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Sheema Alamari 

 

Professional Writing 

 

 
 

“She’s Split in Half”: The Hybridity of Genre in Irani and Afghani Women’s Memoirs 

 

Abstract 

 
“She’s Split in Half”: The Hybridity of Genre in Irani and Afghani Women’s Memoirs” explores three memoirs by women writers from Afghanistan 

and Iran: Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (2000), Azar Nafisi’s Reading Lolita in Tehran (2003) and Masuda Sultan’s My War at Home (2006). Each of 

these works uses a hybrid genre to serve as outlets to cope with traumatic experiences, departing from the traditional model of simple, personal prose 

and solitary writing. Satrapi’s Persepolis focuses on transformation through graphic art. In Reading Lolita in Tehran, Nafisi moves smoothly between 

memoir and fiction, thus employing an escapist approach. Lastly, Sultan’s My War at Home merges memoir writing and journalism while utilizing 

activism as an outlet. While all three memoirs grapple with conflicts surrounding marriage, wearing the veil, war trauma, censorship, personal 

liberties and mental health, each seems to ask of the author, can one be simultaneously Muslim and feminist? 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 
From the Introduction: 

The memoir has long been an important genre for women writers, particularly those writing in the context of war, oppression, 

and censorship. This is a crucial coping mechanism for women who are not in control of their life or situation. Writing offers victims 

of traumatic events a sense of control and the ability to shape their narrative and assert their own experiences. A landmark example of 

women’s memoir writing is The Diary of Anne Frank, written from 1942 to 1944 under the regime of Nazi Germany. When we think 

of this work, we commonly imagine the young Frank confined in the attic, writing alone, perhaps even closing her notebook if anyone 

interrupted. We conceive of memoir writing as an unadulterated, solitary act, without any pressures about the plot, without need to 

embellish the characters, without worry about an audience.  In other words, memoir writing, like that of a journal, is one of the purest 

and most genuine forms of writing. However, a study of recent memoirs from a markedly different part of the world reveals how the 

genre of memoir writing has evolved from this archetypal model. 

This thesis explores three examples of women’s memoir writing from the Middle East and Central Asia, particularly in 

Muslim cultures. Each of the authors discussed lived under oppression from their governments and experience sudden, tumultuous 

changes in rules and laws. What we find in memoirs such as Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (2000), Azar Nafisi’s Reading Lolita in 

Tehran (2003), and Masuda Sultan’s My War at Home in (2006) is a mode of writing distinct from Anne Frank’s model of simple, 

personal prose and solitary writing. Instead, what we are presented with are examples of personal writing in Afghanistan and Iran that 

have a modern take on the traditional memoir: they are mixed-genre works that produce a hybrid form integrating two genres. They 

also shed the solitary model of writing by heavily involving a sense of group and community. This is surprising given not only the 

notion of memoir writing as a solitary act but also the cultural norms of Afghanistan and Iran. Here, it must be noted that the authors 

of all three memoirs are clearly not typical women living in their countries.  Each author is highly educated, comes from a generally 

wealthy background and was brought up in a progressive family compared to the other women around them. Satrapi, Nafisi and Sultan 

are able to express their survival stories through memoir writing because they fall on the most liberal end of the political spectrum 

compared to other women.  

The interconnection of memoir writing and another distinct genre is the focus of my thesis. Persepolis by Marjane Satrapi 

focuses on self-exploration through education while expressing herself through graphic art. Reading Lolita in Tehran by Azar Nafisi 

moves smoothly between memoir and fiction, thus employing an escapist approach. Lastly, My War at Home by Masuda Sultan 
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merges both memoir writing and journalism while utilizing activism to channel her views and experiences. All three memoirs address 

dilemmas surrounding marriage, wearing the veil, war trauma, censorship, personal liberties and mental health. Despite writing 

different genres, each author addresses the same themes…. 

 

From the Conclusion: 

Revisiting the difficult questions, then, compels us to differentiate between our terms describing religion, nationality and 

culture. Can one be Muslim or Arab and a feminist at the same time? As a young Muslim woman born in Yemen and raised in both 

Taiz and the Bronx, my experiences with the veil, marriage and education strongly overlap with those of Satrapi, Nafisi and Sultan. 

All three of these women are torn between culture and gender equality; religion and gender equality; religion versus culture; and 

intellectual pursuit and national ties. I can personally relate to being torn between religion and culture first-hand. In the Yemeni way 

of life, culture dominates and in many ways, it misdirects the Yemeni people away from Islam without them being aware of this. 

Similar to Pashtun culture, in Yemeni culture, women’s education is discouraged, even denied, and women’s roles are typically to be 

housewives.  

Though this may dismay many readers, I believe you cannot respect one’s patriarchal Arab culture and be a feminist at the 

same time, especially since Middle Eastern cultures are male-dominated in every aspect of life. However, you can be a Muslim and 

feminist at the same time. Anderson Beckmann Al Wazni conducted a study on Muslim identity and feminist identity to explore this 

possibility of female Muslim feminists. In his article, "Muslim Women in America and Hijab: A Study of Empowerment, Feminist 

Identity, and Body Image,” he reports that 80% of his subjects identified themselves as feminists and Muslims without any difficulty, 

"One native-born participant stated, ‘I think just by virtue of being a Muslim I am by default a feminist’” (Al Wazni 329). Islam, in its 

origins, liberated women from Al-Jahiliyyah, “The Times of Ignorance,” in which Arabs lived a barbaric way of life before Islam. 

Men at that time often murdered baby girls and women had absolutely no value. However, Islam gave women value, respect and 

importance such as through making it obligatory that every Muslim seeks an education, despite gender. Thus, the injustice we see 

today in regards to depriving girls of their right to an education is merely cultural, not Islamic whatsoever. In fact, the first person to 

believe in Islam and in the message revealed down to Prophet Muhammad (Peace Be Upon Him) was a female, his first wife Khadija. 

In A History of God, Karen Armstrong writes, “In his anguish, he turned instinctively to his wife, Khadija. Crawling on his hands and 

knees, trembling violently, Muhammad flung himself into her lap. 'Cover me! cover me!' he cried, begging her to shield him from the 

divine presence” (66-67). This is a significant moment in Islam’s history because women were not only liberated soon after all the 

Qur’anic revelations were sent down, but also they played a crucial role in both representing and spreading Islam. 

