on the most beautifully forgiving 
and patient intellectual they will ever meet – me. 
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The Protean Power of Poetry: Over the Classroom and Beyond 
 

Abstract 
 

Poetry is honest and independent. You don’t need literary rules or grammatical restraints. The poem starts raw and unique 
like a rock: a foundation for communicating with yourself, discovering yourself, leading to greater exchanges of thoughts, 
connections, learning, and growing. The protean properties of poetry-writing prove to be a powerfully effective tool for 
strengthening cognitive, scholastic, and emotional skills that have lifelong benefits reaching beyond our children’s 
classrooms.  The objective of this multimodal thesis is to explain the benefits of integrating poetry-writing into the 
classroom. The design aims at a clearer understanding of my students and my own children, in order to enhance their 
poetic sensibilities. Its three parts include formal research, personal reflections, and poetry I have written to further my 
argument. Each concludes with “You Put Your Write Foot In,” a section which offers additional poetry writing resources.   
My work is humorous, touching, and informative. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

I Like Doing Poetry 
Gravity lost power over his glowing face.  

Cheekbones rose, glossy eyes, the classroom dissolved  
The Poem; The Hero  

Adorned in words that he (could not read) understood.  
He swallowed Maya’s lines and 

Spoke his own poetry.   
 

 José was one of the children I worked with for three consecutive years. He was challenged with the reading level of a 
kindergartener, even while preparing to move into high school. It broke my heart every day to watch him suffer through the required 
curriculum. An Individualized Educational Program (IEP) does not always facilitate the learning needs of a child, as exemplified by 
José: while he received lots of support, he made little actual progress. As if holding a comatose victims hand, educators (which may 
include teachers, guardians, even dependent-care providers) wait and hope every day for a student to have that spark of energy needed 
to pry his learning eyes open, or trigger sound through his sleeping lips allowing his words to escape their own gravity. 
 I remember Maya Angelou’s poem, “Life Doesn’t Frighten Me,” awakening José’s mind and pride, as he found a connection 
through Angelou to his own potential.  He, too, refused to be limited by his challenges. But how often do we work with poetry in the 
classroom? The current curriculum has expectations that unfortunately create limitations; the goal of a shared common core 
curriculum is to pass tests. A student’s mind, and how it functions, is not the direct concern of standards and tests scores. Moreover, 
the tools and skills necessary for fundamental and life-long learning cannot be obtained by teaching to the test.  
 Poetry drives through all kinds of personal and academic terrains, from playtime to mathematics, introspection to empathy.  
But this powerful vehicle is under-utilized in most learning environments. Reading poetry can enhance comprehension, vocabulary, 
and even memorization skills, as Dr. Janette Hughes asserts: “Poetry is more than a vehicle for expression; it is also a way of 
knowing.” Writing poetry develops cognitive function, self-esteem, and active habits of mind, and it encompasses the attributes 
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necessary for strengthening scholastic, social, and emotional skills which are not only multidisciplinary, but a foundation for a 
successful life. 

Mind Over Moonrise
The Moon has tricked you as did the Atlantic at night,  

as did the edge of a flattened mother Earth 
when color was a curse –  stripping us 

of our original lands and lives and words unheard –  
unwritten. 

Now you will rise 
as trumpets ooze into your ears  

as angelic chords seep in 
as the golden microphone  

ascends from the thickening darkness. 
A moonrise over the invisible ocean horizon, 

casting prismatic glows from its wire graphed globular face,  

cordless and free, 
until it morphs into our Moon, 

our night light, the dream – the wish. 
Now will you look  

at the glittered night: timeless – almighty? 
Pick a star, any star ... 

You will have plenty of time to make more mistakes. 
The Moon only follows us darling, 

taking infinite laps around us,  
tugging only at loose waters. 

Do not get distracted.

  
 … Since my daughter is now a junior in high school, I wanted to know if she thought that writing more poetry in school 
would be a good idea. She answered, “Yes, because everyone has got something to say.” Although I agree in theory, my experience 
conflicts with her statement. 

In Pursuit of the Unspoken 
Flowers bloom both right and left 

of the weed that barely bends,  
even when breezes storm by. 

Sweet sunshine can  
cast her green shadow  

as tall as the neighboring stems, 
Yet she may not comprehend 

the flower petals are real.  
 

Brief are the wispy winds  
of wordless words. 

The dialect of neglect 
reflects in the ricochet 

of a pupil’s darting pupils, 
and questions fester  

quiet into silence  
ebbing through her snail shell. 

 
Lasso her baby babble 

And wrangle a truth 
disguised in bubbles 
floating past us all, 

save those who embrace 
enough bravery to believe. 

They bathe in exultant tears; 
never drown in dark ones. 

