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EDITOR’S NOTE
As so often happens to me, and probably to you, too, if you write as a 

student or for a living (or in a notebook on your nightstand), I found myself, 
in writing this, satiated by ideas but hungry for syllables. That may have 
something to do with the caffeine content in my system, but it might also 
have something to do with the challenge of brandishing a pen or wielding a 
keyboard. The challenge of trying to weave words and phrases into clauses and 
sentences. So why do we do this to ourselves?  

Many of the essays bound in this book—the eleventh volume of IDIOM—
may have been similarly fueled by excess espresso and syntactical malaise. 
During the editorial process, as it happens, one of the authors published in this 
volume posed a query that no one had previously asked me, in my three oft-
treasured (sometimes terrifying) years with IDIOM. And that query was about 
why we do the work that we do, on the Editorial Board of IDIOM; about how 
essays that have been rigorously edited can then stand tall as exemplary papers 
for the undergraduate masses, when your typical student of literature could 
seldom hope to have nearly as much time or energy as the authors and editors 
expend in the annual crafting of this volume. It was a fair question.

The professor who may very well have affected me the most during my 
undergraduate stint at the University of Toronto (an essay drawn from one 
of his classes is, coincidentally, published in this volume) always emphasized 
the conversational dimension of academic scholarship. We do what we do 
because we’re talking to each other. When the essays printed herein were 
first conceived, in the “community” space of Robarts Library or the relative 
privacy of a secluded bedroom, they were talking to texts—to the literary 
works under discussion, and, in some cases, to a sampling of critical essays 
that came before. Upon being selected for publication, the papers spoke to us, 
the editors, as we revelled in the concepts and tinkered with the arguments. 
And now, these essays can speak to a wider audience, to whoever attends our 
launch, opts to visit our website, or lifts a copy from a shelf someplace. They 
can talk to you, should you choose to read them. And I hope you do.

Before this volume ever went to press, I was indebted to a lot of 
conversations that unfolded in the interim. In my head, the thank-yous 
sound a little more like what-would-I-have-done-without-yous (but I’ll try 
to restrain myself). To the 2016-2017 Editorial Board, for the debates we 
collectively indulged during kinetic selections meetings and the updates we 
individually swapped through frenetic email dispatches: your passion and 
insight were indispensable. An extra dash of gratitude seems due for my 
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successor, Maria Al-Raes, whose calm demeanour, sharp organization, and 
level-headed discernment counterbalanced my proclivity for distraction and 
neuroses more than she realizes (and a parenthetical nod to my predecessor, 
Grace Gesualdo, whose reverberations have lingered, both through the 
executive camaraderie she modelled for me last year and the bottomless 
patience she showed me this year). Still more thanks are due, for Dr. Vikki 
Visvis, who was once again a pleasure to work with and whose informal 
editing seminar has long since inflected the language our Editorial Board relies 
upon to talk about essays; for Professor Thomas Keymer, who I feel I have had 
to lean on more than usual for his clear-sighted counsel and editorial wisdom; 
and for Becky Caunce, who has deftly overseen the aesthetic of our journal for 
a number of years now (and has this year brought us our zaniest cover artwork 
yet), much to the delight of myself and of IDIOM’s readership. And finally, 
without whom IDIOM Volume 11 would not exist: my infinite gratitude to 
our authors, who worked tirelessly yet generously to polish the pieces that 
follow in the subsequent pages, each of which looked quite a bit different not 
so long ago.   

Lest I should keep you too long embroiled in these prefatory remarks, I 
promise to soon send you on your way through these rich, contemplative 
pages. Before I leave you to read, ponder, and, if all goes well, ruminate, 
though, I encourage you to mull over not just the discourses (and silences) of 
trauma, the fluidity of textuality, the ontology of objects, or the purpose of 
irony—I nudge you toward thinking about why you read (and maybe write) 
literature, criticism, and everything in between. In the essay “The Literary 
Miracle,” the title of which might sound overwrought if it was written by 
anybody else, William H. Gass tells us that “What works of art testify to is the 
presence in this world of consciousness, consciousness of many extraordinary 
kinds.” So perhaps as you read about the potential reparation of oppression, 
the condensed legacy of racism, the thwarted occlusion of subjectivity, and 
the notorious slipperiness of gender, you will think about your sense of 
consciousness, within yourself and out there in the world—and about how 
reading and writing can quietly affirm life, no matter how turbulent the view 
outside your window might be. Critical writing seems to stem from a place, 
not of contempt for its subject, but of a milder discontent—an amorphous 
sense of dissatisfied disruption, a need to stew in a tension or fiddle with a 
contradiction. To rile up an audience. To make a scene, or to analyze one. So 
let’s make a scene together.  

VICTORIA EVANGELISTA, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
March 2017
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UNSPEAKABLE, BUT NOT UNWRITTEN: 
REPRESENTING TRAUMA IN THERESA HAK 
KYUNG CHA’S DICTEE

Emily Deibert 

This paper (originally written for ENG365: Contemporary American Fiction) 
examines the use of both oral and non-oral modes of representing traumatic experience 
in Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s experimental, autoethnographic novel, Dictee. While 
contemporary trauma theory often suggests the use of the “talking cure” (i.e. spoken 
word) as a means of overcoming traumatic experience, there is an opposing school of 
thought that defines trauma as the “trope of the unspeakable” and asserts that traumatic 
experiences cannot be addressed orally. In Dictee, Cha uses a range of non-oral modes 
of communication to configure both traumatic experiences that she has gone through 
herself and intergenerational traumas that have had an impact on her. In doing so, Cha 
embraces the trope of trauma as unspeakable while rejecting the very implications of 
this conceptualization, ultimately giving credence to alternate modes of healing and 
recovery. The author would like to thank Drs. Vikki Visvis and Michael Cobb for 
inspiring this essay through their work, as well as Timothy Lem-Smith, Shir Zisckind, 
and Maria Al-Raes for their support and feedback throughout the editing process.

In her experimental, autoethnographic novel, Dictee, Korean-American artist 
Theresa Hak Kyung Cha addresses the central conflict in traumatic experienc-

es between the “pain to say” and “the pain not to say” (Cha 3). This question of 
the ability of narrative to represent trauma and conceptualize traumatic experi-
ence is at the heart of contemporary trauma theory and discourse. While some 
trauma theorists point to the power of the “talking cure” (Visvis 89) as a means 
of overcoming traumatic experience, there is a growing oppositional trend with-
in trauma theory of recognizing the “inadequacy of language” in representing 
trauma (Stampfl 15). This school of thought characterizes trauma as the “trope 
of the unspeakable” (15), which “conclude[s] in a state of involuntary, deeply 
conflicted silence” (16).  

In Dictee, Cha explores the self-experienced trauma of the Korean War 
and the intergenerationally transmitted trauma of Japan’s colonization of Korea 
to expose non-verbal modes of conceptualizing traumatic experiences. By 
focusing on the somatic, biological processes intrinsic to vocalization, Cha 
demonstrates the unspeakable nature of trauma. However, rather than falling 
victim to the “involuntary, deeply conflicted silence” (Sampfl 16), Cha encour-

Emily Deibert
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ages the use of alternate, non-oral modes of representation, such as writing, in 
conceptualizing and comprehending trauma. She uses these non-oral methods of 
communication to disrupt the linear chronology in recounting traumatic expe-
riences—often theorized as inherent to trauma (Caruth 12)—by focusing on the 
implications of intergenerational and postcolonial trauma in regards to time and 
space. While the definition of trauma as the unspeakable is often predicated on 
the idea that trauma “demands a vocabulary and syntax incommensurable with 
what went before it” (Visvis 89), Cha turns to both linguistic and literary forms 
of code-switching to configure her traumatic experiences and create the vocabu-
lary necessary to represent them. In doing so, Cha embraces the trope of trauma 
as unspeakable while rejecting the very implications of this conceptualization, 
ultimately giving credence to alternate modes of healing and recovery. 

One of Cha’s primary concerns as narrator in Dictee is the tension be-
tween the need to articulate trauma and the “pain to speak” about traumatic 
experiences (Cha 3). The first section of the novel, DISEUSE, illustrates this 
tension. A diseuse is “[a] female artist […] who specializes in monologue” 
(“diseuse”). However, the titular diseuse of this section (implicitly assumed to 
be Cha) is unable to vocalize the traumatic events that have defined her past. 
Cha demonstrates the unspeakable nature of trauma by positioning speech—the 
verbal articulation of traumatic experience—as a physical presence “occupying 
her” (3) “[i]nside her voids” (5). The events she wishes to recount—her mono-
logue—are trapped inside her. Rather than simply having a psychological effect, 
then, the narrator’s traumatic experiences also impede her physically. Although 
the exact nature of the narrator’s trauma is not made explicit in this passage (or 
indeed, throughout the remainder of the text), its physical presence within the 
narrative is clear: “It murmurs inside. […] Inside is the pain of speech the pain to say. 
[…] Greater than is the pain not to say. […] It festers inside” (3, emphasis in orig-
inal). The “it” of this section is the traumatic wound from which the narrator 
suffers: a wound that “murmurs” and “festers” within her, making its presence 
known through the dual pain it inflicts by preventing the narrator from both 
articulating her experiences and from moving past them if she does not articulate 
them. In effect, then, DISEUSE illustrates the conflict at the core of contempo-
rary trauma theory between overcoming trauma by putting it into words and the 
impossibility of giving words to traumatic experiences. 

A cursory reading of Dictee might suggest that trauma is defined as an 
unspeakable experience—indeed, large sections of the text follow the pattern 
set forth by DISEUSE, detailing the difficulty various trauma survivors have in 
articulating their experiences. Rather than delivering monologues, the female 
artists in the text are able to offer only “[b]roken speech,” “[c]racked tongue[s],” 
and the “[s]emblance of noise” (75). As in DISEUSE, the section titled URA-
NIA ASTRONOMY represents the difficulty of speaking about trauma in 

Unspeakable, but Not Unwritten
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terms of the physical processes inherent to speech. The physical pain of the 
words with which Cha attempts to express her trauma results in her “bit[ing] 
[her] tongue” (69; 71) and concluding that it is “no longer possible to say” (71) 
these words at all. This failed attempt to speak culminates with a passage in 
which Cha depicts in great detail her inability to speak aloud, accompanied on 
the adjoining page by a diagram of the physical organs of speech, which she finds 
herself unable to use (74). After stopping and starting several times, the passage 
ends with Cha proclaiming “no more” (75)—seemingly concluding that her ex-
periences cannot be put into words, and that to continue trying to do so is futile.

However, Cha’s self-representation as a diseuse in the text is a subversive 
response to the depiction of trauma as unspeakable. While contemporary trauma 
theory asserts that the unspeakable nature of traumatic experience results in an 
aporetic silence that impedes post-traumatic healing, Cha’s self-identification as 
a diseuse and her inability to verbalize her trauma express the possibility of al-
ternative modes of confronting traumatic experiences. In particular, Cha focuses 
on the ways in which alternative modes of communication, such as the written 
word, can be used not just to replace the spoken word, but also as a means of 
expressing that which is not accessible through speech alone.

Throughout Dictee, Cha focuses on the significance of punctuation in 
relation to meaning and language. Indeed, in the opening passage of the narra-
tive, Cha cleverly invites readers to consider the distinct roles of punctuation in 
spoken and written communication by rendering a misguided dictée, or dictation 
exercise: “Open paragraph    It was the first day    period    She had come from 
a far    period    tonight at dinner    comma    the families would ask    comma    
open quotation marks    How was the first day    interrogation mark […] close 
quotation marks” (1). The student taking the dictée—suggested later in the text 
to be Cha herself (18)—has confused the implicit nature of punctuation in the 
spoken word (through, for example, enunciation or intonation) with the explicit 
presence of punctuation marks in written texts. This confusion on the part of 
the student demonstrates a marked difference between written and oral modes 
of communication and suggests that experiences recounted through one mode 
may not be interpreted the same in another. Cha’s exploration of punctuation 
continues throughout the narrative as she goes on to list the “mute signs” of lan-
guage that only the written word is privy to: “The commas. The periods” (69). 
This preoccupation culminates in a description of Cha’s “muteness” as the state 
of being “void […] of each phrase[,] of each word [… of] all but punctuation” 
(106). Just as punctuation is “mute” in oral communication, Cha’s traumatic 
experiences are muted when she attempts to express them aloud. She turns to 
the written word in an attempt to do what verbal forms of expression prevent 
her from doing: confronting her trauma. 

Emily Deibert
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Cha’s fixation on the role of punctuation is both a subversive response to 
contemporary modes of conceptualizing trauma, as well as an assertion of the 
importance of non-oral forms of communication. While the discourse of trauma 
theory maintains that trauma must either be spoken aloud via the “talking cure” 
or else remain unspeakable and subsequently insurmountable, Cha’s focus on 
punctuation exposes the inadequacy of oral but not written communication in 
rendering transparent hidden meanings. Just as punctuation is only implicitly 
apparent in the spoken word, Cha argues that traumatic experiences can only be 
accessed and confronted through written texts. For Cha, traumatic memory is 
an inner phenomenon, one that is implied but not immediately evident. In the 
same way that the purpose of a dictée is to make apparent the unspoken punc-
tuation, the purpose of Dictee is to give form to traumatic memories that Cha 
is unable to express verbally—to effectively punctuate her experiences in a way 
that the spoken word cannot. Cha’s traumatic experiences are indeed unspeak-
able, but are instead articulated through the subtleties of the written word. 

The importance of the written word in portrayals of traumatic experience 
is accentuated time and again throughout the text. After continually finding 
herself involuntarily speechless in the face of trauma, Cha “returns to word, 
its silence” (151) and “says to herself [that] if she were able to write she could 
continue to live” (141).  It is through writing that Cha is able to confront the 
antithetical tensions between the “pain to say” and the “pain not to say” (3): by 
rendering her trauma through the written word, Cha is able to expel the experi-
ences that “[s]he cannot contain any longer” (139).

It is through the written word, then—rather than the “talking cure” 
suggested by contemporary trauma theory—that Cha addresses the “breach 
in the mind’s experience of time, self, and the world” (Caruth 4) inherent to 
traumatic experience. In particular, Cha explores the idea that trauma cannot be 
experienced as chronologically linear. Traumatic experiences, Caruth argues, are 
defined by the fact that they are “not fully assimilated as [they] occur” (5), and 
thus constitute a “referential return” (7) of the past into the present. Throughout 
the text, Cha makes this lack of linear temporality apparent. She describes the 
“deceptions in the sequence [of] chronology” (80) that haunt her as a result of 
her past. Indeed, the nonlinear, seemingly atemporal structure of the text mimics 
the nonlinearity of traumatic memory. Cha “follows no progression in particular 
of the narrative but submits only to the timelessness” (149) of her experiences. 
As an example of this, we can consider the section titled CLIO HISTORY, 
which describes the experiences of Korean revolutionary Yu Guan Soon, a 
student who organized protests against the Japanese colonial rule of Korea in the 
early 1900s. Although the title of the section makes clear the historical nature of 
the events therein, the presentation of Guan Soon’s story as juxtaposed against 
Cha’s own experiences speaks to the fact that “[t]ime will stop for some” (37) 

Unspeakable, but Not Unwritten
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events. History and time, in effect, travel between the past and the present: 
Cha’s experiences are informed by Guan Soon’s and cannot be fully articulated 
without them. Guan Soon’s past is so essential in delineating Cha’s present-day 
experiences that time “[d]oes not move” (37) past this story, and “[a]ll chronol-
ogy [in the narrative] is lost” (161). Cha frequently employs this anachronistic 
technique of portraying certain events as existing “outside time” (28) as a means 
of illustrating how her traumatic past informs—and indeed refuses to relinquish 
its hold over—her present. 

To underscore the importance of time and its lack of conformity to tem-
poral linearity within her narrative, Cha invites readers to feel time the same 
way she feels it herself. Where time is regularly viewed as an unnoticed, in-
variable process, Cha’s traumatic experiences bring time to the forefront of her 
existence, turning it into a force that she cannot ignore:

If. For a second time. For another time. For the other over-
lapping time. Too fast. Slow your pace. Please. Slower, much 
slower. […] For another time. Two times. Together. Twofold. 
Again. And again. Separately, together. […] At the same hour. 
Same time. All the same time. At the time. One time. Always. 
The time. (99)

In this passage, Cha both points to the intrusion of past events into her present 
experiences—events that exist “[s]eparately” yet occur “together” (99)—while 
also impelling readers to confront time as more than just a movement from the 
past into the future. The fragmented nature of the passage parallels Cha’s expe-
rience of time as fractured moments that blend into one another “[a]ll [at] the 
same time,” manifesting themselves as “overlapping time[s]” (99, emphasis mine). 
The short, fragmented sentences force readers to continuously start and stop 
their passage through the text, much as Cha and other trauma survivors must 
continuously start and stop their lives as past events pervade their present-day 
experiences. 

While traditional discourses on trauma focus largely on the impact of 
trauma on time (Caruth 4), I argue that Cha’s fixation on the concept of space 
throughout the text is an attempt to establish a mode of representation for 
postcolonial trauma, specifically. To Cha, trauma is strongly linked with the 
concepts of colonialism and exile/displacement. Cha’s work deals with both 
her mother’s “thirty six years of exile” (80) to Manchuria during the Japanese 
colonization, as well as her own “perpetual exile” (81) during the Korean War. 
However, rather than representing trauma as a disruption of time, Cha con-
ceptualizes her traumatic memories of exile/displacement as a disruption of the 
physical space she occupies. The act of displacing is, at its most literal, the act 
of removing something from its place and transplanting it somewhere unfamil-

Emily Deibert
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iar or unknown. It is this sense of spatial unsettlement that Cha seeks to render 
within the text. In particular, Cha’s use of text placement and white space in the 
section titled ERATO LOVE POETRY thrusts readers into the spatially-dis-
turbed condition that defines Cha’s experiences with exile. Words in this section 
are physically displaced from where readers expect them to be. For example, 
the text on page 97 begins only three lines from the bottom of the page with 
the rest of the page left completely blank. At other times, large sections of the 
page are left blank (95) without any clear indication as to the choice of spacing, 
and several pages (107; 116) are rendered without so much as a page number, let 
alone any text at all. Most prominent, however, is the way in which Cha pres-
ents two separate stories—a description of a film and a description of a woman 
watching a film—on alternating pages of the text (94-118). This displacement 
of the narrative creates a sense of the uncanny that mirrors the displacement 
and exile experienced by Cha and her ancestors. In this way, readers are forced 
to reconsider their established beliefs about the spatial dimensions of a text and 
instead approach ERATO LOVE POETRY from a wholly new mode of under-
standing. Indeed, an initial reading of the text evades comprehension due to the 
fact that readers are not informed that they must alternate pages, and it is only 
after reading the entire section that readers come to understand how they must 
relocate themselves while reading the text. In the same way that Cha herself has 
spent her life moving back and forth between various nations, the displacement 
of text within Dictee forces readers to move back and forth between the nar-
rative’s pages, physically experiencing the displacement and exile that defines 
postcolonial narratives of trauma. By considering the effects of trauma on space, 
Cha creates room for representing postcolonial trauma.