Fourteen hundred years after Kadija’s submission to Islam and the liberation of women, Islam today is often distorted and 

misconceived as a religion that reinforces the oppression of women. The three memoirs discussed in this thesis are examples of 

women actively embracing innovation and prioritizing their education over cultural restriction, some turning away from religion like 

Satrapi and Nafisi, but one keeping her faith, as we see in Sultan. But as authors and memoirists, they all seek freedom and innovation 

through their genre choices, able to create entire worlds for themselves and their readers. Sultan’s memoir is a more accurate and 

realistic depiction of what often happens to young Muslim women living in the United States today; young women are realizing this 

disparity between culture and religion, thus they are speaking up to raise awareness of it. Meanwhile, Nafisi is not concerned with 

religion and rarely mentions Islam. Feeling that Islam was imposed on her, she focuses on education and effectively replaces religion 

with her devotion to literature. Similar to Nafisi, Satrapi is not concerned with religion either. She perceives the Islamic Revolution as 

a political movement denying her and her family the liberal way of life they want to live. In fact, she challenges religion at her 

university when she interrupts in the middle of a lecture to question the veil. As a Hijabi (woman who wears a headscarf daily) who 

places my religion before culture, and as the first person in my family to attend college, I rely on both my education and religion to 

guide me when facing conflicts that arise from Yemeni customs, which often deny women the right to an education. Pursing a higher 

education of my own, I too am constantly confronting the ways in which Yemeni customs conflict with Islam and its implication on 

women’s rights and their way of life. I hope to see more memoirs in the future by Muslim feminists from my part of the world with 

more exciting hybridity of genres. 
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Danitsa Andaluz 

 

Creative Writing 

 

 
 

Vacio: Three Stories 

 

Abstract 

 

Vacio: Three Stories examines the topic of mental illness. Through their central focus of mental illness, the 

stories address several themes including experience vs. perception, the relationship between parent and child, 

and the ongoing symptoms of mental illness. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 
 

From “Introduction” 

Vacio: Three Stories explores the topic of mental illness, a significant subject to discuss because according to the National 

Alliance on Mental Health, “Approximately 1 in 5 adults in the U.S - 43.8 million, or 18.5% - experiences mental illness in a given 

year.” With so many people in our country affected by mental illness, it is essential that literary works reflect this reality and work to 

destigmatize mental illness. This can be done by providing the public with knowledge as well as much needed solace.  

This collection specifically portrays the experiences of those living with depression, bipolar disorder, and general anxiety 

disorder. Reports have found that, “An estimated 16 million American adults - almost 7% of the population - had at least one major 

depressive episode in the past year,” while “Every year 2.9% of the US population is diagnosed with bipolar disorder, with nearly 83% 

of cases being classified as severe,” and “An estimated 40 million adults in the US, or 18% have an anxiety disorder.” These 

conditions often go undiagnosed for long periods of time, sometimes even decades, after symptoms begin. This can be attributed to the 

lack of knowledge, the associated stigma, social problems such as poverty, and other pertinent factors. This collection sheds light on 

the experiences of people with these illnesses to show that those suffering are average people. They are our family members, friends, 

and neighbors. Through its focus on mental illness, this collection addresses several themes including experience vs. perception, the 

relationship between parent and child, and the everlasting presence of mental illness.  

It is often difficult for those close to a person with mental illness to understand the complexities of the situation. Their level 

of understanding is often affected by their perceptions of what mental illness is and whether or not they have experienced it 

themselves. This collection puts readers in a position close to people with mental illness in order to give an authentic perspective. 

Among the many themes these three stories focus on is how mental illness is experienced in juxtaposition to how it is perceived. The 

stories appear in the order they do to emphasize this distinction.  

In “Vacio,” the protagonist Dolores is a middle school teacher on parent-teacher conference night. Through her interactions 

with the parents of her students, the story reveals aspects of Dolores’s ongoing struggles with depression. The first parent reminds her 

of her ex-husband and their failed marriage. The second parent is a reminder of the high expectations her parents had and how 

depression stopped her from satisfying those expectations. Reminding her of perhaps the most heartbreaking element of her story, the 

last parent pulls forward Dolores’s painful memories of her late-term miscarriage. This story gives some insight into how depression 

can affect a person’s life, even when they have seemingly overcome it. On the surface, it may seem that Dolores has recuperated from 

the depressive episodes that paralyzed her. She has managed to finish her graduate studies, begin a career of her choosing, and get by 

day-by-day as a seemingly successful teacher. Nonetheless, the pain of what she has endured continues to dwell inside and her 

depression remains in the background of her everyday life. This first story focuses on the lived experience of someone with a mental 

illness. 

  The second story captures the weight mental illness can carry for those close to the person diagnosed, as well as portrays how 

mental illness is perceived by those outside of the illness. “Ahogo” tells the story of Emilia and her mother Martha as they plan her 

Sweet Sixteen party. Emilia does not feel connected to her family or classmates, fueling her disdain for the birthday party. However, 

she is afraid of rejecting her mother’s efforts due to Martha’s bipolar disorder.  According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, 
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“Bipolar disorder is a chronic mental illness that causes dramatic shifts in a person’s mood, energy and ability to think clearly. People 

with bipolar have high and low moods, known as mania and depression, which differ from the typical ups and downs most people 

experience.” Emilia is desperate to keep her mother in a high manic state as opposed to a low depressive state. This shows how 

walking on eggshells around someone because of the fear of how their mental condition may surface can be difficult and take a serious 

toll on loved ones. Additionally, having a codependent relationship with a person suffering from mental illness can be incredibly toxic, 

as one may feel responsible to maintain that person’s instability, unhappiness, and ultimately their life. This second story deals with 

the perception of mental illness from those outside of the illness. 

The final story of the collection addresses this theme further. In “Mellizos,” twins Mateo and Abigail cope with general 

anxiety disorder, which is exacerbated by their mother’s recent death and the upcoming holiday. While according to the National 

Alliance on Mental Illness, “all anxiety disorders have one thing in common: persistent, excessive fear or worry in situations that are 

not threatening,” this story explores how two somewhat similar people can experience the same mental illness very differently and, in 

turn, perceive each other’s illness differently. People often believe that those diagnosed with a specific disorder act in the same ways. 

However, it is essential to understand that every person is different, carrying their own set of biological and environmental influences, 

which allows for the same mental condition to manifest differently. Furthermore, even when two people are siblings and are given 

similar genetic and environmental influences they may not cope with things the same way due to their personalities, values, and 

beliefs. This is why Mateo and Abigail experience their mental condition differently. Mateo’s experience is often a more physical 

reaction to his stressors, while Abigail’s is an internal paranoia. This third story is about the circumstance of simultaneously 

experiencing and perceiving mental illness.  