 
 I have seen students who never raise their hands and practically hide in their desks.  Ana, for example, is often found “ebbing 
through her snail shell.” Her few words are spoken in soft whispers, which I describe as “baby babble,” because she still has not 
developed age-appropriate communication skills. Her worried eyes, or “darting pupils,” often scan the classroom for a reaction to her 
participation, or even her presence. There are other students who only participate to get a good laugh, which reveals a sense of humor, 
but they lack any true comprehension.  
 We want to rouse that shoot-your-hand-up-in-the-air desire; the confidence that ignores your peers; the enthusiasm that 
doesn’t care about mistakes. Yet it is not the focus of any subject we learn in school. Self-esteem weaves in and out of the spotlight, 
while anti-bullying tends to attract the most attention.  School staff must receive DASA (Dignity for All Students Act) certification, a 
training that entails the prevention and intervention of bullying harassment and discrimination (NYSED.gov). But when we hear about 
another dreadful headline about yet another teen suicide, it should strike us that self-esteem development for our youth should be a 
high priority in educational training.  According to the Jason Foundation, there is an average of 5,400 suicide attempts every single 
day by kids in grades 7 through 12. Society is not giving the development of self-esteem the sufficient degree of attention it deserves. 
Faced with adolescence, peer-pressure, or learning challenges, student voices can get tangled and lost. But these conflicts present a 
real opportunity for educators to use poetry to help students build self-confidence, contribute to learning, and improving their 
relationship with themselves and others. 

 

 
 

“Youth Suicide Statistics.” The Jason Foundation. The Parent Resource Program, 2015. N.p. Web. 6 Nov. 2015  
 
 



 

17 
 

Jean Carlos Soto 
 

Creative Writing 
 

 
 

Daggers and Drones:  Part I of an Urban-Apocalyptic Novel 
 

Abstract 
 

What if swarms of military drones, deadly aircrafts that have advanced to the point where they could easily fit in your car’s trunk or 
glide through your open window, descended on an unsuspecting New York City and left the Big Apple in ruin? Daggers and Drones 
is an apocalyptic novel-in-progress that follows the separate storylines of five young adults as their respective boroughs and their 
plans for the future abruptly crumble down. Part I introduces Pakistani-American Leilah, Chinese-American Julius, Haitian-American 
Demetrius, Jewish-American Ezra, and Mexican-American Marisol just before, during, or in the aftermath of the drone strikes. 
Drawing on current events, religion, and sociopolitical issues, the project also briefly touches upon an ongoing conversation about 
cultural conflicts and ideas, while at the same maintaining complex and realistic characters that drive the plot. Each section is written 
in a different style, tone, and pace as per each character’s personality. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

Queens:  
Upturned Coronets 

 
The whirs echoed throughout the ravaged church.  