In addition to enabling new ways of thinking about time and space, 
Cha uses Dictee as a means of establishing a new language with which to 
speak about her traumatic experiences.  Contemporary trauma theory posits 
that traumatic experiences quite often “demand […] a vocabulary and syntax 
incommensurable with what went before [them]” (Visvis 89), fortifying the 
notion of trauma as unspeakable. Rather than falling victim to the unspeak-
able, however, Cha uses the linguistic mode of code-switching—switch-
ing back and forth between various languages—in order to “invent anew 
expressions for this [traumatic] experience” (Cha 32, emphasis in original). 
Although Cha primarily identifies herself in the text as Korean (45), Hangul 
appears only once and is located before the actual narrative begins. Instead, 
the narrative is a mixture of English, French, and Chinese, often interspersed 
within the same sentences (as is typical of code-switching). Where one 
language fails to represent her experiences, Cha will simply turn to another, 
putting into the words of one language that which may be “[u]nfathomable” 
(32) in another.

Unspeakable, but Not Unwritten
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Parallel to this, Cha uses what I term a literary code-switching when she 
juxtaposes various discordant literary traditions throughout Dictee in an at-
tempt to capture her own experiences. For example, after both establishing and 
rejecting various elements of Roman Catholic and Ancient Greek traditions 
(consider the excerpts on pages 7 and 11 in which Cha first invokes the Greek 
muses before promptly discarding all references to Greek mythology within her 
invocation), Cha proceeds to switch back and forth between these traditions 
without any forewarning, often leaving readers unsure as to which tradition she 
is referencing. In particular, the varied allusions to the number nine—both as 
the number of muses present in the Greek tradition, and the number of days that 
make up the Roman Catholic novena prayers—blend the two traditions togeth-
er. Unable to situate herself in any one referential system or language as a result 
of her trauma, Cha instead borrows and adapts from the various conventions 
that have defined her life, effectively creating her own language and tradition of 
trauma within which her experiences can be given form, can be “spoken.” In 
doing so, Cha embraces the unspeakable nature of trauma by showing that one 
single language or tradition is insufficient, while simultaneously creating a new 
language to articulate her trauma.

With Dictee, Cha rejects the conflicting notions within trauma theory that 
traumatic experiences must be expressed verbally or cannot be articulated at all. 
While Cha accepts the definition of trauma as unspeakable, she simultaneously 
demonstrates the importance of non-oral, blended modes of communication in 
conceptualizing the effects of postcolonial trauma on space and time. In doing 
so, Cha encourages contemporary trauma theorists to reconsider their percep-
tion of healing and recovery, and effectively “break[s] open the spell cast upon 
time” (123) and space by her own traumatic experiences, testifying to the restor-
ative elements of the written, rather than the spoken, word.
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FORDING THE RIVER: THE BARTHESIAN TEXT 
AND ALICE MUNRO’S “MENESETEUNG”

Brock Edwards 

“Fording the River” was originally written for ENG280: Critical 
Approaches to Literature, taught by Paul Downes. During this survey of literary 
criticism, the author was struck by literary theorist Roland Barthes’ vision of 
the text-vs.-work distinction as a novel approach to literary criticism, as well as 
to historiography. Barthes’ conception of the text counters the notion of the 
traditional “literary work” as being a final, inviolable culmination of genre, 
linearity, and authorial intention. The text is unstable and open to interpretation 
from all angles and viewpoints, and is thus never “complete”—a fact which can 
be extended to the practices of cultural analysis and historiography. Recorded 
history is a necessarily reductive project, and its operating assumption that it 
can furnish a complete, total account of events and experiences is fundamentally 
flawed. As with the cartographer’s dilemma of trying to project a three-
dimensional surface onto a two-dimensional plane, the plural nature of human 
existence is untranslatable into the one-dimensional vehicle of recorded 
history. Acknowledgement of this deficiency is too often overlooked in public 
discourse, leading to an equation of incomplete narratives with complete, total 
histories—a stance that marginalizes many more voices than it includes. Alice 
Munro recognizes this in her writing methodology, and “Meneseteung” is an 
excellent example of her attempts to bring these voices into the fold, all the while 
conceding that her account is only one attempt at “getting the story right,” and 
inviting other attempts. As this essay reveals, the account of the poet Almeda 
Roth’s creative awakening mirrors the “awakening” of buried perspectives from 
the paved highway of historiography, revealing an open plurality of voices that is 
exemplary of the Barthesian text.

Alice Munro’s “Meneseteung” possesses a certain tentative and 
open-ended quality in its narrative voice and structure. The narrator 

acknowledges her own deficiencies and is suggestive rather than declarative; 
tenses shift along a continuum of past and future. The destabilization of the 
present tense at the centre of this spectrum is coupled with the destabili-
zation of the authority of the writer, who must necessarily write from that 
“flawed” present. Munro touches on these qualities of unsettledness in her 
1982 essay “What Is Real?” as she attempts to describe how she reads in 
order to illustrate how she writes:

Fording the River
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I go into [a story], and move back and forth and settle here 
and there, and stay in it for a while. It’s more like a house. 
Everybody knows what a house does, how it encloses space 
and makes connections between one enclosed space and 
another and presents what is outside in a new way. (224) 

In “Meneseteung,” as well as in other stories from the collection Friend of 
My Youth, Munro’s narrators do not speak from stationary seats of author-
ity, but rather move freely from room to room; they are restless, seeking 
connections. Implicit in Munro’s essay is the conviction that each “new 
way,” each perspective on the outside, is as valid as any other, for, as she 
claims, she is not out to “mak[e] any sort of record or prove any sort of 
point” in her stories (226). This approach reasserts one of the chief dis-
tinctions between the literary work and the text as outlined by critic and 
theorist Roland Barthes. In his essays “From Work to Text” and “The 
Death of the Author,” Barthes outlines a novel approach to examining and 
engaging with literature by distinguishing between the “traditional notion 
of the work as […] a fragment of substance,” and the text1 as a “method-
ological field” existing “in the movement of a discourse” across a variety of 
perspectives (“Work to Text” 1327). The plurality of the text places it in 
direct opposition to any form of a “monistic philosophy” (1329), whereby a 
single narrative or interpretation of a subject dominates its critical (and ca-
sual) discourse; as Barthes notes, “for such a philosophy, plural is the Evil” 
(1329). The Barthesian philosophy dictates that plural is, in fact, moral, for 
it recognizes a fundamental imbalance in how literary criticism is conduct-
ed and attempts to remediate that, so “the Text [is] restored to language” 
(1328). After outlining the pertinent concepts from Barthes’ theory, this 
essay will explore how Alice Munro’s “Meneseteung” counters the mono-
logic philosophy of the historical doxa (public opinion) and the power of the 
author figure through its transgressive, unsettled qualities—signatures of the 
Barthesian text.

According to Barthes, the work has heretofore been understood as 
“an organism that grows by vital expansion” and an “object of consump-
tion” for the reader (1329, emphasis in original). The text is an egalitarian 
act that weaves the author and reader into a fabric of “citations, references, 
echoes, cultural languages […] which cut across it through and through in 
a vast stereophony” (1329). While the work is past participle, the text is 
present action, suspended in the “infinite deferment of the signifier” (1328) 
which allows it to “offer [itself] to a diffraction of meanings” (1329). The 
critical application of the Barthesian text diminishes the distance between 
reading and writing, in that Barthes’ text “asks of the reader a practical 
collaboration” (1331): a participation in the text’s genesis (and continual 

Brock Edwards

1 Throughout his essays, Barthes designates the “text” (his conceived antithesis to the “work”) as the capitalized form “Text.” For the 
sake of clarity and typographic continuity, I will herein refer to Barthes’ conception of the text using regular rules of capitalization, 
except in quotations from his essays.
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regeneration) through his or her interpretation of it. Barthes contends that 
this connectivity does not extend from the walled-in literary work, a solid 
edifice impermeable to further interpretation or evaluation and “furnish[ed] 
[…] with a final signified” (“Death of the Author” 1325).  Instead, the 
Barthesian text is a kind of perpetual construction site, where the “sliding 
and overturning of former categories” (“Work to Text” 1327) creates a 
textual entity that is active, unstable, and without closure. As with Mun-
ro’s conception of “a house with all other rooms leading to and away from 
it” (“What Is Real?” 226), the Barthesian text is open and accessible from 
all directions, and never complete. The description of the text as inter-
connected and interconnecting, a “weave of signifiers” (“Work to Text” 
1328)2, bears a marked resemblance to Timothy Morton’s Ecological Thought; 
although more concerned with the ecological implications of literature and 
aesthetics and the disruption of the human-over-nature hierarchy, Morton’s 
theory can also be considered in the context of textuality more generally: 
“Since everything is interconnected, there is no definite background and no 
definite foreground” (28). Morton’s aim to eliminate imposed hierarchies 
has much in common with the tenets of Barthes’ textual project, which 
seeks to depose the prevalence of the “general opinion […] powerfully aided 
by mass communications” (1328), an inflexible, autocratic discourse that 
“kills causally [and] drowns out other voice[s] with non-semantic argu-
ments,” as Mikhail M. Bakhtin notes (285). The de-emphasis of the single, 
definite, and unchallenged perspective is a reduction of foregrounds and 
backgrounds to basic, equitable grounds stretching across textual space in all 
directions, “a system with neither close nor centre” (“Work to Text” 1328). 
Just as in Munro’s house, where each room receives its own quality of light 
and affords its own view, in Barthes’ textual space the marginal can become 
the central, for the system’s centre is everywhere and nowhere at once; to 
enter, any door will do.

The centreless Barthesian system wherein “every text is … itself being 
the text-between of another text” (1329) possesses illimitable possibilities 
of meaning to readers and critics. Jean-François Lyotard notes that such a 
combinatory discourse “refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces 
our ability to tolerate the incommensurable” (xxv). Barthes’ theory closely 
parallels Bakhtin’s conception of literature as embodying a “questioning, 
provoking […] activity” (285), a continuous series of attempts that seek a 
single, unified truth “born between people collectively searching for truth” 
(110). As Munro observes, “Every final draft, every published story, is still 
only an attempt, an approach, to the story” (“What Is Real?” 225). The 
Barthesian text’s inclusiveness liberates the multiplicity of perspectives 
“backgrounded” or marginalized by a dominant, monopolizing mode of 
2 This bricks-and-mortar metaphor manifests in much of the discourse surrounding canonical works of literature, most often as the 
term “monument.” On the occasion of William Faulkner’s death in 1962, then President John F. Kennedy commended the late 
author’s body of work as “a vast and enduring monument to the strength of American literature” (“Statement”).
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discourse that characterizes monologism. Because the text is “that space 
where no language has a hold over any other” (1331), it resists the domi-
nance of monologic master narratives—whether they be linguistic in nature, 
historiographic, anthropologic, etc.—through what Lyotard calls an “in-
credulity toward metanarratives” (xxiv). With the end of the metanarrative 
comes the end of the author, as is made clear in the title of Barthes’ 1967 
essay “The Death of the Author.” Barthes debunks the “myth of filiation,” 
a critical predilection that seeks “to try to find the ‘sources,’ the ‘influenc-
es’ of a work” (1329) as a crucial part of its interpretation. The text has no 
true author, for “it is language which speaks, not the author” (“Death of the 
Author” 1323). Seeking its “sources” is as easy as finding the beginnings of 
a river whose headwater is fed by innumerable trickles and springs. 

The Barthesian textual methodology provides not only a different way 
of engaging with literature but also of writing and interpreting history—a 
new critical approach that “bring[s] with it fundamental changes in reading, 
and precisely in areas where monologism appears to be the Law” (1329). 
Because the text exists within an ongoing discourse and thus “can coin-
cide only with a practice of writing” (1331), these “fundamental changes 
in reading” in turn spawn fundamental changes in writing: in the creation 
of literature more generally. Through the “relativization of the relations 
of writer, reader, and observer” (“Work to Text” 1326), the text is capable 
of approaching that “unified truth [that] requires a plurality of conscious-
nesses” (Bakhtin 81), a “dialogic interaction” between its participants (110, 
emphasis mine).3 The egalitarian quality of the Barthesian text displaces the 
authorial mandate of creating a discrete, self-contained work of literature 
in favour of the initiation of an ongoing conversation that voices a multi-
plicity of perspectives—in particular, those drowned out by the submerging 
forces of monologism and compacted beneath the accumulating sediments 
of history.

Such is the purpose of Munro’s “Meneseteung,” at the end of which 
the narrator literally needs to dig up a poet’s gravestone from beneath an 
overgrowth of grass and dirt. The story is interested in re-examining and 
re-evaluating history and historiographic methodology from an “incred-
ulous,” Barthesian standpoint through an investigation into the life of the 
nineteenth-century Canadian poet—the fictive Almeda Roth. The only 
extant sources of information on Roth are a copy of her sole published 
book of poetry and articles from the local newspaper, the Vidette. The latter 
text embodies the Barthesian “limit of the doxa” (“Work to Text” 1328) 
by which “hardly a life [goes] unevaluated” (“Meneseteung” 72). In the 
story’s first section, the narrator quotes verbatim passages from Roth’s 

3 Dialogic is a particularly well-suited descriptor of the Barthesian conception of the text. The Greek prefix dia- signifies “through” or 
“across,” which agrees with the following characterization of the text: “[I]ts constitutive movement is that of cutting across […] several 
works” (“Work to Text” 1327).
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self-authored preface to Offerings and provides a brief summary of each of its 
poems, reflecting the intertextuality of the Barthesian methodology that is 
“woven entirely with citations, references” (“Work to Text” 1329). Similar-
ly, excerpts of Roth’s poetry form the epigraphs that open each of the story’s 
chapters, so that “Meneseteung” possesses the Barthesian feature of “cutting 
across” (1327), of “overcrossing” (1328), for it is perpetually in conversa-
tion with these other texts. The narrator seeks to “open [the text] […] set 
it going” (1331) by laying out the textual implements with which to build 
on the “methodological field” of Barthes’ conception (1327). The periodic 
inclusions of excerpts from the Vidette throughout the story serve to rein-
force the monologism of an authoritative historical voice, through which 
Munro interweaves the narrative reconstruction of the poet’s life—or rather, 
a narrative reconstruction, “an attempt, an approach, to the story” (“What 
Is Real?” 225). Barthes and Munro both banish the definite article that sets 
apart the monologism of the work from the Barthesian plural. 

Moving deeper, it is evident that the poet Roth’s creative epiphany in 
the fifth section is a strikingly Barthesian representation of textual genesis. 
She conceives of her “one very great poem that will contain everything” 
(70) and which possesses an overflowing plurality reminiscent of Barthes’ 
stereophony of interwoven images, voices, and objects: “She has to think 
of so many things at once […] all of [which] can be borne only if [they are] 
channeled into a poem” (70). The passage hints at the deficiencies of the 
existing, monologic structure in bearing all that Roth needs to say as a poet, 
and the need to “channel” her thoughts in a way that facilitates the inclu-
sion of different voices and aspects reinforces the riverine imagery. Only the 
plurality of a Barthesian text can convey the diversity of her vision, which, 
like the river from which her text takes its name, is constantly in flux and 
impossible to tabulate. The force of Roth’s epiphany is doubled because it is 
followed by a second epiphany: that she does not have to comply with socie-
tal expectations and acquiesce to the romantic interests of the bachelor Jarvis 
Poulter, simply because she is unmarried and “not too old to have a couple 
of children” (58). It is the restoration of Roth’s textuality as a person. Her 
own multidimensionality triumphs over the adherence to a prescribed nar-
rative: she does not have to be a monologic text. As she senses a gradual change 
in her surroundings that “seem charged with life, ready to move and flow 
and alter,” she seeks not to prevent this “loosening” of her environment, 
but rather “to understand it, to be a part of it” (69). She fords the river that 
opens up before her, and that is a part of her:

Almeda looks deep, deep into the river of her mind and into 
the tablecloth, and she sees the crocheted roses floating […] 
they don’t look much like real flowers. But their effort, their 
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floating independence, their pleasure in their silly selves do 
seem to her so admirable. A hopeful sign. Meneseteung. (70, 
emphasis in original)

Roth’s long inward gaze superposes onto her immediate visual reality a 
double vision that signifies the advent of an additional perspective on her 
confined existence. The resulting image pleases her: the buoyant roses lift 
Roth’s spirits with their “hopeful sign” of “floating independence,” and 
are something to fasten onto during her vertiginous artistic awakening. 
The roses’ “silly selves” reflect the proliferation of “selves” and perspectives 
flooding Roth’s mind, but also represent a transgression of the austerity of 
her society that permits little room for freedom and play.

Suddenly, Roth envisions an alternative to a world hemmed in by pre-
scriptive gender roles and societal standards perpetuated by the staid voice 
of the Vidette: “Her attention to decorum and to the care and adornment of 
her person had suffered” (71), notes the obituary with smug regret. As the 
voice of the public record, the Vidette attempts to force a monologic reading 
of Roth’s life, emphasizing her “noble womanly nature, charitable concerns, 
and unfailing religious faith” and glossing over the non-conformism of this 
“familiar eccentric” (71). Through Munro’s textual investigation in “Mene-
seteung,” Roth prevails over this monologic interpretation: her story moves 
from being a reduced singular to a plural. She conceives of a way not only to 
write outside the confines of a monologically-structured Victorian society 
that covets traditionalism (i.e. the literary work), but to live outside that so-
ciety as a free woman, renouncing her diminished role as a potential house-
wife and the “cozy household considerations” (70) that come with it. The 
“effort” of the roses floating above the water reflects the effort required to 
retain one’s individuality and agency in a monologic system that “kills caus-
ally [and] drowns out other voice[s]” (Bakhtin 285). In Munro’s text, Roth 
regains her “silly selves,” her “irreducible plurality” (“Work to Text” 1328, 
emphasis in original) liberated through this twofold creative self-awakening.