A complex circumstance too often negatively affected by mental illness is the relationship between parent and child. The role 

of protector and provider can be challenging to fulfill when one is struggling to manage one’s own mind. This adds a certain level of 

instability to the family that can have damaging effects on relationships and the child’s personal development. Children of those with 

mental illness may have to take on more of the parental role for themselves. The roles of parent and child can become blurred, as 

children must take care of themselves and/or become their parents’ caretakers. On the other hand, being a parent can sometimes be a 

stressor for a person experiencing mental illness. Parents are essentially responsible for the successful development of another human 

being. This can cause an intense amount of stress if things do not go as planned. Furthermore, if a person is unable to reproduce, due 

to whatever circumstance, they may fall deeper into the symptoms of their mental illness.  

 

From “Vacío”: 

 The students’ desks and chairs were arranged in precise rows and columns, not a single one out of line, while the dry erase 

board had been meticulously wiped down so that the fluorescent lights reflected off of the still moist surface. In the front corner by the 

window, Dolores’s desk stood perfectly aligned opposite the door. The air stung with the scent of lemons and chlorine as she wiped 

off the crumbs, dust, and eraser particles form her desk. One by one she placed her things back on the clean surface, arranging her 

various file organizers on the right side and in line with her cup of freshly sharpened pencils. She set a box of Kleenex and a bottle of 

hand sanitizer in the left corner, a bowl of peppermints next to them. She opened one of the drawers, revealing a disarray of candy 

wrappers, used napkins, and chewed up pen caps. Rummaging through the mess, she found the remainder of the bag of peppermints 

and poured it into the bowl, their tinkling echoed as they hit the thin glass.    

She reluctantly looked up at the clock and registered 5:25pm in her mind, five more minutes.  It was the first week in 

November, parent-teacher conferences and she had been dreading it. She would be giving up two and a half hours of her Tuesday 

evening to smile at the parents of her three classes of middle school students. More accurately, it would be for the ten parents that 

would bother to show up and the five of those that would decide to care about their kid's grade in English class. In the center of her 

desk, she stacked her folders as neatly as possible. She'd alphabetized them several times and tagged them with colored post-its in a 

code she hoped she could properly interpret: orange, blue, and green. 

Dolores stood up and ran her hands over the navy blue pencil skirt she had bought just for today. It was far removed from her 

usual worn out slacks, which she owned only in various shades of black. Her students had not spared their blatant comments today. 

"Wow, Ms. you actually look kind of hot," one of the fourteen-year-old boys announced in the middle of her fifth period class. She 

had felt the blood rush to the tips of her ears and demanded the class quiet down as she self-consciously turned around to write on the 

board, spending the rest of the day avoiding the eyes of everyone she walked by. 

She walked across her uncharacteristically clean classroom to the door. "All the doors should be open when we start," she 

heard Principal Vargas’s voice echo in her head. "We have to be welcoming.” She leaned out of the door, peered down the hallway, 

and saw no one for her to welcome in. Sighing, she walked back across the room, her black patent leather heels echoing in the 

emptiness. She sorely missed the way her sneakers wrapped around her toes. Just as she sat in her chair, she heard a gruff voice at the 

door. 

"Is this Ms. Nieves room?" a tall man came down the hall with a stocky boy dragging his feet behind him. 
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Kejana Andaluz 

 

Creative Writing 

 

 

 
 

Waking Up to Stars 

 

Abstract 

 
Waking Up to Stars consists of a critical introduction and a collection of five short stories that trace and capture the magical realist 

model.  Magical realism is a subgenre of fiction that blends the extraordinary with the everyday.  My introduction, “Magical Realism: 

Felt, Not Explained,” studies the work of writers, such as Kelly Link, Julio Cortázar, and Jorge Luis Borges, to examine the 

heightened emotional experience the genre provides as magical happenings are narrated in a grounding matter-of-fact voice.  The 

magical part lies in the suspension of the reader in a series of interpretation, where everything is possible, and the realist aspect rests 

within the narrator, who indicates no surprise of magical events.  In my stories, my narrators express nonchalance as they navigate 

through their distorted worlds, and the magical aspects illustrate my characters’ fears and desires as they search for connection, sense 

of self, and peace with starry eyes. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 
Excerpt from “The Girl Who Bled Into Time” 
 So, immortality’s a thing. 

 I shit you not.  You don’t have to look for a fountain of youth or pray to some dude in the sky.  You want 

eternity?  Stop by Gracie’s clock shop. 

 Just walk a bit west of Washington Street, make a couple of rights, squeeze through an alley or two, and there it 

is.  If you squint past the rusted gate covered in a sheet of cobwebs, you’ll see another alley with a grid of pipes that leak 

liquid and vapor.  Behind the mist, you’ll get to the sign above, a wooden circle with numbers of a clock and no hands. 

 The door, a poor excuse of a hunk of wood, hangs on a slanted angle, like someone’s meant to trip on the way in.  

Three tear drop bulbs light up the place from the chandelier, with one line of crystal left dangling from it.  Dust coats the 

room like a field of snow, especially on the clocks. 

 Oh, yes.  The clocks. 

 Ticks and tocks come from every inch of the walls.  Shelves are weighed down by herds of clocks, from antique 

watches to alarm clocks.  About half of them work, but who can tell when so many have cracks on their faces or their 

guts, keys, coppers, dials all poured out on the floor?  I still don’t know much about the mechanics and what have you, but 

I can point out the cuckoos, grandfathers, and grandmothers. 

 Gracie’s favorite cuckoo is Warden, the geezer on the stool in the corner.  When he’s not twitching or mumbling 

to himself about those good-for-nothing Nazis, he waits with bolt cutters in one hand and a letter opener in the other.  

Every hour on the hour, a flock of birds pop out, and Warden hobbles on is bum leg, hacking at their springs and wailing 

that they’re too late or too early.  I’d stop him, but I rather stick to my joint and coffee by the brick-sized window in the 

corner of the room.  Good thing the boss doesn’t depend on the cuckoos to make a buck. 

 Gracie locks herself in the back room all day, where the magic happens.  If you’re lucky, one day you’ll wake up 

in bed with a clock by your side.  It’ll tell you where to go.  Not with words, but with a slight burning of the toes as your 
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body is tugged by some unseen force to the shop.  Gracie will be there, waiting next to a curtain leading to pure darkness, 

the only light coming from the single clock in the room. 