 Marisol Rivera lay before the Virgin of Guadalupe statue. Roses and the rhinestones of a broken tiara were strewn 
around her. Concrete dust discolored her pink taffeta gown and coated the blush on her cheeks; it grayed her lilac eye 
shadow and raspberry lip gloss; her straightened hair done up into a bun and held together by a spadinn, an Italian hair 
pin, was disheveled – the long hours her godmother spent that morning getting her ready for her quinceañera – ruined. A 
Mexican girl only ever gets one.   
 She struggled up. Some pendants of light had crashed on the pews, while some still hung suspended from the 
ceiling, their bulbs a dark gray. Aimless beams of sunlight shone through the shattered stained glass windows and onto the 
scattered pews, fallen columns, and smashed crystal chandelier: a sanctuary defiled. Though summer had just begun, a 
chilly draft swept across Marisol, making her shiver. She rubbed her arms, trying to warm herself, but her body would not 
stop shaking. At the far end of the aisle, an object slowly rose up from behind a pew: its silhouette small and rectangular, 
emitting a buzz rising and rising in pitch. It eased into one of the beams of light, revealing itself – a quadcopter bee drone 
bares of any colors save for the silvery steel of its arms and the black of its infernal body wrapped with snaking red and 
blue wires. Marisol gasped. Its four propellers, spinning fast, were a blur.  
 The drone tilted toward Marisol and charged at her head. She shrieked and ducked – the drone slammed into the 
statue of the Virgin mother. The statue shook and toppled over, falling on Marisol’s right leg. She squealed and tried to 
free herself. With her left leg she started pushing gently at the sacred figure that had her pinned down. Another bee drone 
clunked up the aisle toward her – two of its propellers damaged. An uncovered box attached to its belly exposed intricate 
wiring. She pushed the statue again with her foot; the drone came closer. She pushed harder; it came closer. She crossed 
herself and kicked the statue off her leg. She tried to roll over, but the Virgin Mother’s clasped hands clung to the hem of 
her gown as if trying to keep her close. Her eyes fixed on Marisol with the foreboding gaze of a worried mother.  
 Marisol yanked the spadinn out of her bun, and her hair washed down her back.  
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 “A girl should enter womanhood with a dagger,” her mother had said with a laugh as she handed over the 
spadinn, which did indeed resemble an antique dagger.  
 She had given it to Marisol when she turned fourteen a year earlier, nearly to the day. At first, Marisol thought it 
was an odd gift, so she left it in the bottom drawer of her dresser, until six weeks later when a car had run her mother 
down in Elmhurst and drove off without stopping. Marisol had rummaged through the drawer and placed the hair pin in a 
pink polka dot ceramic tray on top, so she could start and end every day looking at it. The quinceañera was the first time 
she wore it. 
 The drone was two meters away. Marisol grabbed the hem of her gown – the very gown she had spent hours 
wearing in the privacy of her room, marveling at how beautiful it was, how much it looked like a puffy pomegranate. She 
tightened her grip on the spadinn and sawed through the hem. She dove behind the granite alter. Two seconds later, the 
drone exploded into the Virgin Mother, leaving the statue in a heap of stone bits.  
 Marisol choked on the incense and ash. She seized the edge of the altar and hoisted herself to her feet, her right 
leg throbbing.  A lone chalice lay on its side. Earlier that morning, the priest had let Marisol sip from a chalice that 
resembled a bejeweled tulip. He then motioned for Marisol’s father to hand her a bouquet of roses for the Lady of 
Guadalupe statue and for a blessed future. She spun around – where was her father? Where were her godparents and aunts 
and uncles and cousins? Where was the priest? She tried to call their names, but she only coughed. She took a step – the 
soles of her feet soaked in something. From the overturned chalice, a rivulet of sacramental wine trickled across the altar, 
running down its side and pooled beneath the priest. He lay still and silent.  
 Marisol clutched her spadinn, not for protection but out of fear. She tiptoed to the priest, dragging her right leg, 
trying not to tread on the concrete chips and splinters of holy wood.  
 “Padre! Padre!” she whispered. She tapped, nudged, and shook his body for a response – any response. She lifted 
his head, and her fingers were soaked with what she thought was wine, but it was too thick for wine – it was blood. 
Shaking, she gently rested his head back on the ground, supporting the weight of his body with her right hand. She stared 
at the blood that soaked her left palm; it was more blood than she had ever seen, and it wasn’t hers. She could not wipe the 
blood on the priest’s robe, so she wiped them on her gown and rinsed them with wine. 
 Her chest heaved heavily from the sight of her bloodied hand and of the priest lying injured on hallowed ground. 
She stood up before the altar and scanned the church. 
 Debris – nothing but debris….  
 

She dropped the phone receiver onto the table and stumbled out of the vestry. The second she stood upon the 
pulpit again, where the priest still lay unconscious and the altar still dripped with the wine that was the blood of Christ, 
she saw her mortal father. Another fallen column mixed with blocks of cement weighed his body down feet behind the 
scattered pieces of the Virgin Mother’s statue.  

Why did she now see him? Why did she not see him when he was right behind her the entire time? No light shone 
upon his face – she would have seen him if he weren’t hidden in the darkest corner of the church. Why did she not see 
him?  

She wobbled to his body, unable to utter a sound or word, and when she reached his upper body jutting out from 
the dense heap, she collapsed by his head. She numbly brushed aside the minor dirt and dust and tried to pull his upper 
body out. She pulled and pulled, gently first, but after a whole minute with no success, she tried to drag him out with all 
her desperate strength.  

Her face flared up, she shuddered and clenched her teeth, and kicked the nearest splintered pew. She grabbed a 
plank that stuck out from the pew and kicked the other end of it until it broke off. She thrust the plank under the debris 
and tried to lever it all off her father with her body weight. She could not do it.  

She dropped the plank and fell by her father’s head. She lifted his head onto her gown and held it there. She stared 
coldly at the altar, then at the simple apse above it where the painted images of daisies and thistles and roses and lilies and 
lady slippers surrounded the humble image of the Virgin Mother. Marisol thought the apse’s semi-dome lacked lilacs. 
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The Evolution of a Genre:  
How William Golding Influenced a Generation of Writers and the Young Adult Fiction Genre through Lord of the Flies 

 
Abstract 

Young Adult literature has evolved since William Golding’s Lord of the Flies was published in 1954. Authors have built on key aspects of Golding’s novel, such as 
basing the measure of humanity on a group of adolescent boys, as well as the concept that the environment characters are placed in has a powerful effect on how they 
change. After sixty years of literature, history, and modern-day scientific theory on nature versus nurture, the genre has evolved to appeal to the current generation of 
readers. Careful analysis of several recent titles in young adult literature – including Koushun Takami’s Battle Royale (1999), James Dashner’s The Maze Runner Series 
(2009-2011), Libba Bray’s Beauty Queens (2011), and Scott Sigler’s Alive (2015) – makes clear the ways in which they belong to the world left to them by Golding’s 
Lord of the Flies.   