As noted, the Barthesian textual methodology dismantles any concept 
of a sole author or arbiter of a monistic discourse, or what Barthes called 
the “Author-God” (“Death of the Author” 1324). This arbiter might be 
a prominent historian, a government, or a town newspaper, such as the 
Vidette, which “runs on, copious and assured” (“Meneseteung” 72). Or it 
might be a literary scholar such as Barthes himself, who ends his essay with 
an acknowledgement of its inherent instability as a textual form—that “[t]hese 
few propositions, inevitably, do not constitute the articulations of a Theory 
of the Text” (“Work to Text” 1331). His treatise on the “Text” is itself a 
text, to which all of his authorial deficiencies apply. Barthes is not attempt-
ing to set down an authoritative thesis on the text, but rather to initiate a 

Brock Edwards



19

critical conversation, a “discourse on the Text […] [that is] nothing oth-
er than text, research, textual activity” (1331). This caveat appears in the 
closing passages of “Meneseteung” as well, when Munro’s narrator concedes 
that her account of the poet Almeda Roth is neither complete nor accurate: 
“I may have got it wrong” (73).4 Unlike the Vidette, by which “hardly a life 
[goes] unevaluated” (72), hers is not a project of final evaluation. Mun-
ro’s narrator evokes the Barthesian “textual activity” in proposing that, 
through an ongoing investigation “to find things out, even trivial things” 
(73), stories lost to history are in part salvageable: “You see [people] going 
around with notebooks, scraping the dirt off gravestones, reading microfilm, 
just in the hope of […] making a connection” (73). Munro’s narrator seeks 
to excavate and reanimate stories lost within the sediments of history, to 
“rescu[e] one thing from the rubbish” (73). The “rubbish,” the castaway 
articles, are the voices and facts denied by the reducing forces of monolo-
gism: the basic details of an obscure poet’s life, for instance. Scouring for 
these details and engaging with them is the narrator’s way of re-textualizing 
a work (the public record) that has very little to say about Almeda Roth, the 
woman and the poet. 

And the narrator makes a discovery: she locates the poet’s grave 
marker amid those of her parents and siblings and is able to learn Roth’s 
“true” given name—or at least, the name that appears the least suscepti-
ble to the eroding forces of time on account of it being etched into stone. 
But again, she offers up multiple views: “So it was true that she was called 
by that name in the family […] [o]r perhaps she chose her name from the 
poem, to be written on her stone” (73). To the tentative narrator, a name 
carved into granite is a fact imprinted with the “final signified” of monolo-
gism (“Work to Text” 1325): even as she makes the discovery, she knows it 
cannot settle her question definitively. The caveat of the Barthesian textual 
field, and Munro’s story existing within it, is that the case is never closed. 
It is not the account to end all accounts, but rather the account to begin all 
other accounts, to “open [the text] […] set it going” (1331). This is also 
where Roth’s new life begins, a turning point noted in the Vidette’s patron-
izing obituary: “It is a sad misfortune that in later years the mind of this fine 
person had become somewhat clouded and her behaviour, in consequence, 
somewhat rash and unusual” (“Meneseteung” 71). By offering an alternative 
view of Roth’s story, Munro’s text breaches the “limit of the doxa” (“Work 
to Text” 1328) represented by the Vidette. “Meneseteung” is a decidedly 
Barthesian text in that it exists “in the movement of a discourse” (1327) and 
transgresses the boundaries of the work—a single, overflowing tributary that 
re-irrigates the desiccated riverbed of monologic literature and history. 

4 As with Barthes, Munro’s disavowal of total textual authority is evident in her critical essays on writing. On the topic of creating and 
refining a story, she writes: “I’m never sure I do solve anything […] I may not have got it right” (“What Is Real?” 224–25).
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After speaking at such length about authority and textuality, it would 
be a conspicuous omission if I failed to acknowledge the textuality of this 
very essay, and how I, as an author, am implicated in it. This essay remains 
only “an attempt, an approach, to the story” that is the critical exploration 
of “Meneseteung” (“What Is Real?” 225), functioning merely as a “text-be-
tween of another text” (“Work to Text” 1329). To what future analyses and 
essays on this and other Alice Munro stories might this text owe a greater, 
dialogic cohesion? The contemporaneity and currency of Munro’s stories in 
the present day ensure that the body of criticism on her oeuvre will continue 
to grow and diversify as readers and theorists find passage into the labyrin-
thine houses of her narratives. This essay—this attempt—is an invitation to 
the Barthesian field of questioning, provoking textuality, wherein works the 
tenacious narrator of “Meneseteung,” and wherein may lie the lost stories 
and connections sought by those readers and writers who resolve to “ford 
the river.”
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THE OBJECT-ORIENTED INTERSPACES 
AND INTERSPECIES OF H.G. WELLS’ THE 
ISLAND OF DR. MOREAU

Adam Gregory 

In this essay (first written for ENG458: Victorian Science Fiction and the Fin 
de Siècle), Adam Gregory explores, thinks with, and interrogates Timothy Morton’s 
radical claim that “We are still in the Victorian Period” through close readings of H.G. 
Wells’ The Island of Doctor Moreau. In reading the novel’s approach to and play with 
space as an ecologically-mooring tool, he argues that Wells articulates a de-Naturalized 
ecological perspective that dovetails with the contemporary, Object-Oriented 
philosophy of Graham Harman and Timothy Morton. Making the distinction between 
normative understandings of space (OED space) and Object-Oriented Ontological 
space (OOO space), this paper demonstrates how Wells troubles OED space’s use of 
absence in order to position the present, populating the significant absences between 
species and objects with what Wells himself calls “interspaces.” However, insofar as 
Wells’ approach to space is object-oriented and de-Naturalized, the novel’s conclusion 
embraces the stability of OED space and positions the human as an ontologically-
central subject position. It is here that this paper attempts to trouble Morton’s claim 
and suggest that in The Island of Doctor Moreau and other Late Victorian texts, we find an 
ambivalent engagement with the ecological that registers the posthuman disruptions of 
a Darwinian world, yet anxiously attempts to mediate them.

In assessing the relative absence of Victorian ecocriticism, Jesse Oak Taylor 
notes that “if the Anthropocene was invented in the late eighteenth century, 

then the Victorians were its first inhabitants” (878), suggesting the period as a 
mine for our precarious ecological present. Timothy Morton goes a step fur-
ther and argues that “We are still in the Victorian Period” (“Victorian Hyper-
objects” 490), given “that we confront gigantic entities that the Victorians also 
confronted – geological time, vast networks of industry” (490). Like Morton, 
many scholars have turned to what Taylor calls “presentism” (877), relat-
ing past engagements with environment to present ecological crises. Yet for 
Taylor, presentist scholarship is most successful when it is “done with careful 
attention to the historical archive and the contemporary moment” (878), rec-
ognizing the specific impact of historical forces in tandem with the ecologies 
in which they are entangled. We might perhaps read Taylor’s stressing of the 
historical as a complication of Morton’s notion that the Victorian period con-
tinues, uninterrupted. Yet, if we agree upon when the Anthropocene begins, 
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the observation Morton makes about the shared ecological pressures working 
on us and the Victorians becomes unavoidable. If the contemporary and the 
Victorian both share the ecological epoch we call the Anthropocene, are we, 
as Morton suggests, still in the Victorian period? Or is there something more 
historically specific about the Victorian experience of Anthropocene?

In light of these questions, I suggest H.G. Wells’ The Island of Doctor 
Moreau as a useful Victorian text in rendering the historical and the ecological 
as distinct, yet interrelated, pressures. In the novel’s evolution-flavoured turn 
to nonhuman entities, I argue that Wells articulates a de-Naturalized1 ecolog-
ical perspective that I locate within the posthuman, Object-Oriented thought 
of Timothy Morton and Graham Harman. In particular, I am interested in the 
ways that normative understandings of space as a way of positioning objects 
are disrupted in Wells’ novel in ways that challenge humanity’s centrality 
among species and even among objects. Space, I contend, becomes a central 
concern in a post-Darwinian world that must reconsider the spaces between 
the discursive categories of “human” and “animal,” a reconsideration I argue 
Wells extends to objects as well. However, insofar as Wells anticipates Morton 
and Harman’s Object-Oriented philosophy, the novel is also heavily invested 
in the human as an ecologically central category, and the novel’s conclusion 
partitions space in ways similar to those it had earlier disrupted. Turning to 
these moments where ecological disruptions are registered but then contained, 
I hope to access what we might call the Victorian Anthropocene, and ultimate-
ly suggest that the affective register of Victorian engagement with ecology is 
one of anxious ambivalence that both recognizes post-Darwinian, posthuman 
disruption and attempts to mediate it. 

The novel’s introduction foregrounds its concern with space as a human, 
epistemological tool. Situated as Prendick’s nephew Charles’ introduction to 
his uncle’s narrative, Wells’ introduction makes clear that the novel will com-
plicate normative, human modes of positioning, writing, “my uncle passed 
out of human knowledge about latitude 5°S. and longitude 105°E.” (71). Here, 
Wells stages the following narrative as being outside “human knowledge,” and 
the attempt to position it within space using latitude and longitude is rendered 
imprecise, only capable of locating “about” where Prendick passed out of their 
purview. Wells’ introduction establishes the novel’s concern with a certain 
kind of human engagement with space. The portioning of space into precise 
coordinates is shown to be incapable of mooring the narrative; in Prendick’s 
narrative (and perhaps outside it), space works in a way that is “outside of 
human knowledge.” In this way, the novel begins with a fundamental chal-
lenge to the extent of established human modes of ecology and space as useful 

Adam Gregory

1 I have capitalized “Naturalized” here and will do so in all other derivations of Nature, in keeping with my reading of Morton, who 
writes, “I capitalize Nature precisely to ‘denature’ it” (Hyperobjects 4, emphasis in original).
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frameworks to position and interpret.

The two main understandings of space that I want to focus on are space 
as a way of creating distance between things—distance between bodies, spe-
cies, objects etc.—and as a vacant surface upon or within which things exist. 
The OED definitions of space include “A continuous area or expanse which is 
free, available, or unoccupied,” and “the dimension of height, depth and width 
within which all things exist and move” (“space”). Both definitions depend 
upon an expectation of absence in formulating space; the first stresses the con-
tinuity of the unoccupied area, while the second posits a non-thing in which 
all actual things exist inside of. In this way, both sacrifice presence, in order to 
craft a fundamentally abstracted area with which to position the present—like 
Charles trying to position where his uncle’s narrative took place. Wells, I will 
argue, challenges this notion of space (which I am going to call OED space) 
by revealing absence to be a fiction, populating the absences between objects 
and species with what Wells himself calls “interspaces” (102). In The Island of 
Doctor Moreau, interspaces become something else in their own right and, in 
doing so, challenge the relevance of both absence and OED space within the 
more complex ecologies of the Anthropocene. 

Questions surrounding the existence of vacant space outside of the 
abstract appear in Continental philosophy well before and after Wells’ novel; 
however, I want to suggest that Wells engages with this critique in a particu-
larly contemporary way. In 1770, Immanuel Kant challenged the positioning 
of space as an objective, materially existent reality (OED space), describing 
it instead as a subjective, human framework for creating relations between 
objects (Wollan 36). Martin Heidegger in 1927 critiqued a similar notion of 
material, absent space, but unlike Kant, he did not locate the spatial discretely 
within the subjective or the objective, but rather in the human subject’s being-
in-the-world or Dasein (Wollan 36).  However, in both their problematizings 
of OED space, the human is still centred as the ontologically distinct focalizer 
of space. What makes The Island of Doctor Moreau’s challenge to vacant space 
contemporary is its turn towards the nonhuman, a feature which has defined 
the Object-Oriented philosophy of Graham Harman and Timothy Morton. 
Object-Oriented Ontology (OOO), first theorized by Harman and later 
extrapolated by Morton to ecology, is a metaphysics that rejects the notion 
that human experience is at the centre of or a catalyst for existence and instead 
turns to objects, defined as broadly as possible (you, global warming, and The 
Island of Doctor Moreau are all objects), which exist on level ontological ground. 
I mention OOO because its focus on the being-in-the-world of objects has 
particularly important conclusions about space. Taking up Kant’s notion that 
space is a feature of perception, i.e. how humans access things, Harman argues 
that objects too have space as a feature of their ontology, writing that “Kan-
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tianism extended beyond humans to flowers and other inanimate things” (17). 
If we believe Kant (and Heidegger), and if, as Harman posits, objects have 
their own ontologies like humans (which are also objects), then their being, 
like humans, is spatial. Morton makes a similar point, writing, “It is not that 
objects primordially “occupy” some existing region of spacetime, but they are 
caught in fields of, and are otherwise “spaced” and “timed” by other entities” 
(Realist Magic 21). 

The notion of being “spaced” by objects puts stress on what I have 
suggested is a crucial element in the ontology of OED space—the expectation 
of absence, either between objects or as an empty box in which other things 
exist. In The Island of Doctor Moreau, this notion of absence is sought after by 
the narrator, Prendick, but is not easily accessed. John Glendening argues that 
the novel is invested in the indeterminacy inspired by evolutionary thought, 
suggesting that Wells’ “troping of entanglement” (46) disrupts Late Victorian 
modes of categorization (39). Glendening understands “entanglement” in the 
novel broadly, as the condition of being “caught in a web of indetermina-
cy” (39). For Glendening, different formulations of “caught”-ness are found 
throughout the novel, but I want to narrow Glendening’s claim to one kind of 
being “caught” and suggest that the primary mode of failed determinacy for 
which Prendick strives is the notion of “clear space,” a desire made explicitly 
clear by Wells—“I suddenly turned away and thrust violently, possibly even 
frantically, through the bushes, anxious to get a clear space about me again” 
(99). “Clear space” becomes a means of stabilizing the ecologies that Prendick 
is entangled within, yet the nonhumans that overcrowd and invade his sense 
of spatial vacancy (animals, animal/human hybrids, plants, strange darknesses, 
etc.) confound this desire. By focusing Glendening’s argument exclusively on 
space, I hope to make visible one of the novel’s most elusive entanglements or 
ways of being “caught”—what Morton calls being “spaced” by other objects. 

Perhaps Wells’ most thorough engagement with vacancy emerges 
through Prendick’s retreat into the forest to escape from the sound of the 
vivisected puma’s cries. This sequence, which stretches two chapters, is Pren-
dick’s most explicit attempt at reaching open space, fighting through trees and 
brush in order find a clearing, but its inciting incident—the puma’s cries—also 
complicates Prendick’s normative spatial sense. Consider how Wells describes 
the puma’s cries in explicitly spatial language: “I found myself that the cries 
were singularly irritating and they grew in depth and intensity as the afternoon 
wore on” (97). The word “depth,” referring to the dimension of the puma’s 
cries, is a spatial signifier, which inflects how we might interpret Prendick’s 
annoyance at them. Rather than simply being irritated, the cries described 
in dimensional terms seem to overwhelm his preference for an empty sound-
scape. This spatial language is compounded by the fullness Prendick ascribes 

Adam Gregory



25

to the puma’s distress, saying, “It was as if all the pain in the world had found 
a voice” (97). What is being interrupted, then, is not only Prendick’s sense of 
calm, but his sense of absence, with the nonhuman animal’s pain a distressing 
reminder of its unavoidable presence. 

This human-animal encounter gives way to an exchange between OED 
space and what I am calling an Object-Oriented view of space, where space 
becomes a property of the relations between objects, rather than a material 
reality. Within this view, it is not unreasonable that the puma’s cries have 
“depth” to Prendick. Both objects (Prendrick and puma), the puma’s deep-
ening cries disrupt his sense of absence with an unavoidable, nonhuman 
voice, from which a sense of OOO space can emerge. To use Morton’s term, 
Prendick’s discomfort arises from being “spaced” by the puma, emerging as a 
property of their encounter rather than a measure of their physical proximity. 
It follows then that Prendick’s attempt to go outside initially fails in escaping 
the puma’s cries—“The crying sounded even louder out of doors” (97). Like 
Charles Prendick’s failure to accurately locate and position his uncle’s nar-
rative within the empty nothing of vacant space, Prendick’s attempt to limit 
his proximity to the animal’s cries by increasing the distance between them 
misunderstands space as being an absent buffer zone rather than a property of 
present bodies. And in this way, Prendick is unavoidably caught in relation to 
the puma, entangled within its cries, which confound his normative spatial 
sense. 

When Prendick retreats into the jungles surrounding Moreau’s com-
plex, he encounters further complications to his sense of spatial vacancy in 
the form of “interspaces,” which disturbingly become presences in their own 
right, rather than the absent nothings Prendick anticipates: “the interspaces 
of the trees, the gaps in further vegetation, that had been hazy blue in the 
daylight, grew black and mysterious” (102, emphasis mine). Wells takes us 
to another moment of f illed vacancy when the shadows of the jungle, which, 
like the spaces between the trees, ought to register as absences, become 
something terrifyingly present: 

The thicket about me became altered to my imagination. 
Every shadow became something more than a shadow—be-
came an ambush; every rustle became a threat. Invisible things 
seemed watching me. I resolved to go back to the enclosure on 
the beach. (99)

Like the trees’ “interspaces,” these absences— “shadows” and “Invisible 
things” —are vividly present, which is precisely what makes them so fright-
ening to Prendick. But even more than being present, here, he ascribes to 
them a kind of perception, describing a feeling of being watched. One might 
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interpret the fear Prendick experiences as being a figment of his own mind, 
given the reference to his imagination, but I think it is significant that the 
thicket is not changed in or by his imagination but to it. What this suggests to 
me is an acknowledgement of perspective—his own and that of the “invisible 
things” watching him. In other words, Wells is positioning the thicket and the 
presences Prendick interprets in the shadows as relating to his sense-perception 
as opposed to being altered by it. Unlike Kant and Heidegger, Wells fills the 
vacancy with human and nonhuman objects alike that relate to the human 
imagination, rather than exist inside it.

 In addition to populating the space between objects with “interspac-
es” and strangely present darknesses, Wells populates the distance between 
species with Moreau’s human-nonhuman hybrids. What these hybrids reveal 
is that OED space does not only pattern our interpretation of objects, but also 
plays a vital role in crafting species as discrete biological categories. Like the 
space between objects, the “interspaces” of the human and the animal grow 
strangely, frighteningly present in the novel. Consider how Wells refers to 
the animal-human hybrids in compounds—“Beast Folk” (167), “Dog-man” 
(163), etc. To me, this process of compound naming positions the reader to 
consider other hybrids, revealing the fragility of species as a biological dis-
course, mobilizing abstracted space to create a biological distance between 
Dogs and humans. This is not to suggest that Wells’ novel positions Dogs and 
humans as being biologically similar, but that what Prendick ultimately finds, 
as he notes how quickly he “fell in” (165) with the Beast People, is that Dogs 
and humans are more entangled than our signifiers reveal. And that the absent 
space between human and animal does not exist in such a discrete, portioned 
way, but as an entangled field of “spaced” objects.