 A circle the size of a kiddie pool is carved into the wooden panels on the ceiling, framing black Roman numerals 

and unmoving wrought iron hands.  The face glows purple despite the lack of any electricity in the room, but you’ll barely 

notice it once Gracie takes your clock to cast her spell.  Your body and mind will be set back to when time itself sees fit 

while Gracie stays frozen. 

 If you’re me, you’ll be left behind the counter, snorting the scent of wood and dust just for a hint of the fix she’s 

dealing.  There’s no ad on TV or Craig’s List or Facebook for what Gracie does.  The shop calls for its customers, and 

they always come running.  It’s not fate or destiny, but time. 

 

Excerpt from “Crazy for You”: 
 There’s screaming all around me. 

 For real this time.  I get yelled at for days.  By my lawyer.  By my parole officer.  And by Pops.  Man, does he 

yell. 

 I try explaining to them that Audrey needed me.  I tried to help her fly when she screamed at me to, but I couldn’t 

fly with her.  I don’t care what the lawyers or her parents say.  She needs to see me, and it’ll take more than a piece of 

paper and whatever hardwiring those doctors did to her brain to make her not ask for me. 

 Pops made good on his threat.  He said I wouldn’t get into Breakview, and I didn’t.  He tucked me away in some 

hospital in the middle of fuckswhere—first time I was allowed to leave the state in months.  Signed me under a different 

name, Sidney Smith.  Like there’s not enough Smiths in the world.  They took my name and my girl but not by paper 

birds. 

 I still make cranes.  Dozens a day in the crafts room.  I use up so much paper, but the nurses don’t mind since I 

twist paper roses for them and don’t ask for tape or scissors. 

 I go to my table by the window.  There’s no rain here, just sun, and I get the joint to myself around noon when 

everyone else winds down from their doses.  I tug the head of my crane.  Number one thousand at last.  But there’s no 

fireworks or stars or Audrey.  Just me, four white walls, and a lot of wasted effort. 

 It stays that way ‘til some girl trips and catches herself on the seat in front of me.  She sits there and raises her 

head as if sitting down deserves an award.  She’s covered in freckles and doesn’t have any fudge swirls in her hair or lava 

in her eyes, but she does have a laugh, one that makes everything a joke.  Even cuteness.  She lets out a string of drool and 

flails her arms up, but her hands don’t reach her mouth.  I wipe her mouth with my sleeve, and she offers up another 

laugh.  I smile and hold out the bird to her.  But this girl isn’t her, so I pull it back right as her fingertips just miss the 

crane. 

 “I’m sorry,” I say before I leave.  I’m sorry I couldn’t follow you.  I’m sorry I can’t let you go. 

 When I get to my room, a bleached space just a couple of more inches bigger than my old bedroom, I put the 

birdie on the windowsill.  A crackling pollutes the quiet in the room, and I figure it’s a mouse nibbling on something.  I 

check under my bed and by the metal rack, but nothing.  I track the noise back to my window, where my birdie begins to 

move and shake, knocking itself against the glass. 

 The paper crumbles, refolds, and shifts from side to side, and the wings start to flutter.  The head folds into itself, 

forming two dots where its eyes should be.  No noise comes out of it as it soars past my head in circles right under the 

ceiling. 

 I stand on my bed to catch it, but it dodges every swing.  I finally get ahold of it when I jump and cage it in my 

hands.  I let go when it starts pecking me and paper cuts paint my palms like chicken pox.  It perches on my wrist and 

hops back over to the window, and then I know. 

 I have to set it free. 

 I tug at the window, but it only gives an inch.  This inch is all the birdie needs as it flattens itself and shifts itself 

through the space and the bars.  It doesn’t start singing until it’s a few yards away.  Maybe it’ll fly forever, or maybe it’ll 

fall down trying. 
. 
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Elissa Fanzo 

 

Literature 

 

 
 

Edgar Allan Poe:  Progenitor of Contemporary American Genre Fiction 

 

Abstract 
 

American author Edgar Allan Poe lies on the fringes of the American canon. His diverse body of work in the magazine industry was 

highly influential to future writers. He was an innovator in several genres. He was also an advocate of copyright law. Poe was one of 

the first American authors to make his living exclusively by writing. Poe struggled with personal and financial hardships. His writing 

has endured the test of time, despite a slanderous obituary that dimmed his reputation. Poe was extremely talented, and if you are not 

convinced, perhaps it is time to give his works a fresh look. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 

At the Southern Literary Messenger, Poe “drew on a widely popular tradition of Gothic fiction,” with 

his short story, “Berenice,” which was released in 1835 (Silverman 111-112). The opening line, “Misery is 

manifold,” leaves it in no uncertain terms that this will be an unhappy tale (Poe 140).  This short story is set in 

the ancestral home of cousins, Berenice, and Egæus—the narrator. Poe offsets the horror of this tale, to a 

degree, with poetic use of language. Egæus tells us he is sickly and gloomy by nature, while Berenice possesses 

an almost unearthly beauty and grace. The narrator becomes afflicted by mental illness, characterized by 

obsession, while Berenice’s body is ravaged by disease. Despite this, Egæus proposes marriage. Here we see the 

common Gothic theme of incest. Egæus and Berenice are cousins, yet we do not know how closely related. 

They did grow up together in the family mansion, so something seems at least a bit unnatural about the 

impending nuptials. 

When we first see Berenice through Egæus’ eyes she appears to be a ghostly apparition with “so 

vacillating and indistinct an outline” (Poe 145). Her faded curls frame her dark eyes and emaciated face. 

However, upon smiling, she reveals a mouth full of perfect white teeth.  They promptly dominate Egæus’ 

thoughts. In his condition, he becomes convinced “that all her teeth were ideas” (Thompson 146). Egæus thinks 

“that their possession could alone ever restore me to peace, in giving me back to reason” (Poe 146).  Soon after, 

Egæus is awakened by screams. Berenice has succumbed to her illness. The original Southern Literary 

Messenger version contained a passage Poe edited out later, because it was found to be too disturbing for some. 