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

From the Introduction: The plot of a group of young adolescent boys trapped on an island by an unforeseeable 
accident is one that is known to many readers around the world. A plane brought down in the Pacific leaves a group of 
pre-teen boys on a deserted island, where their only means of survival is dependence on one another. This story was Lord 
of the Flies written by William Golding: “First published in 1954, this classic novel has sold millions of copies worldwide 
(more than 25 million in English alone). It has been translated into all the major languages, and many minority ones 
(Georgian, Basque, Catalan)” (“Timeline”). As a part of the young adult fiction genre, Lord of the Flies is one of the first 
novels published in the field, along with several others, such as J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye published three 
years before Golding’s novel in 1951, and S. E. Hinton’s The Outsiders, which was published in 1967. Lord of the Flies is 
also one of the most influential novels for young adult writers in the twenty-first century. The novel’s “theme is an 
attempt to trace the defects of society back to the defects of human nature” (Epstein 204). Golding’s novel essentially tries 
to trace the entire measure of mankind with only a small group of young male characters.  

Young-adult fiction has expanded immensely since Golding’s time, and is now one of the most published literary 
genres. What does this mean for Golding’s novel, which was published long before the millennial generation? Lord of the 
Flies has inspired many authors to re-tell the story from a modern perspective, but it has also inspired many more to look 
at the same situation from a futuristic dystopian world very different from Golding’s. Today’s authors are introducing 
elements that Golding did not use, such as female characters on the island; in addition, modern handling of the 
environment has changed the way that characters evolve.  

Though the story of survival is one that has been told by many authors, most of these tales are told from a 
predominantly male perspective and often leave female characters out of the story. Traditional female characters in 
literature have for the most part lived in a patriarchal society in which they have few rights.  Although they have some 
control over their family and their homes, they are generally not the ones going out on adventures that could have possibly 
land them on deserted islands. Libba Bray’s 2011 novel Beauty Queens changes this tradition by giving voice to female 
characters who fight to survive in a world similar to that of Lord of the Flies. Yet, these female characters evolve 
differently than male characters in Golding’s novel. Bray’s novel shows how female characters are influenced by the 
media, as well as by their family’s expectations of what they should grow up to be.  Nevertheless, unlike their male 
counterparts in Lord of the Flies, these young women do not regress under the stresses of island life.  

In several recent novels, male and female characters work together as a group to survive. James Dashner’s The 
Maze Runner Trilogy, for example, displays the similarities and differences between the male and female characters, and 
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explores how they influence one another within the confines of their environment when faced with a variety of different 
conflicts. Dashner’s series is a part of the modern craze of dystopian novels that seeks to redefine what human nature is, 
but it does so by exploring how the female characters influence the situations that force the characters to work either 
together or against each other. Many of the young women in these novels are in positions of power that were never 
imagined in Golding’s novel. One novel that is not considered young adult but is read by those who are interested in the 
genre is the 1999 cult novel by Koushun Takami, Battle Royale. In this novel, a group of students are forced to fight one 
another to the death, and only one can survive. The novel is filled with young women who think and act differently than 
their society expects them to do:  they work hard to survive and take on their fights on their own terms. They also have to 
contend with a ruthless government, as well as an emotionless classmate damaged both by an accident at birth and an elite 
upbringing. Scott Sigler’s 2015 dystopian science-fiction novel, Alive, finally, explores the consequences of advanced 
technology in a futuristic setting. The savagery of Sigler’s adult characters directly recalls Golding’s Lord of the Flies:  
the young people are saved; the real savages are the adults who wage wars on one another. 

Golding’s focus in Lord of the Flies is the measure of mankind, but recent novels suggest that mankind cannot be 
measured when the female half of the population is not included in the survey. The true measure of humankind must take 
into account everyone: human beings are all different, and everyone is flawed, but it is these differences and flaws that 
add up to the true measure of humanity. The several themes that Takami, Bray, Sigler, and Dashner incorporate into their 
novels suggest that these writers seek both to return to Golding’s novel and to depart from it, allowing the source-text to 
evolve along with society over time. These novels bring in new elements, including viruses that change human instincts, a 
changing environment that parallels a changing human nature, female characters who influence and even control the plot, 
and psychological challenges and defects.  Recent authors have taken Golding’s views of nature versus nurture and have 
expanded them to include different themes and characters in order to show the true measure of humanity. Maybe one day 
the novels written by the current crop of the young adult genre-writers will influence future authors just as Golding’s 
novel influenced them. 