I want to suggest that these “interspaces” and interspecies reveal an 
instability at the root of evolutionary thought. As the Late Victorians, af-
ter Darwin, reconsider and deterritorialize the prescribed distance between 
human and nonhuman animals, subject to similar ecological pressures, the 
turn to objects and the spaces between them becomes a logical progression 
and a means by which to unsteady the concept of Nature itself. If, as Morton 
argues, Nature “maintains an aesthetic distance between us and them, us and 
it, us and ‘over there’” (Ecology Without Nature 204), then in the Late Victori-
an period, as Nature begins to be questioned as a useful signifier and dividing 
line, “nonhuman beings swim into view” (204). And, as I have been suggest-
ing, the language with which to talk about nonhuman presences (animals, 
trees, darkness) becomes increasingly Object-Oriented, with Wells’ island and 
its habitants positioned not in a vacant ocean cut up by longitude and latitude, 
but “caught in a web” of “spaced” relations, where even the gaps between the 
trees become something monstrously present. Wells’ interspaces and interspe-
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cies are useful coordinates in locating the disruptions of evolutionary thought 
upon OED space and the Late Victorian conception of Nature; they betray an 
anxiety at the ontological significance of the human and elaborate a de-Nat-
uralized ecological perspective that anticipates the philosophy of Morton and 
Harman. Consider Morton’s description of his own approach in his book 
Ecology Without Nature, which is as useful a description of Wells’ interspaces 
as I have found, troubling “what precisely counts as human, what counts as 
nature. Instead of pushing around performed pieces of thought, I have chosen 
to hesitate at a more basic level, to lodge my criticism in the fissures between 
such categories” (7, emphasis in original). 

In Wells’ essay “Human Evolution, An Artificial Process,” he argues that 
in “civilised man” (217), there are two types of human: the human formed by 
natural selection, “a type of animal more obstinately unchangeable than any 
other living creature” (217); and, the artificial human, formed through rational 
thought (217). Contrary to my argument thus far, Wells believes that this is 
what The Island of Doctor Moreau conveys (217). If we turn to the novel’s con-
clusion, Wells’ assessment of his own novel certainly rings true. Despite the 
nonhuman entanglements and “spaced” confusions I have been suggesting are 
at play in the novel, its concluding chapter is surprisingly tranquil: 

In the evening I started, and drove out to sea before a gentle 
wind from the southwest, slowly, steadily; and the island grew 
smaller and smaller, and the lank spire of smoke dwindled to a 
finer and finer line against the hot sunset. The ocean rose up 
around me, hiding that low, dark patch from my eyes […] The 
sea was silent, the sky was silent. I was alone with the night 
and the silence. (171-72) 

In this passage, Wells mediates any potential disruptions from nonhuman 
entities: the smoke becomes increasingly visible, contained within a fine line 
against a picturesque backdrop of the sun; the ocean helpfully removes the 
threatening, present darkness that has defined Prendick’s confusion on the 
island and exchanges it for the undisturbed, unproblematized silence of the 
sea and sky. OED space stalks every phrase. Here, Wells conjures an image of 
an ecology at peace with itself, with its discrete parts (sun, sky, ocean, smoke) 
working together, and from it the human emerges, singled out and “alone.” 
Rather than being “caught in a web” of “spaced” relations with unavoidably 
present nonhuman objects, Prendick is able to partition the various parts of 
the ecology and reach the kind of spatial vacancy he so craved wandering in 
Moreau’s jungle. 

 How, then, to make sense of the novel’s humanist conclusion, given 
its previous complications of vacant space and proto-OOO perspective? Rath-
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er than suggesting, like Wells, that the novel asserts a dual presence in human-
ity—the Natural and the artificial—it might be more helpful to think with 
Taylor stressing the historical archive. We might then situate the novel within 
a larger body of Late Victorian texts (of which Wells’ “Human Evolution, An 
Artificial Process” is also a part) that both register the posthuman disruption 
of evolutionary thought and attempt to mediate it through an anxious repe-
tition of humanist concepts. Like Prendick himself, who is “anxious to get 
a clear space about” him again amidst a plethora of nonhuman disruptions, 
these texts grasp the discomfort of evolution’s conclusions about humanity’s 
insecure ecological position, yet take comfort in the clarity humanism affords 
them. Consider Thomas Huxley’s essay “The Struggle for Existence in Hu-
man Society,” which, like Wells’ “Human Evolution, An Artificial Process,” 
differentiates the human artificial and the inhuman Natural, locating the 
moral within the human sphere. However, some of Huxley’s conclusions look 
startlingly posthuman: “In the strict sense of the word ‘nature,’ it denotes the 
sum of the phenomenal world, of that which has been, and is, and will be; and 
society, like art, is therefore part of nature” (202). The human presence here is 
not ontologically significant but simply part of “the phenomenal world.” Even 
the act of placing quotations around Nature reads as posthuman, undercutting 
Nature’s discursive invisibility as an unchecked signifier. However, these dis-
ruptions are mediated by the main thrust of the essay, in which Huxley argues 
that “it is convenient to distinguish those parts of nature in which man plays 
the part of immediate cause, as something apart; and, therefore, society, like 
art, is usefully to be considered as distinct from nature” (202-03). This kind of 
180-degree turn is The Island of Doctor Moreau in a microcosm; in two sentenc-
es, Huxley radically undercuts the anthropocentrism of Nature as a discourse 
and then decides that the normative lines of human artificiality and nonhuman 
Nature are a more “convenient” framework for his thesis.

 It is here we might access a kind of Victorian sensibility within the 
Anthropocene. The philosophy of Graham Harman and Timothy Morton 
attempts (however imperfectly) to do away with anthropocentrism and Nature 
altogether, but Late Victorian thinkers seem unable to fully embrace the eco-
logical discomfort of this position. In The Island of Doctor Moreau, H.G. Wells 
develops a kind of OOO in order to render the more complex, nonhuman 
ecologies of a Darwinian world, but the novel’s humanist ending precludes 
these conclusions, mediating nonhuman disruption by isolating the human as 
an ecologically and ontologically distinct category. I do not mean to suggest a 
teleological opposition between the Victorians and today’s Object-Oriented 
Ontologists, but rather to gesture toward the sociohistorical particulars of even 
the posthuman. As Morton suggests, we do face similar entities—“geologi-
cal time, vast networks of industry”—but our vernacular in describing these 
entities is radically textured by our historical positions. Where contemporary 
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posthumanists might brazenly name their target as Nature, Wells’ novel betrays 
(or perhaps even represents) a more anxious ecological ambivalence, where, as 
Morton suggests, “the nonhuman swims into view,” but only insofar as it can 
be later mediated and territorialized using the frameworks of Nature and the 
human. Strangely then, it is the Victorian that emerges as a kind of interspe-
cies, populating the vacant theoretical space between us and “over there” with 
ambivalent, monstrous, unNatural texts.
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THE LAST REFUGE: THE REVELATORY 
NATURE OF IRONY IN DAVID FOSTER 
WALLACE’S “GOOD OLD NEON”

Eleanor Lazarova

This essay was written for ENG365: Contemporary American Literature, 
led by Dr. Julia Cooper. The course explored notions of “union” in contemporary 
America, specifically the sociocultural and political barriers that that fail to unify 
Americans as one cohesive nation. To quote Wallace, “there are things about the 
contemporary U.S. that make it distinctively hard to be a real human being, then 
maybe half of fiction’s job is to dramatize what it is that makes it tough. The other 
half is to dramatize the fact that we still are human beings, “now.” This essay, 
“The Last Refuge: The Revelatory Nature of Irony in David Foster Wallace’s 
‘Good Old Neon,’” explores what makes living “tough,” and the individual 
struggle against it. Wallace employs an ironic method to draw attention to the 
societal and linguistic systems that constrain individuals. Yet, the issue with irony, 
Wallace acknowledges, is that it seeks to diagnose and expose the problems it sees, 
but, without any hope for resolution, one is inevitably stuck in stasis. Considering 
all of this, the story, is really, to put it plainly, about the circular struggle of 
depression. Thanks to Victoria Evangelista and Lola Borissenko for their insight 
and encouragement throughout the editorial process.

David Foster Wallace’s “Good Old Neon” functions as a mode of inward-
ness, of subjective experience. The story simulates consciousness in real 

time; the experience of interiority is verbally articulated through long sentences 
and digressions that encase the narrator Neal’s cascade of thoughts. The often 
overcompensating language reveals Neal’s crisis at hand, namely the capacity of 
language to understand and communicate the self. Neal’s primary problem, a 
feeling of lifelong fraudulence, is rooted in paralyzing self-consciousness, akin to 
Sartre’s “bad faith” (mauvaise foi): the notion that humans act under pretense to 
conform to societal standards, thereby denying their inherent freedom (Childers 
103). Though Neal openly admits his own fraudulence to the reader, he takes 
on an ironic tone to shield himself from the discomfort of his own vulnerability. 
In some articulations, ironic distance from vulnerability can achieve restorative 
results, as in Jacob Golomb’s “In Search of Authenticity,” when he claims that 
“irony brings out the self-detachment needed to transcend subjectivity, and 
enables the individual to refocus […] on the emerging authentic self” (29). But 
Neal’s ironic distance in the story fails to be self-transcendent; as Wallace himself 
stated, in a 1993 interview: “irony has gone from liberating to enslaving” (147). 
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Rather, irony in “Good Old Neon” functions to dissect the larger systems that 
perpetuate Neal’s sense of fraudulence. From the hypocrisy of normative values 
to the fixation on logical paradoxes, the story represents, particularly through the 
character of Neal and his verbal form and tone, the way that language, although 
necessary to make sense of the self, also functions as limiting and self-defeating 
in the process. Ultimately, “Good Old Neon” calls attention to the societal and 
linguistic systems through which individual meaning is derived, while also cri-
tiquing the failure of individual subjectivity to transcend hegemonic systems and 
achieve genuine communication. 

From the beginning of “Good Old Neon,” the reader is privy to Neal’s 
self-reflection on his sense of fraudulence—as well as his almost pathological 
drive for approval—through his confessional interior monologue. These moments 
of ostensible openness are frequently deflected by layers of irony and cynicism 
that restrict genuine emotional vulnerability. In fact, Neal disavows any trace of 
vulnerability, claiming he delayed the admission of his unhappiness in therapy 
because “[he] didn’t want to seem like just another whining, self-absorbed yup-
pie” (144). Here, Neal anticipates the reader’s reaction to this confession, as if he 
finds it necessary to distance himself from the stereotypical privileged person, or 
“whining, self-absorbed yuppie,” attending therapy for seemingly menial, mid-
dle-class problems. Even when Neal later admits his own sense of fraudulence 
to his therapist, he tells him that he had been “feeling alienated,” and then adds 
that he “had to use the uptown word, of course” (141). The use of the adjective 
“uptown,” often referring to a more prosperous area of a particular city, creates 
a subtle but cutting sardonic tone; like the reference to the “yuppie” above, Neal 
again ironizes his situation in anticipation that his problems might be perceived 
as trivial. By acknowledging this cliché, Neal strives to elevate himself out of it, 
insofar as he admits that he is not naïve enough to be blind to his privileged posi-
tion. At face value, his admission serves a twofold purpose: it counters the threat 
of being misperceived, while also suggesting a hyperawareness toward his prob-
lems that surely excludes him from being a complete cliché. But his ironic irrev-
erence towards his own pain cannot fully deflect the fact that his pain, despite its 
clichéd connotations, is genuine. Here, a deeper irony emerges: though Wallace 
invokes satirical irony to mock the conventions of privilege and deconstruct the 
cliché, he also attacks its use as a defence mechanism. The contemporary impulse 
to concede to irony when real feelings are at stake thus proves to be a hindrance 
to the individual’s subjective experience of and access to emotions.

Even if Neal’s pain is genuine, the narrative cannot represent it without the 
linguistic defense mechanism of irony; Neal undercuts the possibility of a gen-
uine confession by ironically invoking the figure of the privileged “yuppie” any 
time there might be potential for vulnerability. Even while composing his suicide 
note to his sister, he writes, “there was also a good possibility that, when all was 
said and done, I was nothing but just another fast-track yuppie who couldn’t love, 

The Last Refuge



32

and that I found the banality of this unendurable” (173). It is not Neal’s supposed 
inability to love, in and of itself, that leads to his suicide, but rather the banality 
of feeling this inability in the first place—the banality of embodying another 
cliché. In this sense, Neal’s irony comes to serve an inverse purpose; it is not 
revelatory, but rather condemnatory. The massive web of irony that dominates 
his interior world cannot help the fraudulence he feels. And again, though his 
admission that he feels he cannot love may be genuine, his ironic declaration that 
his suicide is driven by a need to escape banality sounds like yet another sardonic 
defence mechanism. True vulnerability leaves one susceptible to being wounded, 
but Neal compulsively shields himself from disapproval, with cool nonchalance.  

While Neal’s ironic narration represents a subjective sense of fraudulence 
and fear of cliché, Wallace’s critique in the story is also directed toward broader 
social and cultural institutions. This results in a mockery of a wider consumer 
culture that furthers the individualized feeling of disingenuousness into a more 
generalized context. According to the theory of cultural hegemony, put forth by 
Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci, capitalist social stratification causes vari-
ation among cultural norms on the basis of social class (Donaldson 643). Conse-
quently, those who control the means of production therefore also participate in 
the “production” of masculine ideals that in turn reinforce the hegemonic social 
system; values such as “courage, inner direction, certain forms of aggression, 
autonomy, mastery” (Donaldson 644) connote a characteristically male ability to 
succeed within the hegemonic social rubric for success. In “Good Old Neon,” 
then, Neal, as a character type that attempts to ironically resist societal norms, 
exposes the root of the ways in which the hegemonic order constructs individual 
feelings of fraudulence—but not in a way that entirely absolves itself of blame. 
The ironic term “firepower” stylistically encapsulates, through Neal’s use of it, 
the individual’s ability to grasp and attack problems that threaten society and 
the self. For example, when disappointed by his therapist’s analysis, Neal says 
that “[he] was paying this guy for help in getting out of the trap and he’d now 
showed that he didn’t have the mental firepower to do it” (155). He later insists 
that pleasing his bosses at work involves manipulating them into thinking that 
he is “a tough-minded independent thinker who from time to time bows to the 
weight of their superior intelligence and creative firepower, etc.” (162). Neal, 
feigning “firepower” in order to succeed in society, perpetuates his own feeling 
of fraudulence in order to satisfy normative expectations.  Even though Neal is 
technically striving toward normativity, the irony of the term “firepower” in the 
narrative exposes the pretense behind this kind of societal expectation of strength 
and resilience. Yet, possessing “firepower” implies, in a militaristic fashion, the 
potential to aggressively dominate the trap of self-reflection. Neal confirms this 
when he says, “I was killing myself because I was an essentially fraudulent person 
who seemed to lack either the character or the firepower to find a way to stop” 
(173)—a confession that both confronts and fatally accepts his perceived lack. 
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Compared to “David Wallace” who manages to “[emerge] from years of literally 
indescribable war against himself with quite a bit more firepower than he’d had at 
Aurora West” (181), Neal is unable to overcome the disease of neurotic intro-
spection that counters his ability to craft a solid sense of self.

Society is further implicated in perpetuating fraudulence through its un-
derlying narrative of self-improvement and self-making, which Wallace mocks, 
in this story, as widespread societal acceptance of solipsism. Similarly, Michel 
Foucault criticizes what he calls “the Californian cult of the self,” a modern 
notion of identity that involves “discover[ing] one’s true self, separat[ing] it from 
that which might obscure or alienate it, decipher[ing] its truth thanks to psycho-
logical or psychoanalytic science, which is supposed to tell you what your true 
self is” (271). The quest for self-knowledge, thus, assumes the reality of an au-
thentic ideal self, the growth of which society stunts. The danger lies in passively 
accepting this rhetoric of self-creation, one that by default demands withdrawal 
from social responsibility. Neal lists the things he tried in order to relieve his 
sense of fraudulence: “EST, riding a ten-speed to Nova Scotia and back, hypno-
sis, cocaine, sacro-cervical chiropractic, joining a charismatic church, jogging, 
pro bono work for the Ad Council, meditation classes, the Masons” (142). This 
disparate list of activities, while humorous in its hyperbole, ironically disparages 
a culture that will offer anything absurd for a quick escape from spiritual unease, 
thus further exemplifying Foucault’s notion of alienation from “one’s true self.” 
Additionally, the idea of bettering oneself creates a culture of self-absorption; 
Neal lists psychoanalysis as “pretty much the last thing [he] tried” (143) to relieve 
his feeling of being a fraud, yet it is the excessive self-reflection during therapy it-
self that leads him to the decision to commit suicide. Neal claims that “[he] tried 
analysis like almost everybody else […]. It didn’t really work, although it did 
make everyone sound more aware of their own problems and added some useful 
vocabulary and concepts to the way we all had to talk to each other to fit in and 
sound a certain way” (142). The irony of having to “sound” a certain way, rather 
than simply “being,” criticizes the customs and language of therapy as a cultural 
institution: people risk becoming too aware of their own interiority, which para-
doxically drives them further into unhappiness. Wallace’s ironic derision towards 
therapy is in part criticism at its oversimplification and encouragement of solip-
sism. However, he also criticizes Neal for ironically distancing himself from what 
he sees as the saccharine and ultimately false language of therapy. The pretence 
of having to act or sound a certain way makes it difficult to be truly vulnerable 
because it is insincere, but Neal’s ironic cynicism further inhibits him from the 
possibility of transcending his pain. 

Given that irony acts as a defensive strategy against vulnerability, it follows 
that the form of ironic discourse, language, is itself a barrier to vulnerability in the 
narrative. Wallace exemplifies his complex ironic method when he reveals that 
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the language necessary to express the self and communicate it to others is simply 
not enough; indeed, Neal is confined by the language he requires to escape his 
trap of consciousness. Language functions as the most direct means of commu-
nication, yet in this story it fails to truly communicate the self. In the beginning 
of the story, Neal sets out to craft “an abstract or sort of intro, meant to be very 
brief and sketchy” to show “what it was like before he died” (152). However, he 
goes on to say that he feels like he is failing. He tells the reader to “look at how 
much time and English it’s seeming to take to even say it. It’s interesting if you 
really think about it, how clumsy and laborious it seems to be to convey even 
the smallest thing” (153). Neal’s colloquial tone, highlighted by his use of casual 
nouns such as “it” and “thing,” ironically distracts from the seriousness of the 
matter, adding yet another form of evasion. In this quotation irony folds in on 
itself: language is the only way to be truly vulnerable, yet one cannot be vulner-
able if words are insufficient to express a simple thing, let alone the totality of 
consciousness.

Friedrich Nietzsche conceptualized the limitations of language, specifi-
cally with respect to the development of modern civilization, in The Gay Science, 
where he writes that human “consciousness generally has only been developed 
under the pressure of the necessity for communication” (167). For Nietzsche, 
language is a representation of commonalities as a means for “communication” 
among people; as humans become less community-centred and more individ-
ualistic, language increasingly strains to express the full extent of thought and 
feeling. Human experience “is not garrulous [because] we have grown beyond 
what we have words for […] the speaker has already vulgarized himself by speak-
ing” (“Twilight of the Idols” 94). Inherent failings of language, particularly in a 
modern context, illuminate the reasons behind Neal’s suicide. Wallace implies 
that if depression, in a sense, might engender a form of solipsism, the language 
needed to communicate becomes defective and therefore deepens the retreat into 
the self, leading to inevitable isolation and crushing loneliness. Yet, for all its 
fatalism, “Good Old Neon” does have moments of hope that counter the chains 
of irony. Neal acknowledges that though the constraints of language prevent 
sincere vulnerability, this does not mean that the attempt, though imperfect, is 
worthless. He tells the reader that inside everyone “is this enormous room full 
of what seems like everything in the whole universe at one time or another” that 
must get “[squeezed] out through one of those tiny keyholes” (178). Language 
must traverse the keyholes, but it can communicate only a fraction of the whole 
inside each individual. Neal’s excessive self-reflexivity provides him with an 
excess of language, but the result stunts rather than liberates. In this way, Neal’s 
consciousness cannot bring about true vulnerability because his illness prevents it 
from being in a form that is conducive to language.