Egæus visits the corpse of Berenice in their bedroom, where she has been prepared for burial. Somehow the 

band holding her jaw shut has come undone, Egæus then thinks he sees her move her finger, and then smile. He 

runs from the room. When Egæus comes to his senses again, he vaguely recalls, “I had done a deed—what was 

it?” (Poe 147). He is told by a servant, that screaming was heard in the night, Berenice’s grave was desecrated, 

and she is not dead. Looking down at his clothes Egæus sees he is covered in dirt and blood. He then knocks 

over a box from which falls dental instruments, as well as 32 perfect white teeth.  
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 “Berenice” utilizes key elements present in the horror genre: “the supernatural, demonic, violent and 

unpredictable” (Bloom 165). Poe does not set out to treat Egæus as a supernatural character; however, there is a 

passage early in the story where speaking of his birth he says, “…it is mere idleness to say that I had not lived 

here before—that the soul has no previous existence” (Poe 141). Early American Christians would be 

suspicious of reincarnation, at the very least. Egæus’ actions at the end of the story could certainly be 

characterized as demonic. What he does to Berenice is clearly violent. Egæus seems harmless enough 

throughout the tale, so that his nocturnal foray into grave robbing and not-so-postmortem dentistry were not 

predictable. Clive Bloom calls Poe “one of the great practitioners of horror fiction” (155). 

 Silverman takes note of Poe’s use of polysyndeton, a rapid succession of conjunctions, at the end of 

“Berenice:” 

and, in my tremor, it slipped from out my hands, and fell heavily, and burst into pieces; and from it, with 

a rattling sound, there rolled out some instruments of dental surgery, intermingled with many white, and 

glistening substances that were scattered to and fro about the floor. (113) 

This is done “to call attention to each element” (Silverman 113). In addition: 

…alliterative hissing s’s give the whole a sinister tonal unity…Poe often supported the mood and action 

of his tales by such rhythmic and sound effects …Poe was becoming the first writer in English…to 

consistently apply to prose fiction some of the techniques of poetry. (113)  

Bloom quotes “Supernatural Horror in Literature” by H.P. Lovecraft who believed we “must establish for all 

time the genuineness and dignity of the weirdly horrible tale as a literary form” (158). Poe paved the way for 

writers like Lovecraft. And certainly gives us reason to take the horror genre more seriously. 

“The Raven” was published in the Mirror January 29, 1845, which garnered much critical acclaim, and 

proved to wildly popular with the public. “Within a month after its appearance ‘The Raven’ was reprinted at 

least ten times” (Silverman 238). It was even parodied in advertisements. “Nevermore” was on everyone’s lips. 

Silverman likens the popularity of “The Raven” to that of a hit song (237). “Throbbing repetitions…render the 

student’s obsession with his loss and abandonment, and his struggle to keep sane” (Silverman 240).  

 Edgar Allan Poe was meticulous about his work. He crafted his stories and poems “with the precision 

and rigid consequence of a mathematical problem” as he documented in “The Philosophy of Composition” (Poe 

677). This is his account of his writing of “The Raven,” which was printed in Graham’s in 1846. Poe puts forth 

the set of rules he constructed for himself, which can be applied more universally to the rest of his work. Poe 

intended his work be read in one sitting, so the reader could experience his writing without the spell being 

broken by the outside world. He feels this is an important factor in maintaining his tone. In the example of “The 

Raven,” Poe decided he wanted “a length of about one hundred lines” (677).  He calls the long poem “merely a 

succession of brief ones,” held together with a refrain (677). He uses the refrain, “Nevermore,” in different 

ways to elicit a variety of emotional responses throughout. He chose the word for its melancholic sound. 

Fearing it would be too monotonous coming from a person, Poe originally considered a parrot to repeat the 

refrain. He later decided “the bird of ill omen,” a raven, was more suited to the subject matter, since his topic 

was death (679). In “The Philosophy of Composition,” Poe asks himself the question:  

“Of all melancholy topics, what, according to the universal understanding of mankind, is the most 

melancholy?” Death—was the obvious reply. “And when,” I said, “is this most melancholy of topics 

most poetical?...When it most closely allies itself to Beauty: the death, then, of a beautiful woman is, 

unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the world—and equally it is beyond doubt that the lips best 

suited for such topic are those of a bereaved lover.” (679-680) 
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Pyramids: Exploring Emotional Agency with Respect to Colorism and Patriarchy 

 

Abstract 

 
This thesis will focus on three primary sources: The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison, The Living Is Easy by Dorothy West and A 

Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini. The purpose of this thesis is to describe how colorism influences the characters’ 

emotional intelligence (EI) and how emotional intelligence is used to react against or in favor of patriarchy.  Colorism and patriarchy 

are oppressive in nature as they create a power imbalance, which trains people to obey. Lastly, this paper aims to trace the trajectory of 

characters’ EI, by closely analyzing the obeyers and the dissidents of these structures. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 

Howard Gardner is a distinguished developmental psychologist who created a multi-dimensional 

multiple intelligence theory (Gardner). Daniel Goleman extended and further developed Gardner’s corpus 

multiple intelligence theory by combining Gardner’s interpersonal intelligence and the intrapersonal 

intelligence to create the emotional intelligence theory (Rietti 144). The theory of emotional intelligence (EI) 

pertains to an individual’s competence with handling their emotions appropriately (Rietti 144). A person with 

effective EI must heed to emotional verbal/non-verbal cues in social environments whilst scaffolding their 

emotional behavior to interact with the people in their environment (Rietti 144). They then use the emotional 

information they receive to guide their own thinking and behavior ( Rietti 144). An individual with EI can 

identify their emotions while responding to it in a healthy, constructive way. For example, a person gets worried 

because he did not understand a question on an exam. Wasting mental effort and time thinking negatively about 

that question would have hindered his ability on the following questions. Instead, he moves on to other 

questions with a clear mind, and saves that question for last. When he rereads that question, he is no longer 

worried. He deconstructs the question with confidence now because that he can attempt to answer it. His 

awareness of his cognitive tools is a part of self-knowledge.   

EI functions as an umbrella term, and one of the terms underneath it is self-knowledge (Akers & Porter 

1). Self-knowledge pertains to a person’s inter-awareness of their character traits (Akers & Porter 1).  A strong 

foundation of self-knowledge is incorporated into an individual’s schema of effective EI.  

 

Historical context of colorism 

By understanding the historical genesis of colorism, it will later help us understand how colorism’s 

existence in a novel influences a character’s EI. Colorism is a “form of oppression that is expressed through the 

differential treatment of individuals based on skin tone” (National Association of Black Psychologists). 

Colorism originated in slavery to create inequality between light-skinned and dark-skinned blacks (Hunter 238). 