 
From The Conclusion: William Golding probably did not know that the book he published in 1954 –  during the 

Cold War when the world was tangled in one major conflict after another – would inspire innumerable novelists to take 
his model and create their own worlds. The genre has evolved through the years, as Kay Sambell notes: “Since the late 
1960s, the futuristic fiction written for young readers has been disposed to make serious and disturbing comment on the 
likely direction of human civilization. During the 1970s and to the present day, a dark literature of emergency and despair 
has developed, expressing deep-rooted fears for the future of those children being addressed…. In the 1980s, 
devastatingly bleak visions of the horrifying aftermath of nuclear war emerged, adding new levels of pessimism and 
concern about the future” (163). Since the 1980s, the genre has evolved continuously, eventually leading to the 
publication of the current set of young-adult novels. The future is bleak in these novels’ worlds: the only hope for survival 
always lies in the hands of the children. In novels such as Bray’s Beauty Queens, moreover, the survival of the island and 
the world rest in the hands of girls. Whether the novels are based in a bleak dystopian future or our own modern world, 
each of these novels points out society’s and humankinds’ flaws – and those flaws are deep. As E. L. Epstein notes about 
Lord of the Flies, “The whole book is symbolic in nature except the rescue in the end where adult life appears, dignified 
and capable, but in reality enmeshed in the same evil as the symbolic life of the children on the island. The officer, having 
interrupted a man-hunt, prepares to take the children off the island in a cruiser which will presently be hunting its enemy 
in the same implacable way. And who will rescue the adult and his cruiser?” (204). In all of these worlds, the problems 
are caused by the adults and inherited by the children, and the savage nature of the novels’ characters, setting, and plot has 
its roots in the culture from which they derive. This core message has not changed from the time that Golding’s novel was 
published until now:  it has stayed the same, even as yesterday’s children become today’s adults.  The real question in 
Lord of the Flies is what kind of world the boys will create once they leave; the real question in later novels is whether 
their savagery on the island produced the adult dictators and rulers of the current genre of young adult fiction.   
 

 
 
Epstein, E. L.  “Notes on Lord of the Flies.”  The Lord of the Flies.  William Golding.  New York:  Berkley Publishing Group, 1954.  Print. 
Sambell, Kay. "Presenting the Case for Social Cange: The Creative Dilemma of Dystopian Writing for Children." Utopian and Dystopian Writing for Children and 

Young Adults. Ed. Carrie Hintz and Elanine Ostry. New York/London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 2003. 163-178. Print. 
“Timeline.”  William Golding.  2016. N.p. william-golding.co.uk. Web. 
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Condemned to Freedom:  
An Existentialist Reading of Choice and Identity in Invisible Man and Madame Bovary 

 
Abstract 

 
In Sartre’s Being and Nothingness he enumerates on the concept of bad faith and anguish. Anguish results from the realization that we are 
absolutely free and without guidance. Terrifyingly, he claims anything is possible and that humans are free without exception. Ralph 
Ellison’s Invisible Man is where the unnamed narrator, as a young, educated, black male is strongly expected to play certain roles in his 
community. Similarly, Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary gives us a contrasting case. Instead of a character who is burdened with 
societal expectations we find one who, as a woman, is burdened with almost none outside of marriage. Throughout this thesis I intend to 
focus on the following questions: if and how freedom can be denied by the self, and how freedom is restricted through societal 
expectations.	

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

During a lecture delivered in 1945 Sartre makes a claim that is central to his existentialist philosophy: “existence 
precedes essence” (Sartre and Barnes). This is a metaphysical claim that is laden with centuries of philosophical baggage but is 
nevertheless comprehensible without a knowledge of that history. To say that existence precedes essence is to recognize that 
humans find themselves existing in the world before they have encountered any reason for that existence. For a human, there is 
no purpose; the mere fact of our existence serves as our only directive. We find ourselves in the world knowing only that we do 
exist, with no tasks for us to complete, no list of goals we must fulfill, and no objective to aim our efforts towards. The mere 
fact of our existence is all we have. This situation that is described by Sartre: the strict definition of the human condition and its 
relation to freedom can be used as a lens for literary analysis.  I am interested in the work of Sartre in order to examine what it 
implies about what is essential to the individual.  That is to say, what does Sartre’s system imply about choice and freedom in 
literature? 

 Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man and Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary are texts that allow us to follow individuals 
whose material and social conditions, under the previously described lens, aversely effects their ability to manifest themselves 
through their choices. The protagonist of the Invisible Man has lived a life in which he unwittingly has been trying to fill the 
role of an intelligent young black male in 1950s America. Emma Bovary is given a marital role so unfulfilling that she feels a 
powerful drive to exercise the freedom that is being squandered. These two people find themselves aware that they have the 
capacity to choose, but they feel, for reasons contingent on social climate, that their options are limited or difficult to see. In the 
case of Invisible Man, I focus on three moments that describe the narrator’s coming into being, which is to say, the crucial 
moments that culminate in his recognizing his own freedom, his ability to choose, and the responsibility that comes with his 
choice. In the case of Emma Bovary, we find a character who, among other things, is thought to be exercising her freedom, but 
she does so in a way that many would disapprove. But I argue that while Emma is certainly making choices, she is not free. The 
relationship Emma Bovary has to her freedom is decayed, and as such it is not fully realized…. 
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 Choice is the feature that humans have without restriction and in this understanding lays the crux of Sartre’s 
existentialist philosophy. Sartre says “man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself 
afterwards. If man as the existentialist sees him is not definable, it is because to begin with he is nothing. He will not be 
anything until later, and then he will be what he makes of himself” (Sartre and Barnes). Left without a guide or definition to its 
being, humanity is left to its own devices to create meaning and to give life purpose. With this resulting understanding we come 
to see that the existentialist project is not one that advocates recognizing the futility of human existence, but rather a celebration 
of the unbound potentiality of human nature. Existentialism cannot be regarded “as a pessimistic description of man, for no 
doctrine is more optimistic, the destiny of man is placed within himself. Nor is it an attempt to discourage man from action 
since it tells him that there is no hope except in his action, and that the one thing which permits him to have life is the deed” 
(Sartre and Barnes).  
 While the existentialist project is indeed one of optimism, however, there is an acknowledgement that this freedom we 
find ourselves with is in many ways burdensome. Sartre contends that recognition of the unlimited choices available to each of 
us forces us to be responsible in a complete and total way. We are responsible for the people we are and our lives belong 
entirely to us. We may not be able to choose where, when, and to whom we are born, but this does not absolve us of the choices 
we make in regards to our circumstances. The responsibility that this freedom gives us compels us to recognize that any action 
we take, regardless of the circumstances surrounding it, is the result of our own agency and choice. If I am drafted into war and 
I fight, I was not made to do so, as at any moment I had the option of continuing to fight, deserting my post, or ending my life. I 
cannot escape the reality that a choice was made by myself for myself. The oppressive nature of this realization causes a state 
Sartre refers to as anguish. Like a leader who understands that every decision made will cause casualties and is pained by this 
fact, we understand that our actions have consequences for which we are responsible.  This is not a pleasant realization:  we are 
without excuses, and our freedom is in fact what condemns us.  This the reality of the human condition as Sartre describes it.  

So powerful are the implications of freedom that we find people instinctively reach for a way to relieve this burden. To 
cope, people deny the burden and responsibility of their own freedom by acting in bad faith. Bad faith occurs whenever we 
pretend that our choices are somehow made for us. We are acting in bad faith whenever we lie to ourselves and say that 
circumstances must be the way they are. We act in bad faith when we deny ourselves the agency to effect change. Perhaps it 
could be said that the real tragedy of those who act in bad faith is that they become more like an object or tool than a human 
with the agency to choose. They perform a role instead of making a choice. A further contradiction about bad faith lies in the 
fact that the person who denies his freedom usually deceives himself. The paradigm case Sartre presents in Being and 
Nothingness is that of the waiter in the café (Sartre and Kulka 59)….  [Consider] the case of a worker who believes she must get 
up every day to perform her job as an assembly-line worker. Her job is so mind-numbing and dreadful to her that she cannot 
will herself to get up in the mornings, yet day after day she nevertheless manages to show up. She is able to do so by deceiving 
herself that it is her duty or role to work on the assembly line, and as such she must get ready for work every day. In doing so, 
however, she treats herself as an object rather that a person capable of choice. Her denial of the freedom and choice available to 
us all governs her actions.  In this way, she is acting in bad faith.  

With this understanding of existentialist philosophy, I would like to analyze two novels in order to examine how social 
restrictions determined by time and place interact with what Sartre describes as the limitless freedom possessed by all. The 
concept of bad faith is one that I ask the reader keep in mind as we peek into the lives of these literary characters. Consider the 
conditions of the protagonist of the Invisible Man, as well as Emma Bovary. They find themselves in positions where their 
ability to express freedom and their relationship to themselves is in jeopardy. The choice of novels I have used to build my case 
may seem strange at first sight, but historically there is a rather convenient connection between these works. Sartre himself was 
particularly fascinated with the author of Madame Bovary, Gustave Flaubert. His final work, The Family Idiot, was a multi-
volume and somewhat biographical work on Flaubert; the final unpublished volume was to be on Madame Bovary itself. Ralph 
Ellison, who had a deep understanding of existentialism and other philosophical traditions, was part of the same intellectual 
circle as Richard Wright. Wright, a black existentialist writer himself, knew Sartre’s work. This situation presents an interesting 
intellectual genealogy which frames my discussion. The Invisible Man and Madame Bovary are both texts whose central 
characters find themselves in lives where a decision must be made on how to choose to live. My interest lies in the choices these 
characters make, and how these choices relate to the self-motivation implied by Sartre’s existentialism.   
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Self-Establishment in the Works of Women Writers from Eighteenth-Century Christian England  
to Twenty-First-Century Muslim America 