Similarly, Neal attempts to use the precepts of logic, another form of lan-
guage, to solve the problem of his fraudulence, only to fall into a series of traps 

Eleanor Lazarova



35

that are seemingly logical, yet inescapable. Wallace uses irony as an indirect way 
of fostering understanding, whether it is used to expose societal hypocrisy or as 
Neal’s defence against vulnerability. Logic, similarly, helps further understand-
ing, for it aims at truth, but Neal’s logic perverts his sense of self. For example, 
he claims that he suffers from the “fraudulence paradox,” which he defines as 
“the more time and effort you put into trying to appear impressive or attractive 
to other people, the less impressive or attractive you fe[el] inside” (147). Howev-
er, Neal cannot escape the fraudulence paradox, even as he becomes aware of it, 
because of “the other, higher-order paradox, which didn’t even have a form or 
name – I didn’t, I couldn’t” (147). Paradoxes reach illogical conclusions through 
logical means, an irony which perhaps may be the only one Neal is unaware of. 
In a similar paradoxical manner, Neal reaches the conclusion that he must com-
mit suicide; he “logically” deduces that his fraudulence is inescapable but fails 
to realize that what is logical may not be true and that it is in his power to find 
another way. In his obsession with order and logic, Neal ironically gets tangled 
in a web of convolution that distorts his supposedly logical thinking. Language 
and logic should enable Neal to organize the world, but Neal ultimately becomes 
a by-product of these tools; instead of using them to order his reality, his reality 
becomes defined through their constraints.

Neal’s fixation on logic ironically enslaves him by cementing his sense 
of fraudulence as irrefutable fact, driving him to suicide.  He mentions that he 
inherited a silver pocket watch from his stepmother with the Latin inscription 
“RESPICE FINEM” (161) on the inside. The term, which means “look to 
the end,” comes from The Death of Ivan Ilych by Leo Tolstoy, where the main 
character has the same watch and inscription (48). Such an aphorism seems to 
suit Neal’s conviction that his predicament is logically unpreventable. He has 
shed the humanity of his existence in favour of the logic of suicide; there is no 
way out because, according to him, he cannot “get out” of the banality of being 
a fraud. If Neal is likewise looking to the end, it is an uncompromising outlook 
to escape the threat of irony. In all of his obsessive webs of thought, Neal fails 
to realize the irony of his attempt to prescribe the rules of logic to an existence 
that is inherently illogical. Ultimately, Neal cannot transcend the objectivity of 
logic, in the same way he cannot overcome the societal systems that confine him. 
Wallace demonstrates how language and logic impose a system on Neal that in 
turn becomes his world, where all the layers of irony collapse in the realization of 
his suicide.

 Wallace’s “Good Old Neon” ironically portrays the inner world of a 
psyche under serious anxiety; this blurring of serious feeling and non-serious 
tone both alleviates the tension that arises in Neal when he feels vulnerable and 
exposes the hypocrisy of a contemporary society that encourages pretence: no 
one can really say what they mean because the form of language and the fallacy 
of logic forbid it. Because Neal constructs an inevitable end for himself through 
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logic, but misses the existential irony of using suicide to escape banality, the 
moment of hope in the story fails to convince: the idea, posited elsewhere in 
the story, that the attempt to communicate the self is what makes everything 
worthwhile becomes difficult to accept as hopeful at all when suicide is ulti-
mately the preferable way out.  One alternative way to address a sense of fraudu-
lence without being crushed by it is to return to Sartre, who wrote that “we are 
beings whose being is perpetually in question” (Golomb 162). In this view, one 
can reconcile problems of identity when one ceases to regard authenticity as an 
objective state. Golomb concludes that “ultimate failure to achieve authentici-
ty is irrelevant because it is the striving, the overcoming of difficulties, and the 
acceptance of defeats that endows life with structure, unity, and meaning” (162). 
Perhaps deriving concrete conclusions regarding the relationship between irony 
and vulnerability in the story is bound to halt to an impasse. Just like the univers-
es buried in Neal’s consciousness, the quest for infinite truth without constraints 
will inevitably surpass the limits of articulation. Irony can help defamiliarize 
these barriers to individual subjectivity; the point is not to strive toward an un-
attainable “objective” conclusion, but to offer a feasible way to achieve genuine 
communication.
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“EVERYTHING’S GOOD,” OR, A COMPARATIVE 
ANALYSIS OF PARANOID AND REPARATIVE 
READING IN THE LYRICS OF CHIEF KEEF AND 
CHANCE THE RAPPER

Stuart Oakes

“Everything’s Good” was written in Spring 2016 for ENG382: Contemporary 
Literary Theory. The assignment was particularly motivating: to pair any “literary” 
text with one of the course’s theoretical readings. What drew the author to Eve Sedg-
wick’s “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading” [PRRR] and its consideration of 
what it terms “paranoia” was its lasting relevance and direct applicability. The the-
oretical methodology of paranoia that PRRR seeks to disassemble remains pervasive 
nearly fifteen years after its publication; its analysis neatly lent itself to two contem-
porary artists on the author’s mind. In previous years, Chief Keef’s claustrophobic 
releases had given Chicago rap a coherent sound; at the time this paper was written, 
Chance the Rapper seemed a young and unaffiliated upstart. In this essay, the author 
argues that one way of reading the two rappers’ marked dissimilarity in perspective is 
through the lens of Sedgwick’s work. He asserts that Sedgwick’s paranoid and repara-
tive epistemologies provide us with a method of interpreting the warmth that Chance 
engenders as no less serious or effective a survival tool than Keef’s grim, watchful 
practices.  

It is worth noting how much has changed. Although an argument can be made 
that Keef—now making knotty, experimental rap for smaller audiences—has directly 
influenced current it-rappers like 21 Savage and Lil Uzi Vert, it is Chance who 
reigns. The positivity he exudes has thrived both in Chicago—in the hands of artists 
like Jamila Woods, Saba, Noname, D.R.A.M., and Joey Purp—and nationally, on-
stage at the Grammys. What the transformation means, if anything, remains unclear, 
but bears watching. Reparative love is never a bad thing. 

In “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading,” Eve Sedgwick works to 
subvert the privileging of paranoia—a method of thinking that relies on 

maintaining the status quo by anticipating and exposing surprises as a way of 
forestalling pain—as a theoretical practice. Paranoia and the way it structures 
inquiry has, Sedgwick argues, taken a hegemonic hold over critical thought. 
As she states, “to theorize out of anything but a paranoid critical stance has 
come to seem naïve […] and complaisant” (126, emphasis in original). Sedg-
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wick asserts that paranoia, although useful, should be viewed as “one kind of 
cognitive/affective theoretical practice among other, alternative kinds” (126). 
In other words, paranoia is just one of many tools available to the theoretician/
reader/everyday thinker, and to privilege it is to be seduced into overlooking 
its limitations. In contrast, she presents reparative practices: a pleasure-seeking 
method of thinking that acknowledges the complexities of individual phenom-
ena for the purpose of stimulating local, positive change. She argues that, due 
to the popularity of paranoid practices, reparative practices remain unacknowl-
edged despite their advantages and their symbiotic relationship to paranoid 
structures. 

Although Sedgwick primarily focuses her comparison of the paranoid 
and reparative methods to their use within theoretical writing, especially queer 
theory, a similar analysis can be conducted within any environment that is 
organized around a dominant strain of paranoia. In Chicago, Illinois, the prev-
alent musical trend has recently been a paranoid style of gangster rap known 
regionally as “drill music” and exemplified by rapper Chief Keef. Drill music 
reflects a living environment where the effects of the systemic racism and eco-
nomic inequality faced by people of colour, and in particular black and Latinx 
people, are intensely visible in the form of gang violence. As one reporter 
writes, “As Chicago’s murder rate spikes, nihilistic drill reflects real life where 
its squeaky-clean hip-hop counterparts have failed” (Stehlik). The blood-
shed is pervasive enough to resemble that of a warzone: in 2015, Chicago saw 
2,987 shooting victims (“Crime in Chicago: Shootings”) and 488 homicides 
(“Crime in Chicago: Homicides”). These statistics reflect the inescapability 
of violence—an inevitability that encourages paranoia as a method of surviv-
al. However, by drawing on Sedgwick’s essay I will suggest that paranoia’s 
ubiquity—represented by drill music and its popularity—does not mean that it 
is the only available response. An optimistic element is also present in the city, 
particularly in the art of another Chicago native, Chance the Rapper. Al-
though Keef and Chance are operating within the same environment, there is 
a contrast between the perspectives expressed on Keef’s mixtape Back from the 
Dead and Chance’s mixtape Acid Rap. A comparison of the two works through 
the lens of paranoid and reparative reading indicates that Acid Rap’s reparative 
focus on the possibility of pleasure does not necessitate that it is more naïve 
and complaisant than Keef’s trademark pain-averting paranoia. It follows that 
we can extend Sedgwick’s argument in order to suggest, descriptively, that 
Chance’s unusually reparative practices might form a useful alternative to the 
paranoid methods that renew the cycles of violence in Chicago. 

Sedgwick’s essay first escorts us through two central parts of the theory 
of paranoia, a fundamentally defensive position. Firstly, paranoia is a “strong 
theory” (134), which means that it fits events to match a predetermined hy-
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pothesis. Paranoid thinking also hypothesizes that some things in the world 
are “hateful and envious” (128) of us and intending to do us harm. Crucially, 
our suspicion, or paranoia, is actually just a projection. We break up the world 
and project our death drive—our tendency towards self-destruction—onto 
certain pieces. We then internalize, or “ingest” (128), those piece-projec-
tions as threatening. For example, imagine a child who thinks that a new toy 
wants to hurt them. The toy does not, of course; they are only imagining—or 
projecting—its threatening intent. However, they believe otherwise because 
the paranoid structure of their thinking uses subsequent events as evidence to 
support their projection—perhaps the toy appears to glare at them, and then 
inexplicably changes places overnight, coming closer to their bed. Secondly, 
paranoia is closely tied to the “notion of the inevitable” (147). As Sedgwick 
states, “because there must be no bad surprises, and because learning of the 
possibility of a bad surprise would a bad surprise, paranoia requires that bad 
news be always already known” (130). Unlike a weak theory, which accom-
modates the nuances of each individual circumstance—such as the reparative 
practice of close reading—paranoia believes that we must always anticipate the 
bad: “You can never be paranoid enough” (142, emphasis in original). The hypoth-
esized threat entails that the paranoiac must endlessly anticipate and expose it, 
or else they might be caught unaware and harmed.

 Keef’s Back from the Dead can be read as illustrative of Sedgwick’s 
paranoia—in his music, Keef demonstrates a deep suspicion that other Chica-
goans intend to shoot him. The hypothesis materializes in a typical Back from 
the Dead lyric, which reads, “Can’t trust every face, shit I gotta watch ’em” 
(“Monster”).1 Keef, exemplifying Sedgwick’s strong theory of paranoia, proj-
ects a threat onto every face he sees and then concentrates to gather supporting 
evidence. Notably, his suspicion is strengthened when people do try to shoot 
him. Shootings happen all the time in Chicago: “Wartime sparks [in] broad 
day, all night” (“I Don’t Like”). Sedgwick, quoting D.A. Miller, observes that 
“Surprise […] is precisely what the paranoid seeks to eliminate, but it is also 
what, in the event, he survives by reading as a frightening incentive” (130). In 
Keef’s neighbourhood, Englewood—one of the most dangerous communities 
in Chicago (“Crime in Chicago: Englewood”)—that translates to something 
like, “just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you” 
(Sedgwick 127). This feedback reinforces Keef’s paranoia, resulting in his 
instantly assuming that any stranger might be a threat. He raps, “who is these 
niggas, I don’t know them,” and then, “Throwing L’s up [finger bent around 
the trigger], with the Glocks up” (“I Don’t Know Dem”). The rapper is so 
jumpy after past shootings that he barely has time to gather evidence, let alone 
attempt a nuanced judgment regarding an unfamiliar face. To wait is, paranoia 
asserts, to court a quick(er) death. Keef needs to be the first person with a gun 
in his hand—a reaction that might effectively save his life. 
1 All Chief Keef and Chance the Rapper lyrics were checked using Genius, an online media knowledge base that provides song lyrics, 
with relevant and often verified annotations and interpretations.
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Keef endlessly awaiting the next shooting is an example of paranoia’s tie 
to inevitability. The shooting may never arrive, but if it does and he is not pre-
pared, he could die—the ultimate bad surprise. Accordingly, he compulsively 
projects danger. The word “trust” appears twenty-eight times on the mixtape, 
generally in some variation of the lyric, “We don’t trust niggas” (“Monster”) 
and occasionally looped into an illogical extreme: “I don’t [even] trust myself” 
(“Trust None”). The rapper cannot trust because trust requires relaxing his 
guard, something the paranoid structure he operates within cannot do. It is a 
well-recognized survival tactic; any number of artists in comparable environ-
ments could be similarly analyzed.

Paranoia is, despite its effectiveness, not the only available epistemolog-
ical tool, and an example of an artist who explores both methods is Chance 
the Rapper, one of Keef’s peers. Chance hails from Chatham, another one 
of Chicago’s most violent neighbourhoods (“Crime in Chicago: Chatham”), 
and like Keef, he grew up surrounded by gang violence. On “Paranoia,” 
Chance acknowledges being similarly affected by the shootings: “They’ll be 
shooting whether it’s dark or not […] / Down here, it’s easier to find a gun 
than it is to find a fucking parking spot” (“Pusha Man/Paranoia”). Likewise, 
he has experienced the frightening incentive of surprise: “My big homie died 
young; just turned older than him / I seen it happen, I seen it happen, I see it 
always” (“Acid Rap”). According to The New York Times, “nationally, black 
men aged 15 to 29 die at a higher rate than any other age group except 85 and 
older” (Goleman), and Chance is aware of the statistics: “Shooting death with 
weighted dice / And hitting stains on birthday candles” (“Everybody’s Some-
thing”). Chance knows that as a young black man in Chicago, the odds are 
stacked against him. The fixed dice are more likely to land on his death than 
they are on his living a long life, and so every birthday represents a year stolen 
from death: “hitting stains” is slang for stealing (“Acid Rap”). In this regard, 
his living to be older than his “big homie” is an accomplishment, one that has 
been made possible in part by the defensive advantages afforded by paranoid 
thinking. 

However, although Chance admits to relying on Keef-like hypothesizing 
occasionally, paranoia is not his only tool. At times, he is a paranoiac: “I’ve 
been riding around […] with my gun on my hip / Paranoia on my mind, got 
my mind on the fritz / But a lot of nigga’s dyin’, so my 9 with the shits [his 
gun is not holding things in, so to speak]” (“Pusha Man/Paranoia”). Here, he 
recalls Keef’s edginess on “I Don’t Know Dem” almost exactly. At other time, 
however, his music diverges radically from Keef’s. For example, it is difficult 
to imagine Keef rapping the following Acid Rap bars: “it ain’t nothing you 
could say but ‘that’s love’ / That’s love [repeated x8] / I LOVE you! [repeated 
x8].” ( “Interlude [That’s Love]”). In fact, Keef does has his own version of 
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a love song: “She say she love me, whatever that is / do me a favor, save that 
shit” (“Save That Shit”). The contrast is striking; the peers’ music captures 
contrasting reactions to the same circumstance.

Chance’s sentimentality, considering that he shares the same dangerous 
environment emphasized in Keef’s lyrics, could be labelled naïve or “squeaky-
clean” (Stehlik). However, Sedgwick’s essay gives us a tool—reparative prac-
tices—to understand his music in quite a different way. As Sedgwick writes, 
“It’s not even necessarily true that [paranoia and reparation] make different 
judgments of ‘reality’ […] both epistemologies are likely to be based on deep 
pessimism” (138). The argument is echoed by Chance: “My hard head stayed 
up in the clouds like a lost kite / But gravity had me up in a submission hold 
/ Like I’m dancing with the Devil with two left feet and I’m pigeon-toed” 
(“Everybody’s Something”). This means that Chance has not forgotten what 
it is like to be a poor black man in a systemically racist America. Instead, he 
portrays it as an inexorable force—like gravity—that prevents him from losing 
touch with his circumstances; he again acknowledges that he is living against 
the odds, indicated here by the near-inevitably doomed dance with the devil. 
Nor does the difference between his perspective and Keef’s entail “a denial 
of the reality or gravity of enmity or oppression” (Sedgwick 128). Chance is 
not ignoring the seriousness of his current situation in favour of, as he puts it, 
“replay[ing] the replays” (“Good Ass Intro”) of the good times.

 Instead, it is a conscious decision to turn to reparative practices. For 
instance, Chance raps, “I’ll take you to the land, where the lake made of sand / And 
the milk don’t pour and the honey don’t dance / And the money ain’t yours / Now 
it’s just a red pill / Got a blue and a hand full of Advils” (“Pusha Man/Paranoia”). 
Although he is explicitly talking about drugs, Chance’s allusion to the Wachowski 
sisters’ The Matrix can be extended. Faced with a land that refuses them sustenance 
and opportunity, Keef and his drill peers take the red pill, which The Matrix links 
to reality. For these rappers, the red pill might represent the way they have centered 
surviving the violence of their immediate reality as all-important in their art—“ni-
hilistic drill reflects real life” (Stehlik). Chance, however, takes both pills, as well as 
others, for good measure. In the movie, the blue pill allows Neo, the protagonist, 
to forget, and, when used as a metaphor for drugs, temporary oblivion is available 
to Chance as well. However, unlike Neo, Chance never has the option of total 
amnesia—Chance’s blue pill is necessarily tempered by the red pill of the systemic 
gravity that he is unlikely to escape. Hence, Chance’s taking the blue pill is not a 
decision to deny reality but rather to break with the red pill’s (and Keef’s) status 
quo of inevitability that has been, according to Sedgwick, posing as reality: “it is 
only paranoid knowledge that has so thorough a practice of […] masquerading as 
the very stuff of truth” (138). Chance is, in other words, acknowledging the hope 
in thinking that the dance may eventually be escaped.
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While Keef’s paranoia replicates itself—in acting peremptorily, he 
becomes the shooter he fears—Chance is intent on disrupting the “dogged, 
defensive narrative stiffness of a paranoid temporality” (Sedgwick 148). Keef’s 
attitude on Back from the Dead is very good at keeping him alive, but it does 
not necessarily solve his (larger) problems. He is stuck endlessly anticipating 
because paranoia does not offer a way to push beyond the hypothesized threat. 
In other words, because paranoia must always expose the surprise, “yesterday 
can’t be allowed to have differed from today and tomorrow even more so” 
(Sedgwick 147). A new tomorrow is a surprising tomorrow, which paranoia 
cannot allow; Keef’s focus on dancing for longer succeeds only in extending 
his dance with the devil.  Chance, however, is not afraid of surprise, a pro-
foundly reparative stance. He raps, “probably shoulda been dead or in jail / 
Deadbeat dad, enough of that jazz” (“Cocoa Butter Kisses”). Here, Chance 
declares that he wants the future to differ from the past—a reparative welcome 
of the unknown. To convey this, he invokes jazz, a genre of music known for 
improvisation, in which the notes around the theme are new every time you 
perform the song. Chance is asserting that he wants his song to be different so 
that he can embrace the possibility of being a better father to his children. As 
Sedgwick asserts of reparative thinking, “there can be terrible surprises, how-
ever, there can also be good ones” (146). In reparative structures, things might 
go wrong for Chance—he might die or turn out to be a worse father than his 
dad was—but he might also live and be a better father, thus breaking the cycle. 