Slave owners were afraid of civic unrest on their plantations among their slaves, thus colorism was created as a 

response to their fear. Lighter skinned slaves tended to work as “housemaids,” while darker slaves worked in 
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the fields. Lighter skinned blacks were privileged because of their inheritance of more Anglo Saxon physical 

characteristics (Lynn 26). This created an often hidden racial hierarchy that still exists in the African-American 

community. While slavery legally ended in 1865, the trauma of white supremacy and colorism remain. Some 

writers remind readers that engaging in collective forgetting of one’s own racial history is nearly impossible and 

unrealistic. For example, Toni Morrison, author of The Bluest Eye, writes about the trauma of slavery in an 

African American community, 76 years after the abolishment of slavery.  The Bluest Eye traverses how featured 

characters use either their poor or effective emotional intelligence to respond to colorism. 

 

Analytical summary of The Bluest Eye  

       Pecola’s emotional intelligence is also illustrated by how she handles her trauma.   Pecola aspires to 

escape the racial discrimination and trauma she experiences by striving to obtain blue eyes. After her parent’s 

nightly fighting ritual, Pecola wishes to disappear. Morrison writes, “’Please, God,’ she whispered into the palm 

of her hand. ‘Please make me disappear.’  “She squeezed her eyes shut. Little parts of her body faded away. 

 Now slowly, now with a rush. Slowly again. . . .Yes, that was good. . . . Only her tight eyes were left. They 

were always left”(45). However, she wants to enjoy the disappearance of her body parts.  Fantasizing about 

disappearing will not make her dreams come into fruition, and it is not a healthy mechanism because she is not 

managing the trauma she’s experiencing.  In her unsuccessful disappearing act, Pecola’s eyes are always left 

which only intensifies her search to change her eye color. Her perception of the possibility of a new reality is 

fueled by colorism. She believes the physical violence that is performed in front of her will disappear if she has 

a different eye color. Pecola theorizes the idea that if her physical appearance changes, her internal trauma will 

change as well. As Pecola attributes her physical appearance to the reason behind her trauma, Morrison also 

writes about the different shades of blackness to demonstrate how colorism operates across the color spectrum 

in Lorain, Ohio.   

Pecola’s “high yellow” classmate, Maureen, has ineffective intra emotional intelligence. Pecola’s 

deferential treatment to her physical appearance causes her to be disconnected from the racial reality of Lorain, 

Ohio.  Maureen’s racial experience is different from Pecola as the teachers, and classmates give her special 

treatment precisely because of her lighter skinned complexion.  

 Maureen uses her entitlement, which is based on physical appearance to sabotage emotional ties to other 

characters in the novel. In one scene, during her scuffle with another character Morrison writes, “Safe on the 

other side, she screamed at us, ‘I am cute! And you ugly! Black and ugly black e mos. I am cute!’”(73). To 

Maureen, she’s not black; she’s just cute versus Frieda, Claudia, and Pecola who are “ugly black 

girls.” Maureen is conditioned to see herself as being “cute” because of her light-skinned complexion, and 

“fittingly” degrades the girls because they are black. Maureen distances herself from the girls to make a 

distinction about her cuteness.  Maureen running to the other side of the street to escape the girls symbolizes her 

creation of the different types of blackness. She treats people darker than her as lower than her, and in doing so, 

replicates the system of colorism. Maureen’s disconnection from reality is a consequence of her poor EI. 

Maureen’s scene provides evidence of the interracial conflict created by colorism which does not allow 

Maureen to foster emotional bonds between the girls.  
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A Yogi’s Journey Towards Practicing Vinyasa. 

 

Abstract 

 
My English Honors Program senior thesis is a memoir about my participation in the Yoga Alliance 200-hour Vinyasa Yoga Teacher 

Certification offered by Yoga To The People. I take you on my journey of practicing yoga and what it means to me. I also include 

detailed information pertaining to yoga and a complete breakdown of a popular yoga sequence, The Sun Salutation, to demonstrate 

how I will apply the lessons I’ve learned to create my own version of the sequence. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 
TOOLS OF THE TRADE 

 Yoga, meaning union in Sanskrit, aims to unify the mind, body, and spirit to gain control over the self (Neuman, 3). Yoga 

differs for everyone, because another person cannot experience the same as another.  By silencing the untamed mind, you become 

acquainted with the true self. The mind is untrustworthy as it can be our best friend and our worst enemy. At one moment we could be 

extremely happy, and in the next moment, we could be immensely distraught. With control, we can help alleviate these symptoms.  

 Meditating can be challenging. By incorporating movements and poses into the yoga practice, more people are able to corral 

the mind. It’s less about working out and more about connecting the mind, body and spirit. Yoga should not be a person’s only form 

of exercise. Because of yoga’s lacks of rigorous cardio training, I compensate by dancing and swimming. I find my exercise most 

rewarding when I cool down with a thirty-minute yoga practice, ending in meditation. 

 The untamed mind is like a spoiled child throwing a tantrum in the middle of a toy store. As the parent of the child, we want 

to neutralize the child’s outburst. This is the same idea for the mind. Once we gain control of the mind, we are able to experience 

silence, which could potentially result in a sense of nirvana.   

 Nirvana refers to a state of bliss (“Nirvana” Vocabulary.com). In Sanskrit, nirvana means “extinction [and] disappearance” of 

the thoughts, resulting in a peaceful and happy state of mind (“Nirvana” Vocabulary.com). For yogi masters, nirvana is obtained 

through years of rigorous meditative trainings. As an intermediate yogi, I have only experienced quick moments of thoughtful silence, 

where I was able to steady my mind and concentrate. Throughout my yoga practice, I have had moments of revelations, happiness and 

sadness, all being natural occurrences in life. Sad memories turned into joyful reminiscences. And happy memories turned into sad 

nostalgias.  

 Something remarkable happened to me during one practice where I recited the word “love” as I inhaled and exhaled through 

the poses, which is considered a form of chanting (a verbal form of meditation). In my final pose of Savasana, also known as the 

Corpse Pose, which is when you lay on your back, fully relaxed, ready for a deep meditation, I had a flash of a devastating memory. It 

was the first time my boyfriend and I were being separated due to residential loss. I was forced to leave New York City because I got 

into a disagreement with the person who’s house I was staying in and decided to leave in hopes of a better life in another state. With 

few options, I decided to move to Indiana and stay with my father, stepmother, and brothers who had moved there ten years earlier. 