 
Abstract 

 
This essay defines and explores what it calls a journey of self-establishment in the works of women writers from the late seventeenth 
to the early twenty-first centuries. The journey begins with a woman who at first accepts her social and religious circumstances, but 
then slowly becomes conscious of the oppressive nature of a culture based on lost or distorted principles and values. The resulting 
confusion, dislocation, and even anger bring about an emerging sense of self, as well as a fierce desire to establish that self in a chosen 
place or community of like-minded individuals. Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own helps define the journey of self-
establishment, which this thesis traces back to early eighteenth-century England in the works of Mary Astell, Mary Montagu, and 
Françoise de Graffigny, then forward to twenty-first century America in Mohja Khaf’s novel, The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

There is a relationship between reading (sacred texts) and liberation. If this were not the case, there would be little point in God’s 
communication with us in order to reform us.  – Asma Barlas, “Believing Women” in Islam 

 
The rallying cry of the European Reformation was “Sola scriptura,” which in Latin means “by scripture alone”: the only way to 

reach God was by reading the Bible. The first verse revealed to the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) was the decree, “Read!,” which similarly 
insisted on the reading of sacred text, in this case, the Qur’an. In male-dominated societies from the seventeenth to the twenty-first century, 
however, men have viewed the liberating act of reading as a threat, at least when it comes to women, since it gives women their own personal 
power and authority. This perception is why, century after century, men from a wide range of cultures and places have attempted to and 
succeeded in oppressing women by keeping them from their God-given right to read. Despite this containment of their rights, however, 
women have repeatedly found their way back to the reading of sacred and authoritative texts, undertaking a journey in which they come to 
find themselves able to construct their own communities in time and space. This empowering journey of self-establishment can be found in 
writing by women from seventeenth century England, the Modernist era, and twenty-first century America.  

In “Believing Women” in Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Qur’an (2002), Asma Barlas explains that in many 
contexts, the reading and interpretation of the Qur’an by men in patriarchal culture keeps women from being directly involved in how the 
Qur’an is understood. When women are not involved with Islamic teachings, they become subjugated by the men in their communities, in the 
name of religion. Barlas believes that if women study the Qur’an, they will be able to understand their true status in Islam, which is generally 
overlooked by men, who dictate its meaning: “by justifying women’s subordination to men, patriarchies violate women’s rights by denying 
them agency and dignity, principles that the Qur’an say are intrinsic to human nature itself” (Barlas 14). A basic premise of Islamic teaching 
is that all human beings have the agency to choose their path in life. When those who try to enforce a gendered version of Islam take this 
right away, its fundamental teachings are ignored. This is why Barlas stresses the solution to this issue, which is women’s reading and 
interpretation of the Qur’an, since educated agency is essential to a woman’s attempt to come to self-consciousness, develop an authoritative 
self, and situate that self in a chosen community.  

Barlas’s call to Muslim women writers today may seem modern in its vision of female education as empowering. However, her call 
shows a surprising amount of common ground with women in very different religious, geographical, and chronological situations. 300 years 
before Barlas, Mary Astell made similar claims about her own society’s patriarchal takeover of Christianity, as did her peers and successors, 
notably Lady Mary Wortley Montagu and Françoise de Graffigny. All three of these writers describe journeys of self-discovery, 
empowerment, and social establishment, endorsed either by religion or intellectual inquiry, that anticipate Barlas’ argument for women’s 
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agency and dignity through the reading of authorized texts. These women document journeys of self-establishment, during which they reject 
their traditional communities’ misuse of religion as a means to control women, and insist on their right and duty to self-determination within 
a community committed to religious or rational principles.  

This essay tries to join eighteenth-century Christian England and twenty-first-century Islamic America by bringing together an 
unlikely set of texts. It begins with Virginia Woolf, whose treatise, A Room of One’s Own, provides a blueprint for the journey of principled, 
text-based, community-building self-establishment outlined in these pages. It then considers Astell, Montagu, and Graffigny as important 
English predecessors to Woolf, explaining how these women writers describe their emerging consciousness of patriarchal bias, their right and 
duty to a sense of God-given self, and their efforts to establish themselves in the world, both in their art and among a chosen set of like-
minded peers. Finally, the essay leaps ahead to twenty-first century America, to Mohja Kahf’s novel, The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf, 
exploring the heroine’s journey from a simultaneously liberating yet also oppressive immigrant culture, on the one hand, to her own moral, 
emotional, and rational choice of an Arab Muslim woman artist in a community of her own choice and construction, on the other. 