Acid Rap continually resists what paranoia considers the inevitable. 
Whereas Keef expects another shooter as though it is a certainty, threats to 
Chance are rendered contingent. For example, Chance raps, “If you ever ac-
tually hit me better watch out for my brother” (“Good Ass Intro”). Although 
the verse superficially resembles something Keef might say, “ever actually” 
transforms the now-familiar violence into an uncertainty. Chance is saying 
that he will react as is required by the circumstances—whether the shooting 
happens or not—instead of in anticipation, because he refuses to live accord-
ing to a paranoid hypothesis. Similarly, he asserts elsewhere that “Everybody’s 
somebody’s everything […] / Nobody’s nothing” (“Everybody’s Something”). 
Here, he can be read as arguing that everyone is deserving of a close reading 
that acknowledges the nuances of the particular circumstances, rather than a 
predetermined, paranoid hypothesis. Whereas in Keef’s music, strangers are 
shooters, in Chance’s music, they might be someone innocently buying grocer-
ies. It is another opportunity to break a paranoid cycle, this time regarding the 
way violence begets more violence. 

Chance finds hope in thinking reparatively: “Pray for a safer hood when 
my paper good, watch / Captain Save-a-Hood, hood savior” (“Pusha Man/
Paranoia”). In these lyrics, he is imagining a less violent neighbourhood that 
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might be brought about through his own actions; a neighbourhood that does 
not demand the repetition of paranoid practices. Although this image might 
be dismissed as a naïve daydream, Sedgwick suggests otherwise: “it is circular 
reasoning to suppose that one’s pleasure at knowing something could be taken 
as evidence of the truth of the knowledge. But a strong theory of positive 
affect [seeking pleasure…] is no more tautological than the strong theory of 
negative affect [paranoia]” (138, emphasis in original). What this means is that 
living according to a reparative hypothesis—embracing surprise as a means of 
imagining a better future and affording close readings to localized phenomena, 
as Chance is doing—does not stipulate that those things will come to pass. 
However, as Sedgwick emphasizes, neither does living according to a paranoid 
hypothesis entail that bad things will happen, despite paranoia’s certainty. 
Whereas relying on paranoid structures often transforms you into the thing 
you fear—“it takes one to know one” (Sedgwick 127)—a reparative hypoth-
esis might transform you into the thing you hope to become: for instance, a 
good dad and a neighbourhood savior. If the two hypotheses are to be taken as 
equally likely, Sedgwick seems to suggest that the latter—the reparative possi-
bility—is at least equally as appealing as the former—the paranoid position—
because of its potential for a more positive perspective.

 This positive perspective is important because of the effect it has on 
the projected death-drive and for what this means for the people impacted 
by the cycle of gang violence. We can read Chance’s music as representative 
of Sedgwick’s reparative epistemology, because Chance is using his resources 
“to assemble or ‘repair’ the [hateful and envious] part-objects into something 
like a whole […] that can offer nourishment and comfort in turn” (Sedgwick 
128)—he is transforming objects of fear into objects of sustenance, which his 
environment lacks. Instead of internalizing his projections, Chance defangs 
them through a “sustained seeking of pleasure” (Sedgwick 137, emphasis in orig-
inal)—his art focuses on the possibility of good surprises rather than an avoid-
ance of the painful ones. By opening himself up to the possibility of a different 
future, he is taking steps towards ending the violent status quo established by, 
in part, cycles of paranoid thinking. Similarly, reparative practices might be 
transformative for the other affected citizens of Chicago. If reparative thinking 
is no more naïve and complaisant than paranoid thinking, then it is available to 
those in immediately dangerous environments. If it makes possible a different 
future, then it could potentially help end some of the factors that have made 
their environment so unsuitable for a long and happy life. To be clear, Chance 
is not criticizing his fellow rappers for their methods; in fact, he acknowl-
edges Keef as a peer, rapping, “Shout that nigga Sosa” ( “Juice”). Nor am I. I 
am in no position to cast a prescriptive claim regarding the decisions of those 
affected by the violence, nor to claim that Keef never uses reparative methods, 
nor Chance paranoid methods, as has been seen. Instead, this essay attempts 
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a descriptive project: we can use Sedgwick’s essay as a guide for examining 
what unusual tools might be driving Chance’s distinctive music. The choice 
between paranoid and reparative thinking is nuanced and not necessarily ob-
vious—as many rappers will attest, paranoia is a tested means of survival, and 
in cities under siege like Chicago, either method can result in another body. 
The difference is only, and always, whose body. Even from a distance, it is an 
overwhelmingly complex and horrifying situation. As Chance says, “I know 
you scared / You should ask us if we scared too” (“Paranoia”).
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RESISTING STEREOTYPES AND RACISM IN 
GENE LUEN YANG’S YA GRAPHIC NOVEL, 
AMERICAN BORN CHINESE

Justine Pileggi

The essay presents historical, psychoanalytic, and generic analyses of the 
rhetorical mechanics in Gene Luen Yang’s graphic novel, American Born Chinese. 
While researching, Justine was intrigued by the numerous articles in which scholars 
extracted references from Yang’s work and situated them within a historical context. 
The implications of these findings are developed in the essay. Many of the scholars 
referenced are Americans of Chinese descent, and Justine hypothesizes that they 
might have been drawn to the text for its sensitive reimagining of the Chinese-
American experience. Justine uses Freud’s theories of condensation, the uncanny and 
the effigy to consider how the troubled relationship between Chinese-Americans 
and the American media is reconciled in the character Chin-Kee, who is essentially a 
collage of cultural insensitivity. She then analyzes the generic structures in American 
Born Chinese, and the pastiche of cultures—high and low, East and West—which 
assert an equivalence between Asian and American literary traditions. Broadly 
speaking, this essay reveals the sophistication of Yang’s rhetoric, which presents 
an extraordinarily nuanced and sympathetic portrayal of the Chinese immigrant 
experience in America.

This essay was submitted in Professor Baker’s seminar, ENG434: American 
and Transnational Children’s Literature, and makes use of theoretical texts considered 
in another course, ENG384: Literature and Psychoanalysis, taught by Professor 
Soros. Justine would like to thank both professors for sharing their time and wisdom 
with her over the year, as well as two patient IDIOM editors, Shir and Shrikha, for 
their insights and contributions.

Gene Luen Yang’s American Born Chinese [ABC] offers a scathing critique 
of racist depictions of Asian1 peoples in American popular culture. 

ABC both challenges appropriated representations of Chinese culture and 
traditions in the American media and educates the reader about Chinese 
high-literary culture and Asian popular art forms. The text does not merely 
catalogue cultural insensitivity, but also actively celebrates Asian culture, 
vindicating the experiences of Chinese immigrants subjected to a dominant 
White culture. Contemporary scholars have consolidated and analyzed the 
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1 “Asian” is used here to reference characters of various ethnicities present in ABC, including those of Chinese, Japanese, and 
Taiwanese descent. This essay acknowledges the problematic use of the word “Asian” in North America as an umbrella designation 
that conflates many ethnicities and cultures, while also excluding others. In popular usage, “Asian” is often substituted for “Chinese,” 
and applied to people of various ethnicities (most often those with Mongoloid features), rather than used to designate a particular 
nationality.
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numerous racist stereotypes and references within the novel against a his-
torical backdrop, tracing the racialization of Asian peoples in America from 
the latter half of the nineteenth century to the present day. This essay will 
build upon existing scholarship by revealing how the presentation of these 
stereotypes and references within a fraught, magical-realist bildungsroman 
results in an effective critique that challenges the racism that is ubiquitous in 
American culture.  Through complex characterization, complications in the 
paratext, and the juxtaposition of American and Chinese traditions, ABC 
effectively destabilizes racial stereotypes prevalent in American media and 
society which obstruct the advancement of inter-racial relations. Furthering 
this destabilization are complications in the generic classification of the text 
and its modernist, collage-like sensibility. In order to decipher the tensions 
that ABC generates, I will make use of Sigmund Freud’s theories of con-
densation, the uncanny, and the effigy.

I will begin by analysing the character of Chin-Kee [Kee] in light of 
the Freudian concept of condensation. Condensation is the unconscious 
process in dream-making that compresses “multiple ideas, images, or 
words, and their associated affects… [into] a single idea, image, or word” 
(Auchincloss). Kee is not a character in the traditional sense, so much as a 
compressed conglomeration of a slew of Asian stereotypes present in Amer-
ican media and society; Phillip Smith in fact describes him as an “overt 
collage of hyperbolic Chinoiserie and racist caricature” (2). The element 
of the collage may not be quite so obvious to someone unacquainted with 
Asian-American cultural history. To many readers, the author’s character-
ization of Chin-Kee might come across as an unsettling exaggeration of a 
certain “type of Asian”: the stereotypically precocious Chinese exchange 
student. As the narrative progresses, however, it becomes evident that there 
is an underlying reason for this presentation.

Overt references to popular culture are discernibly condensed into 
Kee’s behaviour throughout the text. Camilla Nam describes the striking 
parallel between Kee and the exchange student Long Due Don from the 
John Hughes film, Sixteen Candles: “[Long Due Don] provides comic relief 
via bizarre behaviour and pidgin speech (the typical confusion between ‘L’ 
and ‘R’ phonics)” (293). We see evidence of this in Kee’s first line, “Har-
ro Amellica!” (48). The Chinese accent (or “Chinglish”) establishes both 
characters as aliens in a White America. While this strategic othering is 
exploited for comic relief in Sixteen Candles, this approach is satirically que-
ried in ABC. Although Kee appears to provide meaningless comic relief at 
certain points in the narrative, there are darker implications of exploitative 
othering in such moments of humour. The seemingly comical declaration, 
“Confucius say, ‘Hubba-Hubba’” (50), for instance, reduces an emblematic 
philosophical aphorism to a crude expression of sexual interest and approval. 

Justine Pileggi



47

Kee’s narrative is framed as a typical American sitcom, and this 
contributes to the text’s satirical project. The title card “Everyone Ruvs 
Chin-Kee” (43) is an allusion to the popular television show Everybody Loves 
Raymond, while the words “clap clap” and “ha ha” on the borders of certain 
panels evoke the presence of a studio audience on the set of a television 
sitcom (e.g. 50). The irony inherent to the title “Everybody Ruvs Chin-
Kee” becomes apparent as the Danny/Kee story unfolds—Danny and his 
classmates are alternately irritated, bewildered, or disgusted by Kee. There 
is a dissonance between the trivial framing of the narrative and its unsettling 
content, namely the emotional intensity of Danny’s pain and humiliation. 
This discordant attempt at trivialization draws attention to the casual insen-
sitivity that characterizes depictions of Chinese-Americans in films such as 
Sixteen Candles. The canned laughter in the borders is unnerving, especially 
since it is directed so continuously at Kee’s unsettling presence. This dis-
quieting depiction of the All-American pastime of watching television also 
raises questions about the structural mechanisms contributing toward the 
maintenance of racial hierarchies that allow White Americans to appropriate 
racial identity for comedic and commercial purposes. The trivializing frame 
suggests that the struggle to integrate, which is Danny’s struggle, is treat-
ed with ridicule rather than empathy by the American media. Yang thus 
exposes the manner in which the mainstream media might contribute to the 
mentality that American and Asian peoples living in the same country are 
intrinsically different, and that this difference ought to be exploited for the 
benefit—and amusement—of White America.

Yang’s extensive use of stereotypes and caricature may be construed 
as problematic in spite of the satirical framework in which the references are 
situated, as they are effectively repeating and refreshing age-old stereotypes 
in the reader’s mind. Critic Homi Bhabha describes the use of stereotypes 
in conjunction with the “ideological construction of otherness […]  [as] a 
form of knowledge and identification that vacillates between what is always 
‘in place,’ already known, and something that must be anxiously repeated” 
(66). He suggests that stereotypes become embedded in the public con-
sciousness by means of repetition; and, as such, they shape and define one’s 
perception of other cultures. In imbuing a character like Kee with a multi-
tude of historical stereotypes then, ABC participates in the construction of 
Chinese “otherness” merely by dint of repetition. But Yang defended his 
use of stereotypical figures during a 2007 interview: “Cousin Chin-Kee – 
this grotesque creation of Sax Rohmer and John Hughes, of Pat Oliphant 
and my second grade classmates [...] if I hadn’t pointed him out and called 
him by name, I would never have been able to behead him” (“Gene Yang 
on Stereotypes”).
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It is in this light that Kee can be conceived of in terms of Freud’s 
characterization of the effigy. Freud expounds upon the “primitive” belief 
that “whatever is done to the effigy, the same thing happens to the detest-
ed original; whatever part of the former’s body is damaged, the same part 
of the latter’s becomes diseased” (79). In addition to the abnormally large 
sizing of the character in certain panels and the “Fu Manchu” expression, 
the large, balloon-like rendering of Kee’s head lends it an unrealistic ap-
pearance. With Kee’s character seeming somehow less human, the inten-
sity of the violent beheading is reduced. It also contributes to the sense of 
callous satire that goes into the construction of modern effigies, such as 
those created for political protest; Kee-as-effigy becomes an “acceptable” 
target for beheading. Through Kee, racist elements of the American media 
are discernibly condensed and fashioned into a cathartically beheaded effigy, 
calling for a purge of racism from American media and society. 

Kee’s bizarre behaviour around food further reinforces his invasive, 
alien presence. In the cafeteria, Danny is represented eating “clispy flied cat 
gizzards wiff noodle [sic]” (114). This directly refers, according to Yang, to 
a four-panel, American political cartoon drawn by Pat Oliphant, which de-
picts Uncle Sam eating in a Chinese restaurant, when a “slant-eyed, buck-
toothed waiter” trips and falls, dumping a plate of “crispy fried cat gizzards 
with noodles” in Uncle Sam’s lap (“Gene Yang on Stereotypes”); the waiter 
then demands that Uncle Sam apologize to him: “Apologize lotten Amel-
lican!” (“Gene Yang on Stereotypes”). It is also worth noting that Danny 
attends “Oliphant High School,” named after the cartoonist, and that the 
address, “40901,” alludes to the cartoon’s date of publication  (April 9th, 
2001). The school thus functions as an ironic memorial to Oliphant’s piece. 
By alluding to the cartoon, Yang exposes the social difficulties that racism 
creates for high school students, suggesting that racist caricatures of Asian 
peoples are integrated into many facets of the American education system. 
These caricatures, in Yang’s view, distort the ways in which American chil-
dren perceive Asian peoples, hindering inter-racial relations with immigrant 
children in American society. 

Another example of Chin Kee’s notably bizarre behaviour in relation 
to food comes when he playfully urinates in Steve’s can of Coca-Cola. This 
instance is an especially symbolic representation of the fear of cultural and 
ethnic infiltration, since Coca-Cola is an iconic American company, almost 
a synecdoche of the idealized American life. To understand the symbolism 
of Kee’s behaviour, I will refer to Robert Lee, who quotes the anthropolo-
gist Mary Douglas in his book, Orientals: Asian Americans in Popular Culture: 
“when external boundaries of the social system are perceived to be threat-
ened, attention is paid to the orifices of the body, and the bodily functions 
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of ingestion, digestion and excretion as symbols of entry and exit into and 
out of the social system” (36).

The little song that Kee sings after the incident, “Me Chinese / Me 
play joke! / Me go pee-pee / in his coke” (118), is reminiscent of the rhym-
ing minstrel songs made popular in the 1870s and bears particular similarity 
to “The Heathen Chinee,” performed by yellowface2 minstrel Luke School-
craft (Okihiro 197).  By making “Chinese” half-rhyme with “pee,” Yang 
intimates the use of the racist epithet “chinee” from the song, highlighting 
the demeaning associations inherent in such a term.  It also recalls the other 
derogatory slurs that were used to refer to Asian students in the schoolyard 
throughout the text, namely “Chink,” “Nip,” and “Gook” (96). 

The focus is returned to foodstuffs and bodily functions in the fight 
scene between Danny and Kee. One of the pseudo-martial arts techniques 
that Chin-Kee employs is the “Three Flavor Essence” (211). This invention 
is likely derived from the traditional Chinese Five-Spice Powder, a popular 
flavouring in Chinese food. Two of the five spices, Szechuan pepper and star 
anise, would potentially be considered foreign to a Western palate and are 
often omitted from dishes served in popular Chinese-American restaurants. 
This results in a three-spice flavouring instead. In referencing this historical 
change in food preparation, Yang calls attention to the reductive appropria-
tion of Chinese culture for financial gain in American society (presumably 
by non-Chinese people). The fight scene also evokes (often inaccurate) 
depictions of Asian martial arts in American media, with some of Chin-
Kee’s facial expressions emulating the frightening face, and exaggeratedly 
upturned and elongated eyes of the villain in  Sax Rohmer’s pulp fiction 
series “The Insidious Dr. Fu Manchu” (e.g. 120).  Lee argues that “the tales 
of Fu Manchu harnessed the great tradition of Orientalism to the purpose of 
the Yellow Peril hysteria (114). Fu Manchu, the first markedly Asian villain 
to achieve widespread success and popularity with American audiences, is 
also conceived of as a sexual threat to White women (Lee 1999).  