The plan was for me to find a job and an apartment, while my boyfriend remained in New York for two more months to save for our 

life in Indiana. 

 After I went into the airport and got through security, I took one last look at him and saw tears stream down his face. I 

grasped my hand over my aching chest and forced myself to keep walking. I felt as if I were being torn in half, since we have never 

spent more than two days apart from each other since the beginning of our relationship. We both knew two months were going to be 

virtually unbearable. But now, as I was laying on my mat, this memory was no longer sad. Instead it symbolized our love. I was able 

https://www.vocabulary.com/dictionary/nirvana
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to recognize our devotion for one another, rather than focusing on our sorrow. Our reactions emphasized how much we cared, which 

for me felt as if I’ve reached nirvana, as I lay floating in a cloud of love.  

 

EVERY ONCE-IN-A-WHILE 

 By the time I was 25, I had been living back in New York for five years. For me, yoga turned into an infrequent activity. I 

went to Hollywood, California for the first time that summer. The calm weather, beautiful landscape, and liberating culture, 

reinvigorated my stale existence. The innumerable yoga studios sparked my underlying passion for yoga. As my boyfriend and I drove 

down Hollywood Boulevard, I noticed a sign on the side of a building that read “Enroll in Yoga Teacher Training Today!” Everything 

in my life suddenly made sense. “If I delve into an instructor certification program, then I will be able to lay the official groundwork 

for my lifelong yoga practice” I thought. 

 That sign triggered an epiphany. I turned to face my boyfriend, and told him, “That’s it, I’m going to become a yoga teacher! 

Remember that studio we used to go to in the West Village? I think they offer a class.” When we got back to our hotel room, I ran to 

my laptop and searched for the studio, which was YTTP. They offer seasonal intensive 200-hour Teacher Training (TT) course for 

Vinyasa yoga, certified by the Yoga Alliance, and they were accepting applications for the fall. I knew this was my opportunity, so 

without thinking twice, I signed up. 

 The YTTP Teacher Training program (TT) takes a total of ten weeks intensive instruction. We call it our journey to find our 

inner teachers. The training consists of practicing several forms of yoga and learning how to share them with future students, as well 

as YTTP’s basic sequence. With this certification, we are encouraged to practice and explore any of the yoga techniques exposed to 

us. Once TT’s earn their certificate of completion, they have the opportunity to audition for employment at their studios.  

 

WITHOUT BREATH, THERE IS NO LIFE 

 One of the books on our TT reading list is “Science of Breath – A Practical Guide,” by Swami Rama, Rudolph Ballentine 

M.D., and Alan Hymes M.D. This book explains the importance of the breath, how the breath works in the body, how and where the 

understanding of the breath derived, and how to manipulate the breath using various techniques. Without the breath, there is no life, 

just as there is no yoga. Since these ideals came from the eastern world, this book talks to westerners about the breath, who are mainly 

ignorant of its potential. Once we understand the breath, we can begin to meditate.  

 It seems obvious that the breath is important, but the reason is unclear. Did you know that breathing is the only bodily 

function that is both voluntary and involuntary? (Rama, Ballentine and Hymes, 18)?  Think about it for a second, right now you are 

breathing, and it’s happening without you realizing it. Or, when you are sleeping, you are consistently breathing. If you held your 

breath for an extended period of time, after a while, your body will force you to breathe. This happens automatically because your 

body needs oxygen to nourish your blood.  

 The Ujjayi breath soothes me by using a vibrational breath to warm me chest and throat. Ujjayi can “be interpreted as 

‘control or victory arising from a process of expansion’” (Rama, Ballentine and Hymes, 94). According to Lisa Mitchell’s article “8 

Reasons Why We Use Ujjayi Breath in Yoga,” the Ujjayi breath also serves as a gentle “massage for the internal organs.” To perform 

the Ujjayi breath, by slightly restricting the glottis (Rama, Ballentine and Hymes, 94). The glottis refers the space at the beginning of 

the larynx (“Glottis” Dictionary.com). To achieve an optimal Ujjayi breath, you whisper without saying anything. You can do this 

both with a closed mouth to send the vibrational breath through the nostrils or keep your mouth open to warm the throat.  
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“She looked what she said”: Discourse and Identity in Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa 

 

Abstract 

 
Although critics have examined how Samuel Richardson borrows from Christian literary tradition to create the eponymous Christian 

heroine of Clarissa, there remains little scholarship on the influence of literary discourses on Clarissa. This thesis aims to fill that void 

with an examination of how Clarissa navigates, manipulates, or rejects the discourses of conduct literature, seduction narrative, 

amatory fiction, and libertine erotica. I begin with an analysis of how Clarissa’s dutiful speech as she relinquishes the dairy-house to 

her father nevertheless indicates a promise of autonomy. Clarissa develops that voice throughout the novel, despite Lovelace tricking 

her via a seduction narrative and Anna’s offer of female friendship à la amatory fiction. But it is only after Lovelace strips Clarissa of 

her body, voice, and conscious thought that she merges all three elements to forge her own discourse, one that holds its own against all 

others and remains permanent after her death. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 
Once Clarissa aligns her slowly emerging autonomous voice with her suddenly liberated autonomous body, she 

rejects any type of confinement, be it physical or social. Clarissa’s initial response when the sheriff officers tipped by 

Lovelace’s henchwoman, Sinclair, confront her is, “I have committed no bad action!” (Richardson 1051). The fact that 

Clarissa has to defend her right to own her body and its movement demonstrates how taboo female embodiment is in early 

eighteenth century England, but it also shows her challenging social and literary conventions. Her remark that self-

possession is “no bad action” offers an alternative ending to those narratives she has left behind— dutiful daughter, 

seduced lover, amatory fiction heroine, and libertine victim. More compelling is Clarissa’s response to further 

encroachment by the officers. One of them informs Clarissa “that you are our prisoner, madam . . . Be pleased, madam, to 

step into this chair,” stripping her of her right to freedom of space and movement, just as Lovelace and Mr. Harlowe did 

earlier (Richardson 1051). When the officer commands Clarissa to “step into this chair,” he is dictating Clarissa’s body 

much as Lovelace does at the ivy summer-house when he says “speed away, my charmer” (Richardson 374). Both these 

men use respectful and endearing terms like “madam” and “charmer” when directing Clarissa’s body, assuming women’s 

inability to resist male control of their bodies through speech. Clarissa is all too familiar with this kind of diction from 

Lovelace, though, and has now a strong voice with which to refuse to go with the officers: “With men!— Must go with 

men!— I am not used to go with strange men!— Indeed you must excuse me!” (Richardson 1051). Richardson’s decision 

to italicize “men” underscores Clarissa’s newfound aversion to the opposite sex, which reappears when Belford arrives to 

bail Clarissa out of jail. Some might claim this revulsion as a product of Clarissa’s traumatic rape, but I attribute it more to 

Clarissa’s newfound control of voice and body, and her willingness to use both to reject men and their discursive claims 

altogether. When Clarissa mentions that she’s “not used to go with strange men,” it is not a case of her playing ignorance. 