Virginia Woolf’s essay A Room of One’s Own is based on lectures she gave at a women’s college at Cambridge University in 1928, 
addressing the divide between women and men in writing. Her essay, which was written roughly a century between the female writers I 
discuss, acts as a bridge to connect both. Specifically, it offers a template that all of the women I consider in this paper use on their journey 
towards religious or rational establishment of an artistic self in the world. In her survey of Cambridge University and English literary history, 
Woolf effectively describes a process in which a woman first accepts the social and religious constructs placed on her, but then becomes 
conscious of the oppressive nature of these constructs. She subsequently feels overwhelming feelings of dislocation, confusion and anger, 
feelings that both help her arrive at a sense of her own rights and duties, and situate her in a free-thinking and educated community of her 
own choice….  

Over 200 years before Woolf, Mary Astell was making the same case, not so much for women artists, but for Christian women 
intellectuals and writers. In A Serious Proposal to the Ladies (1694), Astell strongly endorses Christian principles, but her endorsement that 
includes a critique of her English Christian community, which she believes forces women into subordination against Christian principles of 
equal souls before God. In Some Reflections Upon Marriage (1700), Astell turns from religion to society as she criticizes patriarchal 
oppression and urges women not to participate in patriarchal institutions….  

The women I have discussed so far all feel content with their journeys of self-establishment, because they are able to identify 
themselves against their original and oppressive societies, and to develop a sense of self in their lives, careers, and chosen communities. The 
journey to self-establishment that Virginia Woolf put in place clearly works for the eighteenth-century writers I have just discussed. But it 
also speaks to twenty-first-century Arab-Muslim America women writers as well. Set in twenty-first-century America, Mohja Kahf’s novel 
The Girl in the Tangerine Scarf (2006) deals with familiar issues regarding establishing an independent self. Kahf’s novel is particularly 
close to Graffigny’s Letters of a Peruvian Woman (1747), in that the issue her heroine, Khadra, faces is not explicitly a lack of education or 
gender-biases, but the confusing difficulty a woman faces when she finds herself having left her home community for one of her own 
making. Khadra tries to hold onto the values of her native community of immigrant Muslims, but eventually learns that she has already gone 
beyond them, into what she at first dismissed as being “Western individualism” but later embraces as one woman’s version of Arab-
American Islamic artistic self-realization (Kahf 235). Her seemingly strict religious upbringing, which favored collective religious practice 
based on a tightknit Islamic community in Indianapolis during the 1970s, causes Khadra to experience the shock, dislocation, and anxiety of 
having to form an individual sense of herself as an Arab-Muslim American artist in the larger world of twenty-first-century America. Only at 
the novel’s end does she come to find that challenge of finding a home for herself…. 

On her trip back to her parents’ community, a childhood friend explains to Khadra, “‘I always thought you had two sides. You, and 
then you trying to fit the mold’.… Khadra thinks about this. ‘Yeah, that works’, she says. ‘I guess what I’ve been doing is trying to get to a 
place where I could connect the two, and be a whole person’” (Kahf 395). Khadra continually builds herself throughout the second half of the 
novel and is able to do this by getting to “a place” where she can do so. This place can be related to the room that Woolf believes all women 
need to become independent people. For eighteenth-century women discussed here, writing was this place; for Khadra this place is 
photography: “Khadra and her camera… clicking away…. She knows she is where she belongs, doing what she must do, with intent, with 
abandon. And its glorious, it is divine, and Khadra’s own work takes her there: the state of pure surrender” (441). While working as a 
photographer, Khadra “surrenders” to her real self and her true passions, which continually ground her, since she always returns to a pure 
account of her identity when she is behind the camera. This self-identification in photography gives Khadra the mechanism that continually 
leads her in her life, regardless of the external mandates of any community in which she finds herself.  

The eighteenth and twenty-first century women who go on the journey of self-establishment always have an artistic or intellectual 
passions to guide them: Woolf has her writing, Astell education, Montagu reason, Graffigny’s Zilia her books, and Khadra her photography. 
Though they begin their journeys in communities that try to stunt, control, or reject their sense of themselves as free and independent people, 
these women use their developed passions to ground themselves throughout their lives. Regardless of the forms their journeys take, all these 
women use, what Virginia Woolf calls a room of their own to get to a place where they use their art and intellect to create a home and 
community within which they can operate as independent women throughout their constantly changing lives.  
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Long live the book! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 