The recurring trope of the Asian man presenting a sexual threat, 
provoking aggression and insecurity in a Caucasian rival or counterpart, is 
present throughout the text. This can be observed in considering the sym-
bolism of Kee’s queue, arguably the most striking, and identifiably ethnic 
characteristic of Kee’s appearance. The queue, a long, braided plait of hair, 
was originally worn by Han Chinese men in the seventeenth century as a 
sign of fealty to their Manchu conquerors (Lee 1999). Lee suggests that the 
queue worn by Chinese-American men in America “presented a cultural 
anomaly and a source of ambiguity [...] perceived as sexually and racial-
ly ambiguous, and therefore dangerous” (39). He describes how it was an 
2 “Yellowface” designates a White actor who uses makeup to approximate Mongoloid features, a practice now widely condemned as offensive.
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everyday occurrence for white, working-class men in the early nineteenth 
century to victimize Chinese workers by cutting off their queues. According 
to Lee, “it enabled them [White men] to re-enact their economic anxiety 
and social frustration in the symbolic castration and disempowerment of a 
potentially dangerous pollutant” (40).  This is relevant in considering the 
scene in which Danny drags Kee by his queue out of the library and into 
the parking lot before proceeding to instigate a fight. In another scene, the 
Monkey King, when he is barred entry from the heavenly Feast of Peach-
es, attacks a guard by grabbing his queue and throwing him into the crowd 
(16-17). In both cases, the aggression towards the queue—and by extension, 
the Asian men wearing it—is simultaneously directed at distorted represen-
tations of two establishments responsible for the exclusion and victimization 
of Asian-Americans: the upper classes (represented by the Gods at the Feast 
of Peaches) and the media (represented by Kee).  

The Monkey King’s attack against the expression of bitter disappoint-
ment evinces the phenomenon Yang describes as “Asian America’s historical 
lack of political participation” (“Gene Yang on Stereotypes”), referring to 
the first wave of Asian immigrants (here symbolized by the older Gods) 
who stood by passively as their children learned to navigate social pathways 
in a discriminatory environment. The text displays resentment towards 
the generation represented by Jin’s parents by obscuring their faces (1; 3; 
25), and blaming them for the humiliating and awkward situation with the 
deodorant: “it never occurred to them to buy such a product for me” (168, 
emphasis mine). Words spoken by Jin’s parents in the text are recalled only 
in indirect or passive speech, focalized through their son’s unsympathetic 
perspective. The incident with the deodorant speaks to their failure to ade-
quately provide and care for their children, or prepare them for the struggle 
of integrating into American society. The text is unduly burdened with 
tasks the parents fail to complete, and the suggestion seems to be that older 
generations of Asian immigrants were neglectful of their social responsibili-
ties.

The setting of the Oliphant school is representative of the psychosocial 
environment that Yang’s generation of American-Born Chinese were raised 
in. Jin’s behaviour, like Chin-Kee’s, is symptomatic of the psychological 
stress and isolation that he suffers on account of the racial prejudice he is sub-
jected to in school. Jin is not a particularly likeable character, and sometimes 
lashes out in selfish and strange ways, such as when he inexplicably tries to 
kiss Suzy, his best-friend’s girlfriend (188). Yang pre-empts a harsh condem-
nation of the character by giving the reader a sense of Jin’s mental anguish, 
and dwelling upon Jin’s internalization of his own inferiority in certain 
moments of the text. 
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Jin is best described as an uncanny figure. Freud developed his defi-
nition of the uncanny from the Ernst Jenntsch essay “On the Psychology of 
the Uncanny”: “the uncanny effect of epileptic fits, and of manifestations 
of insanity [generating] the impression of automatic, mechanical processes 
at work behind the ordinary appearance of mental activity” (828). In ABC, 
“the uncanny effect” is generated by images that carry racial connotations, 
as evident in the scene in which Jin is seen to be mulling over his crush on 
Amelia and his jealousy of Greg, who is a rival for her affections (97). The 
depiction of the sun bearing down on Jin (97) suggests a spotlight, remi-
niscent of the lights of the stage or a sitcom set. This reinforces the sense 
of humiliation that Jin has just suffered on account of the racist remarks 
made by his classmates (96). Greg’s blonde hair seems to figure as a mark-
er of racial identity in this scene, a signifier of “whiteness” that Jin desires 
to adopt for himself (97). This suggestion is more disturbingly rendered in 
comic strips than it would be in prose, as the reader’s attention is drawn to 
a depicted illustration of Greg, and then just his hair in the next panel (97).  
The way that Greg’s hair floats in the bubble, wig-like, produces an eerie 
impression, suggesting that signifiers of race can be removed or added at the 
discretion of the author.

Yang challenges racial hierarchies within the text by asserting the pri-
macy of Chinese literary traditions, presented in contrast with Americanized 
representations of Chinese culture. To begin with, the font used by the author 
on the cover pages imitates the style of Chinese calligraphy, going so far as to 
incorporate ink splatters around the letters. The text also incorporates images 
of traditional Chinese and Taiwanese mythological characters (7), in addition 
to referencing Wu Cheng’en’s epic, Journey to the West (149), and a Western 
Nativity story (215). These high cultural references complicate the generic 
designation of graphic novels as low culture, hinting at while also parodying 
the potential scholarly value of the text. I agree with Smith’s assertion that 
“fragments of unassimilated and authenticated Asian language, in both the 
untranslated traditional Chinese characters spoken by the Monkey King and 
the Chinese-cadenced English spoken by Wei-Chen and Kee […] [serve] to 
other Chinese language” (8, emphasis in original). This othering fulfils a dif-
ferent purpose than the othering through stereotypes discussed earlier in this 
essay. By confronting the reader with “real,” rather than abridged Chinese 
culture, the text disavows reductive characterizations and dehumanizing ide-
als. In doing so, it hints at the historical depth and vitality of Chinese culture. 
This contrasts with the shallow representations and stereotypes manifested in 
Chin-Kee and other Asian characters within the novel.

ABC also incorporates elements from Asian comic book styles to great 
thematic effect, replicating the look and feel of Manga in certain sections 
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of the text. Yang uses conventional speed lines for fight scenes (208-09), as 
well as diagonal panel divisions originally used in Japanese comics (17-18). 
These are interspersed with action-to-action panel transitions, replicating 
the more straightforward American style characteristic of comics like Archie 
(McCloud 63), in scenes depicting regular conversations between characters 
(124). The speech conventions of American comics are also visible in the 
use of capitalized lettering in a Comic Sans font, with some words written 
in bold to indicate emphasis. For instance, one of Wei-Chen’s bubbles reads, 
in Comic Sans, “IN ACTUALITY, IT IS A HE” (99). Yang conflates 
the different styles of speaking by overlapping Western and Eastern comic 
traditions, unifying two discourses. The speech conventions of the Ameri-
can idiom overlap with Wei-Chen’s second-language English. This asserts 
an equivalence between both manners of speaking, while also highlighting 
their uniqueness, implying that language has the power to bring people 
together, even if it can be used as a tool to alienate different groups. 

Yang’s text straddles several genres: the coming-of-age bildungs-
roman, the surrealist or magical realist novel, the superhero comic, and 
hyperbolic satire. The graphic art also builds upon American and Eastern 
Manga comic traditions, making it difficult to explicitly characterize the 
style. This decentralization of genre frustrates any attempts at simple catego-
rization, anticipating and challenging the application of generic stereotypes 
to the text. The goal of complicating and subverting racist stereotypes is 
therefore embedded within the generic structure of the text. In conclusion, 
ABC is undoubtedly Yang’s pièce de résistance: a fierce rejection of Ameri-
ca’s still-lingering project of stereotyping and dehumanizing its immigrant 
populations. As the story unfolds within the frame of a mixed genre that 
replicates the combative project at a structural level, ABC offers both a chal-
lenge and a comfort to its reader. The text ultimately reveals the similarities, 
differences, and innate compatibility of Asian and American cultural forms; 
the pastiche of East and West speaks to the power and vibrancy of Chinese 
culture, establishing an equivalence between Asian and American literary 
traditions (and other forms of art and entertainment), through their seamless 
coalescence within the same text.
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YEATSIAN ANTI-SUBJECTIVITY: 
CONCEALING THE SOLIPSISTIC EGO 
THROUGH THE ANTHROPOMORPHIC POETIC 
TRADITION IN “THE ROSE OF THE WORLD” 

Edward Sakowsky

Yeats scholars are often enthralled by his autobiography, sometimes even 
to the point of letting it dominate their literary analysis. In his essay, Edward 
approaches this autobiographical criticism with skepticism by showing that Yeats 
may be misreading his own work. One of the ways in which this argument unfolds 
is through the careful analysis of Yeats’ suggestion, namely, that he erases his own 
subjectivity by embracing the collectivity of a poetic tradition. At first, Edward 
approached “The Rose of the World” through Yeats’ reading of his own poetry. 
Struck with failure, Edward realized that Yeats’ project was self-defeating, specifically 
because the poetics embraced by the author was already embedded in a tradition that 
highlights a heterosexual masculinity. His paper warns scholars against the problems 
involved in faithfully adhering to a writer’s interpretation of his or her own work. 
The germination of Edward’s paper began in Professor Li’s insightful class ENG347: 
Victorian Prose and Poetry, and culminated as a major term paper in her equally 
superb ENG455: The Aesthetic and Decadent Movements. This paper could not have 
emerged in its current state if not for her ceaseless assistance and supervision, carried 
on through countless visits to her office.

In his poetry of the 1890s, especially in “The Rose of the World,” Yeats 
constantly struggles to disentangle his poetry from any trace of subjectivity. 

David Dwan argues that in his autobiography, Yeats understood the “inter-
subjective resources of tradition” as a means of “escaping the solipsistic ego” 
(85). Accordingly, the poet must go beyond cryptic symbols understood only by 
the poet and draw upon communally shared sources as well as the language of 
literary tradition. Of course, language is communal, so the poet’s symbols must 
necessarily be readable to subjectivities beyond their own. However, one must 
understand that the act of total escape from subjectivity is rather unlikely and 
not Yeats’ goal. Instead, Yeats is more interested in extinguishing any affective 
qualities of his idiosyncratic personality. One should see Yeats as attempting to 
depersonalize his subjectivity by concealing traces of the writing self through 
use of the collective self of poetic tradition. Yeats narrowly restricts tradition 
to such genres as “bardic literature” (Dwan 85) and the lyric. However, tradi-
tion also broadly encompasses a collectivity of texts perpetuated by individuals 
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through shared tropes and myths. In Yeats’ case, the most prominent of these 
tropes is a conventional notion of objectified feminine sexuality, most blatantly 
expressed by an anthropomorphized rose. This notion of feminine sexuality 
perhaps unconsciously highlights the heterosexual masculinity undergirding the 
poem’s subjective outlook. Unfortunately, Yeats has overlooked that subjectivity 
is already present in the tropes and myths of this tradition; he works, in “The 
Rose of the World,” towards concealing and displacing his writing self while 
also inhabiting a poetic tradition already inflected by anthropomorphism, inad-
vertently foregrounding its collective subjectivity. 

In “The Rose of the World,” Yeats conceals his writing self by creating 
an emotionally distant speaker. One need only take a brief look at a contrary 
example of “The Rose upon the Rood of Time” to witness how subjectivity 
can dominate a Yeats poem. Indeed, the latter poem exemplifies the speaker’s 
personal struggle with a symbolic rose. In fact, similar to other poems in the 
lyric tradition, the speaker’s personal pronoun proliferates throughout the poem 
as he constantly explores the emotional inner workings of his own writing self. 
The poem’s second stanza best exemplifies Yeats’ overwrought writing self when 
his speaker insists for a rose to “Come near me, while I sing the ancient ways” 
(2). Due to the Homeric tradition, singing has always been associated with the 
performance of poetry for Western culture. By situating his poetic persona in 
the poem’s central subject, Yeats effectively collapses the distance between au-
thor and persona, forcing a distinct sense of his own subjectivity into the poem. 
In “The Rose of the World,” Yeats alters his method completely from that of his 
earlier “The Rose upon the Rood of Time” by concealing his speaker’s personal 
pronoun, and subsequently his subjectivity. In fact, the speaker avoids pro-
nouns completely until the second stanza, in which he claims that “we and the 
labouring world are passing by / Amid men’s souls” (6). The men represent the 
transient collectivity of mortals that are passing away while the eponymous rose 
“lives on” (10). Here, the only hint of the speaker’s subjectivity disappears in the 
collective crowd of men, perhaps wittily suggesting Yeats’ inclination to conceal 
his writing self through the “intersubjective resources of tradition” (Dwan 85), 
otherwise known as the poetic tradition. The poem’s speaker takes clear steps 
towards concealing his own subjectivity, and goes further by placing his reader 
in a mythos that poets continually borrow from.

 Yeats constantly situates his reader in an intertextual tradition through 
multifarious allusions. He invokes the Greco-Roman epic tradition (“Troy”) 
and Irish mythic folklore (“Usna’s children”) as well as the “archangels” of the 
Judeo-Christian tradition (4; 5; 11). These are the most obvious of his allusions 
and they suggest the idea of tradition as understood by Yeats. However, one 
must be more perceptive of another symbol central to the Western literary tra-
dition that Yeats uses in the poem—the rose. Jonathan Allison claims that most 
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readers experiencing Yeats’ “To the Rose upon the Rood of Time” “will have 
certain preconceptions about the symbol of the rose as it is traditionally used in 
poetry, and will say, typically, that the rose is a conventional symbol of love, of 
female beauty, of life, of spring or summer” (3-4). Of course, the same could be 
said regarding “The Rose of the World,” a poem in which the rose occupies a 
central position. In addition to these other traditional concepts of the rose, Yeats 
mentions, in a footnote, the way in which he understands the poem’s central 
symbol: “The Rose differs from the Intellectual Beauty of Shelley and of Spens-
er in that I have imagined it as suffering with man and not as something pursued 
and seen from afar.”1 Here, Yeats situates himself within a tradition while 
simultaneously attempting to distance himself from it through his deviations. 
However, given Yeats’ anthropomorphizing of the rose, one should be reluctant 
to perceive his poem as a distinct deviation from the aforementioned tradition. 

  The poem’s central intertextual symbol of poetic tradition—the 
rose—becomes gendered as a female beloved. Yeats begins his poem by rep-
resenting the rose as having “red lips” (2), associating the scarlet petals of the 
flower with the rosy hue of lips. In fact, by emphasizing the redness of lips, Yeats 
simultaneously links the feminized rose with feminine beauty. This gesture, the 
act of emphasizing an idealized female body part, borrows from the blazon, a 
poetic method that was conventional enough to be ironized during the En-
glish Renaissance in Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 130.” Remembering Yeats’ claim, 
we are supposed to understand this submersion into the poetic tradition as his 
attempt at personal erasure—his “escaping the solipsistic ego” (85)—but Yeats 
troubles this reading by sneaking subjectivity into his poetry, specifically when 
he anthropomorphizes floral life. Not only does the rose have “red lips” (2) but 
Yeats also mentions “her wandering feet” (15), demonstrating an instance in 
which Yeats’ own subjectivity has wandered into the poem. After perceiving the 
flower, the poet projects himself onto it by conceiving it with observable actions 
related to human mobility, thereby suggesting he is the one doing the watch-
ing. Perhaps even more pointed than this is the way in which Yeats attempts to 
represent an understanding of eternalized beauty.  

 Yeats’ speaker envisions a timeless idea of beauty that transcends 
human mortality. Indeed, Yeats begins his poem by asking “who dreamed that 
beauty passes like a dream” (1, emphasis mine), and then, by the second stanza, 
the reader realizes that Yeats challenges this idea of transient beauty by pitting 
it against the transience of human life: “we and the labouring world are passing 
by” (6). Humans and the world are both passing from one destination to anoth-
er, whereas beauty even precedes the seraphic order, prompting the speaker’s 
reminder that, “before you were, or any hearts to beat, / Weary and kind one 
lingered by His seat” (14-15). The seat, of course, belongs to the divine father, 
and beauty occupies a coeternal position with God, existing before the earth and 
1 Yeats’ own footnote in 1925, decades after this poem’s composition.
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humans, among other entities. Yeats seems to have achieved representation of an 
eternal idea of universal beauty if one were to isolate these examples from the 
rest of the poem. However, one quickly arrives at the conclusion that Yeats’ de-
scription of eternal beauty cannot be visualized or understood—it is completely 
theoretical because it is detached from any contingent human experience. Even 
though this detachment, or what T.S. Eliot calls “depersonalization” (53), may 
seem like a successful Yeatsian attempt at concealing subjectivity, one need only 
examine the ways in which Yeats’ concrete examples of beauty undermine his 
attempts to conceal his ego. 

At every juncture, Yeats envisions the eternal idea of beauty through 
contingent fleshly proxies and then makes clear, as previously evidenced, that 
his idea of beauty is feminine. He proceeds by claiming that “these red lips” 
(2) caused Troy’s destruction “in one high funeral gleam” (4). Traditionally, 
the Trojan War began when Paris became enamoured with Helen’s beauty and 
stole away with her to Troy. In this sense, her beauty acted as the catalyst for the 
Trojan War. According to the mythos, Helen was considered the most beautiful 
female alive, making her Yeats’ clear choice as an exemplar of beauty. Likewise, 
Yeats indirectly draws upon another paragon of beauty—Deirdre—from the 
Irish legend, by mentioning that “these red lips” (2) also led to the inevitable 
deaths of “Usna’s children” (5).2 In both cases, Yeats submerges himself in the 
poetic tradition in order to represent ideal beauty; these female embodiments 
of eternal beauty have often been represented as desired by masculine subjects. 
However, instead of escaping from any subjectivity, or as Eliot says, extinguish-
ing one’s “personality” (53), Yeats foregrounds the way in which subjectivity 
already underpins poetic tradition, though perhaps unconsciously. For him, 
beauty is embodied by two Western females from a tradition that understands 
these women as personifications of this quality. In fact, it is Yeats’ representation 
of ideal beauty that foregrounds the impossibility of depersonalizing the poetic 
tradition. The tradition, instead, represents “beauty” (1) as perceived by the 
Western heterosexual male subject.3 Yeats, however, is not entirely oblivious to 
the male poet’s subjectivity inherent in the tradition.

In the same personifications through which Yeats displays this inherent 
subjectivity, he also attempts to conceal its presence. Yeats never directly rep-
resents Helen of Troy or Deirdre. Instead, one can only recognize their presence 
through the way in which “Troy passed away” (4), and “Usna’s children died” 
(5); that is, through indirect representations. These examples of circumlocu-
tion—the poetic technique of speaking around a subject or object—distance the 
reader from the actual fleshly characteristics of these women, masking the fact 
that they were idealized and desired by masculine subjectivities. These indirect 
2 In Irish folklore, it was prophesized that Deirdre’s beauty would cause violent warfare. The prophecy turned out to be true, and 
Usna’s children were among the dead. 
3 This claim assumes that most writers encompassing the Western literary canon prior to Yeats’ time were heterosexual males—a claim 
altogether not hyperbolic since women often were not privileged with publishing their work, and female writers only started becoming 
prominent writers of popular fiction in the late 18th century. Certain exceptions exist, such as the homoeroticism apparent in Elizabe-
than sonnet sequences.
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personifications refract the fleshly descriptions, drawing attention away from this 
physicalized representation of desire. Not surprisingly, two decades before Yeats 
published his poem, Dante Gabriel Rossetti was criticized by another poet, 
Robert Buchanan, for his proliferation of sexually charged physical imagery, 
and dubbed a poet of the fleshly school, mainly because he chose “to convey 
mere animal sensations” (891). Though Yeats penned his poem long after this 
invective, Buchanan’s sentiment demonstrates that critics of the time were quick 
to spot and connect traces of the poem’s speaker (or writing self) back to the 
poet. With that being said, Yeats still clearly imbues his poem with a masculine 
subjectivity while indirectly feminizing beauty as an object of masculine desire. 
Nonetheless, Yeats’ evasive dance—his clear attempts to evade directly repre-
senting these women—suggests an ambivalence towards submerging himself in 
the poetic tradition, perhaps even indicating that Yeats consciously perceives 
this inherent subjectivity, causing him to struggle in his attempts to conceal his 
writing self.

While one may speculate on whether or not Yeats successfully conceals 
his writing self, one cannot deny that another type of subjectivity, namely, 
the collective poetic subjectivity of tradition, displays itself. Even in the final 
moment of his poem, Yeats’ speaker conceives a divine figure that exhibits sim-
ilarities to a poet. When the speaker claims that God “made the world to be a 
grassy road” (14), Yeats suggests a parallel between God’s creation and the poetic 
creative process. Here, God’s own creation can be read through the concept of 
metaphor, a concept that is conventionally understood as a trope that compares 
two different symbols by substituting one symbol for another. In this case, God 
substitutes the symbol of “the world” for the symbol of “a grassy road” (14), 
suggesting that the purpose of the world is to function metaphorically, like a road. 
To Yeats, God’s creation is poetic. This adjectival construction also collaborates 
with Yeats’s conception of God-as-poet in order to reinscribe a sense of subjec-
tivity as the road’s assessment as grassy is relative to the speaker’s perspective. At 
what point can one accurately claim that a road is grassy? Such a description will 
differ depending on the speaker. Yeats dances around the notion of subjectivity 
by instilling God and his creation with these anthropomorphic tendencies. After 
all of his arduous attempts at concealing his writing self or personal subjectivity, 
Yeats still foregrounds subjectivity through God’s personified creative process as 
well as through the relativized description of his creation. While Yeats succeeds 
in concealing his speaker’s subjectivity, he does not succeed in concealing his 
own. Instead, his poetry embraces its place in the collective subjectivity of the 
work of heterosexual male poets.

After witnessing Yeats’ doomed attempt at extinguishing his writing self 
in “The Rose of the World,” critics might approach his autobiography with a 
careful skepticism, keen to avoid full embrace. Even if Yeats saw himself “es-
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caping the solipsistic ego” (Dwan 85), the careful reader should espy glimpses 
of the collective tradition’s inescapable subjectivity. Yeats’ extinguished writing 
self can be analogically understood as a repression of personality. A repressed 
emotion always reappears in a different way, and in Yeats’ case, he sublimates his 
suppressed subjectivity into a collective subjectivity in the lyrical tradition—one 
clearly perpetuated by Western heterosexual male poets. Yeats’ autobiography 
demonstrates his intent to mask the ways in which he hopes to escape from 
this subjectivity. Indeed, if Yeats hoped to escape from subjectivity, he did so 
by drowning himself in a male heterosexual tradition that understood Helen 
of Troy as a paradigm for beauty. As anyone knowledgeable in literary theory 
may believe, it is a text’s language and not the author’s ghostly autobiograph-
ical presence that generates its meaning. Of course, these articulations should 
not lead one to refuse, adamantly and always, an author’s writing on his or her 
own text. Given the generous output of biographical material on Yeats, it would 
indeed be unfortunate to dismiss these writings merely because his literary texts 
can sometimes be found to subvert his poetic intentions. Instead, one should just 
be reminded to occasionally supplant a hermeneutics of faith for a hermeneutics 
of suspicion.
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ERECTING MASCULINITY: THE SOCIAL 
CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER IN "A TALK OF 
TEN WIVES ON THEIR HUSBANDS’ WARE" 

Cara Schacter

Several months ago, if asked to describe the fifteenth-century concep-
tion of gender politics, Schacter would have assumed the Middle Ages were 
a time of stringent gender binaries, and she probably would not have been 
alone in this. But then Schacter came across “A Talk of Ten Wives on Their 
Husbands’ Ware.” At first glance, the poem seems to propagate precisely 
the narrow view of masculine and feminine ideals she would have expected: 
men defined by their penises and women defined by their men. Thankfully, 
the prospect of examining medieval penile incompetence compelled her to 
push further. Unpacking the ballad’s nuanced narrative revealed a surprising-
ly progressive conception of gender politics that Schacter would never have 
thought possible from a time when men routinely bedazzled their groins 
(with all due respect to the codpiece). 

Having a penis does not make the man.
    – Thomas Laqueur re: Galen of Pergamum

Yett the schrewe is hodles, / And of all thynge goodles!
    – “A Talk of Ten Wives on Their Husbands’ Ware”

“A Talk of Ten Wives on Their Husbands’ Ware” is an anonymous fif-
teenth-century ballad in which ten women discuss the shortcomings of 

their husbands’ penises. As comments on penile length and girth accompany 
such laments as “he schold a be a womon / Had he be eere born” (53-54), the 
poem’s critical lens extends beyond the structural integrity of the penis to reveal 
the constructed nature of gender itself. 

Medieval conceptions of gender are contested. Some scholars support 
the prevalence of the Galenic ‘one-sex body.’ According to the second-century 
physician, Galen of Pergamum:

Men and women were [understood to be] anatomically the 
same, it was just because women were colder that their penis 
and scrotum were inverted inside their bodies as the uterus 
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and the womb […]. The boundaries between male and female 
were those of degree and not of kind. (Foyster 29)

The Galenic model views gender as a matter of theatrics that “transcend biol-
ogy.” In the absence of biological difference, the medieval person is “like an 
actor on stage, ready to take on the roles assigned it by culture” (Laqueur 25). 
Though prevalent throughout medieval medical literature, the one-sex model 
fails to account for the phenomenological knowledge of the time. Lived expe-
rience provided a strong case for a sexual binary; chronicles of men shunning 
female menstruation and women celebrating childbirth expose an awareness of 
physiological diversity that surpasses boundaries “of degree.”

From the Galenic perspective, “having a penis does not make the man.” 
“A Talk of Ten”, on the other hand, projects an anatomy-as-destiny model. 
As penises that “may not serve” (114) produce men “not worth a nay” (110), 
failed penile performance signifies failed masculinity (recall “he schold a be a 
womon”). Or so it seems at first reading.

A closer analysis positions “A Talk of Ten” in support of both sides 
of the argument; it both establishes and undermines gender as a function of 
corporeality. Female attributes colour descriptions of husbands whose penises 
“may not ryse” (72), and wives use possessive pronouns with reference to said 
“goodles” “thynge[s],”1 as when “In Englond ne in Walys / Is not a wars than 
myne!”2 The poem thus simultaneously differentiates and conflates genders 
on the basis of sex, but this binary is undercut by the logic upon which it is 
built: if having a penis can make the man, it can also break the man. In order 
to later equate penile incompetence with femininity, the ballad necessarily 
first declares the penis an expression of masculinity. Through this convergence 
of opposing ideologies, “A Talk of Ten”s insistence on two sexes dissolves 
into the Galenic one-sex vision of gender as a performative accomplishment, 
as opposed to an intrinsic quality. The Oxford Handbook of Women and Gender 
in Medieval Europe claims that gender as “a cultural construction that can be 
detached from sexed bodies […] was alien to classical and medieval thinkers” 
(Elliott). But, with form and function at odds, “A Talk of Ten”s enactment of 
gender proves to be just as contrived as the ballad in which it is expressed.

From the outset, gender is subject to questioning. The poem opens with 
a deceptively clear-cut declaration of gender identity: “ten wyffes satt at the 
nale, / and no man hem amonge” (5-6). Given that medieval alehouses were 
notorious sites of unruly sexual exploits, with some functioning as glorified 
brothels (Martin 66), it is unlikely that a group of women gathered at one such 
1 A penis referred to as “hodles, / And of all thynge goodles!” is both uncircumcised (“hood-less”) and useless (“good-less”) (41). 
2 In modern English: “In England and in Wales, there is not a worse [penis] than mine.” This is one of multiple instances when a wife 
takes ownership over the penis. Other examples: “the secund wyffe […] seyd, ‘By the Rode, I have a ware / that is two so mene’” (20), 
“the third wyff was full woo, and seyd that, “I have one of thoo” (32), “the tenth wife began her tale, / and seyd, ‘I have on of the 
smale…’” (116)
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cultural institution could categorically avoid the company of male patrons 
(“no man hem amonge”). The narrator’s arguably implausible claim—that the 
“ten wyffes” have escaped the presence of men—immediately locates gender 
within a broader discourse of believability. If gender identity was previously 
considered an indisputable fact, the audience now has reason to approach with 
scepticism.

Next, the physical body/bodies on stage are called into question. I pro-
pose the following possibilities for casting: 1. a male actor serves as narrator 
and is accompanied by a) ten female actors, b) ten male actors in drag, or c) 
no other actors—the poem is delivered as a monologue; or, 2. a female actor 
serves as narrator and is accompanied by a) ten female actors, b) ten male ac-
tors in drag, or c) no other actors—the poem is delivered as a monologue.

 If, to return to the text of the poem, there are to be “no man hem 
amonge” the women, all above formations, save for 2a (female narrator/female 
actors) and 2c (female narrator delivers monologue), create a blatant discon-
nect between proclaimed gender and visible sex. Even in the event of the two 
exceptional cases (an all-female cast or a solitary female performer), consider the 
narrator’s voyeuristic stance. The poem is set as a frame narrative wherein an 
unidentified character relays the entire account as though it were the product of 
skilful eavesdropping. Given the topic of discussion, the narrator’s distance from 
the women is significant. The wives are not engaged in meaningless banter—
their dialogue comes to express a distinctly ‘female’ experience as the repetitive 
nature of each passing anecdote infuses the narratives with a sense of universal-
ity. In noting its articulation of “a collective female voice,” the modern editor 
of “A Talk of Ten Wives,” Eve Salisbury, compares the ballad to “contempo-
rary locker room talk” (“Introduction”). Following Salisbury’s analogy—and 
considering the locker room is a space that explicitly compartmentalizes gender 
distinctions based on perceived sexual differences—if the anonymous narrator 
is a woman, her alienation from the conversation signifies spatial exclusion from 
the female “locker room” and, by extension, ostracization from womanhood 
itself.  Alas, no matter the constitution of the cast (all female, all male, or some 
combination of the two), the ballad presents a discrepancy between the em-
bodied and the enacted. Instead of confirming a gender binary, the narrator’s 
overt pronouncement of a segregated setting actually introduces the potential for 
gender fluidity. 

Some twentieth and twenty-first century gender and queer theorists, such 
as Judith Butler, regard sex as the “invariant, anatomically distinct, and factic 
aspects” of the body, while gender encompasses the body’s acquired “cultural 
meaning and form” (Butler 35). The question of gender versus sex—inner-self 
versus outer-self—is a matter of the construct versus the creature. If the anato-
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my-as-destiny model insists on compliance to a biological mould—on the out-
er-self as presiding over the inner-self—“A Talk of Ten,” in its depiction of the 
gender binary as an unstable social construct, simultaneously asserts and rejects 
the mould. 

Like many medieval dramatic productions, “A Talk of Ten” opens by 
declaring itself a “songe” (4). This act of self-identification is not unusual; the 
impromptu and public context of medieval dramatic productions justifies a 
preamble. However, “A Talk of Ten” identifies itself twice as “a tale.” First, the 
narrator says, “lystynes to me / two wordys or thre, / And herkenes to my songe; 
/ And I schall tell yow a tale” (4); then, in the following stanza, a wife proposes 
“talys let us tell” (9). This repetition both establishes a narrative framework—a 
mould—and emphasizes the significance of fiction and performance, at the 
level of both form and content. By shifting the discussion of the “tale” from 
the narrator to the wives, the poem enacts a layering effect that underscores its 
multivalent dissection of gender. “A Talk of Ten”s matrix of constructed narra-
tives—both frame narrative and actual narrative—produces a tale within a tale, a 
performance of (gendered) performativity. 

But while its self-awareness as a “songe” marks the poem as a construc-
tion bound by an aesthetic framework, the fact of its recitation “sen we have no 
other songe / for to singen us amonge” (7-8) indicates a deviation from regula-
tory schemas. As the wives confine themselves to singing “no other songe” but 
their own, “A Talk of Ten” offers an alternative to generic conventions (‘other 
songe[s]’) and, by extension, to conventional social scripts. In its departure from 
previously established discourse, the poem grants the wives a mode of expression 
beyond a body of preconceived feminine narratives/performances. In so doing, it 
sets a precedent for the performance of gender free from the structural limita-
tions of the body (read: a penis can stage masculinity and femininity). 

Indeed, the penis is the poem’s primary site for the staging of gender’s 
theatrics. In its flaccid state, the masculine form assumes a traditionally female 
posture. Given medieval conceptions of sexuality, a male member that “lythe 
styll” (75) gains membership to the female fold. Sexual intercourse was not an 
activity of reciprocal engagement but rather “something that someone did to 
someone else” (Karras 3). This perspective is reflected in the sexual lexicon of 
Middle English. Unlike modern verbs used to describe the act of intercourse 
(e.g. “to have sex,” “to make love”), medieval terminology favours the transi-
tive, with man as subject and woman as object. Consider, for example, the word 
“swiven.” The Middle English Dictionary lists two definitions: 1) to have sexual 
intercourse, copulate; small-swivinge men, men who copulate infrequently; 2) 
to have sexual intercourse with (a woman). The active and passive (male and 
female, respectively) grammatical assignments are telling of societal expectations 
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regarding gender roles. Men give and women receive—men are agents of action, 
women of reception (Karras 3). In other words, a penis that uncooperatively 
“lythe styll” despite a woman’s hand “lyrk[ing] hym up” (73) constitutes a role 
reversal. Despite anatomical boundaries, the sixth wife assumes the role of the 
active sexual partner, as she, literally, takes matters into her own hands. This is 
not the only instance of a female figure taking hold of the penis. The eighth wife 
claims her husband’s penis is manipulated by Mother Nature: “when the froste 
fresys, / owre syris tarse lesys, and allway gose away” (94-96).3 

The natural world is a reoccurring motif in the feminization of the hus-
bands’ wares. Penises are introduced in terms of “wych of hem most worthy are 
/ Today to bere the bell” (11-12). “To bere the bell” is a pastoral expression that 
“refers to the bell worn by the leading cow or sheep of a drove or flock” (“Bear 
the bell”). The conflation of the husbands’ ware with animals not only serves to 
emasculate by overtly dissociating the husbands from the human male species, 
but also enforces a classically female likeness. The female-animal correlation 
dates back to Platonic ideals that depict men as distinct from beasts due to their 
rational faculty. In the words of sixteenth-century physician Levinus Lemnius: 
“a woman's mind is not so strong as a man's, nor is she so full of understanding 
and reason” (qtd. in Gowing 87). Given that “reason” constituted a fundamental 
tenant of medieval masculinity, and that this is the distinguishing factor between 
man and beast, it follows that medieval women were perceived as “nearer to 
the animal state”  (Foyster 29). In outfitting the penis in decorations suited for 
livestock, the male genitalia acquire feminine identity. Comparisons between 
the husbands’ members and those of the animal kingdom are continually drawn 
throughout the poem as the penis embodies everything from a parasitic worm 
(36) to a cuckoo bird (96). 

The penis-animal correlation is also present in the wives’ punning on 
the word “meat.” Twice the penis is referenced using the Middle English word 
“mett”: “I knowe the mett well and fyne, / the lengte of a snayle” (14-15); “The 
ninth wyffe sett hem nyghe, / And held a mett up on hyghe / The lengte of a 
fote: / Here is a pyntell of a fayre lengthe” (103-06). “Mett” can be glossed as 
a form of measurement as well as a reference to meat (or food more generally). 
This homophone speaks to the duality of the penis as a site for masculine and 
feminine characteristics. The denotation of “measurement” evokes the mascu-
linized faculty of reason, while “meat” speaks to the animalistic, visceral, and 
affective feminized connotations. The negotiation between meat and measure 
highlights the inherent conflict between form and content—between creature 
and construct, sex and gender. A variant of “mett” appears when the second wife 
says, “I mete hym in the morowe tyde, / When he was in his moste pryde, / the 
lenghte of thre bene” (22-24). In this line, “mete” expresses the act of measuring 
(“lengthe of thre bene”) as well as that of copulating (“mete hym in the morowe 
3 In modern English: “When the frost freezes, my husband’s penis contracts and disappears.”
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tyde”)—here, too, creature confronts construct.

The question of measure versus meat arises in the relationship between 
the metrical line and the body of the text. “A Talk of Ten” alternates between 
iambic tetrameter and iambic trimeter. In the common metre, as it is called, one’s 
voice naturally pauses following the end of each trimetric line. The four-beat line 
dominates recitations due to the stability elicited by its accentual symmetry. As 
Stephen Adams explains:

The same symmetry is inherent in the human body, with its 
own bilateral structure: we have two feet […] therefore the basic 
rhythm of the human body is a two-step. The four-beat line is 
an extension of this […] even-numbered line lengths tend to feel 
more natural. (37) 

Odd-numbered lines meanwhile feel “artificial or self-conscious.” The reader is 
therefore inclined to pause as a compensatory mechanism: 

This silent pause evens out the rhythm of the trimeter line so 
that it becomes, to that extent, equivalent to the tetrameter. 
The tetrameter and trimeter lines are equivalent to each other in 
time, even though the final beat in the trimeter line is realized 
only by a silent pause. (38)

With each articulated silence, the incongruity of form and content punctuates 
the ballad’s oration. As the performance literally extends outside the scope of the 
poem’s textual body, the audience is confronted with an infrastructure incapable 
of containing its constructed narrative. 

The ballad’s architectural failure mirrors the penises’ inability to support 
a purely masculine narrative. Like the body of the ballad itself, gender does not 
necessarily fit its predetermined structure. Both song and singers must negoti-
ate between the space they have been assigned and that which they require for 
the purpose of self-expression. Despite some scholars’ claims that the notion of 
gender as a cultural construction is a product of “modern parlance” that would 
be “alien […] to medieval thinkers” (Elliott), Simone de Beauvoir’s “modern” 
words are strikingly resonant amidst those of the ten wives:

One is not born, but becomes a woman.
  – Simone de Beauvoir

He schold a be a womon / Had he be eere born.
  – “A Talk of Ten Wives on Their Husbands’ Ware”
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