Rather it is a code to let the officers know that she is aware of what male strangers do to women. The emphasis placed on 

“strange men” by the italics creates a sardonic tone which suggests her request for pardon in the next sentence is sarcastic 

as well. On the surface, she says, “you must excuse me” from going with you, but she also says, “you must excuse me” 



 

 14 

for my street-smarts and freedom of speech. Clarissa remains firm in her self-possession by denying the officers access to 

her body: "Pray, men, don't lay hands upon me!" (Richardson 1052). Richardson's use of the words "hands" recalls the 

continual exchange of Clarissa's body between male hands including those of Mr. Harlowe, Solmes, and Lovelace. It also 

harkens to the description of Clarissa's suicide attempt when "she held forth a penknife in her hand" (Richardson 950).  

That moment epitomized Clarissa taking ownership of her own voice, body, and self, breaking the chain of male control 

over her person. Clarissa's body is no longer passed from one hand to another; instead she grips it herself like a penknife 

in her hand.  

However, despite Clarissa's public call to vouchsafe her right to self-possession, she does meet with social and 

narrative pushback. A man from the crowd that forms around Clarissa tells her: "You must go with these men . . . . They 

have authority for what they do" (Richardson 1052). Clarissa owns her body, but male desires, whether they be in the 

private or public sphere, can arbitrarily override her self-possession and manipulate her body. What gives men the ability 

to possess women, as the man in the crowd says, is their "authority." According to the OED, the word "author" derives 

from Latin and French auctor meaning "person with authority to take action or make a decision." The etymological 

connection between "author" and "authority" demonstrates why Lovelace wants to keep the libertine narrative on course, 

despite Clarissa pushing against it after her rape. So long as the novel follows the conventions of libertine literature, 

Lovelace maintains a hold over Clarissa's story. Clarissa's claiming of her own voice, body, and story in the penknife 

scene undermines Lovelace's authority because it replaces his narrative with a radically new narrative composed of 

carefully chosen fragments of existing narratives, arranged by the author, who claims will, integrity, innocence, speech, 
and body as essential elements of her self-authorizing, body, voice, and self.  

Clarissa becomes author of her own story in the second half of Clarissa. When  she returns to the Smiths’ lodging 

after her imprisonment, she sits down to begin writing her story, but quickly discovers it to be a difficult task. She writes 

to Anna: “I had begun the particulars of my tragical story: but it is so painful a task, and I have so many important things 

to do and as I apprehend so little time to do them in, that could I avoid it, I would go no farther in it” (Richardson 1163). 

The line in Clarissa’s speech, “I have so many important things to do and as I apprehend so little time to do them in,” 

relates to her mission of achieving total control over her voice, body, and story. Even her diction, “I have” and “I 

apprehend,” demonstrates her commitment to this project, and is dramatically different from the earlier Clarissa, who said 

“As Mr. Lovelace pleased” when she believed Uncle Harlowe blessed their marriage (Richardson 693). Now that Clarissa 

possesses herself, she acts upon her own interests. Those interests principally focus on her preparation for her death. She 

refuses to be beholden to anybody in crafting the conclusion to her story, so she takes it upon herself to buy a coffin, draft 

a will, and compensate others for their services. In preparing for her death, that is, Clarissa prepares for complete and final 

possession of herself, without and beyond her mortal body, freeing her from physical abuse and awarding her authorial 

permanence. Clarissa’s last words, “I would go no farther,” indeed, are almost verbatim Lovelace’s, “I can go no farther,” 

in his letter informing Belford about the rape (Richardson 883). Unlike Lovelace, however, Clarissa does not claim she 

cannot write any more of her story. On the contrary, she says “could I avoid it, I would go not farther,” meaning she is 

obligated to tell her story, and in such a way that it will persist after her death. 

Part of Clarissa’s difficulty in writing her own story is that she can only present her side, not Lovelace’s. Her 

solution is a simple one: “the particulars of my story, and the base arts of this vile man will, I think, be best collected from 

those very letters of his (if Mr. Belford can be prevailed upon to communicate them)” (Richardson 1163). Although 

Clarissa despises Lovelace for his actual and epistolary abuse, she knows that his writing was instrumental to her gaining 

control over her own person and voice, and therefore needs to be included in her story. The act of collecting Lovelace’s 

letters sounds like she is reaching into and claiming Lovelace’s private space, much as he once did hers. Not only did 

Lovelace invade Clarissa's private space by kidnapping and raping her, but he intercepted and stole some of Clarissa and 

Anna’s letters. Clarissa exacts justice over Lovelace by similarly infiltrating his private space and immortalizing this 

acquisition in her story. In “collecting” Lovelace’s letters, finally, Clarissa claims ownership of his discourse in another 

way. According to the OED, the word “collect” means to gather items and “to regain and reassert control over,” like 

collecting one’s thoughts. This suggests that Clarissa wants to collect (first definition) Lovelace's letters in order to collect 

(second definition) her own story. The young woman once controlled by others’ discourses and narratives now makes 

these discourses her own— and uses them in the name of justice against their original owners. 
 

 
 

Richardson, Samuel. Clarissa, or, The History of a Young Lady. Ed. Angus Ross. Penguin, 1987. Print.  



 

 15 

 

Luis Machuca 

 

Literature 

 

 
 

The Autonomy of Blindness:  Reimagining Blind Characters in Literature Through Disability Studies 

 

Abstract 

 
In many famed literary texts, disability is often represented in a denigrating manner. This problem is compounded by traditional 

literary analysis that shows an inability to interpret impairment in any dignifying way. To counter the misrepresentation of disability 

on a textual level, this thesis applies disability studies theory to both King Lear and Jane Eyre. First, it identifies traditional “kill-or-

cure” tropes through which blindness is typically understood.  Second, I perform “physical close readings” which offer dimensions to 

these characters based on their actual experience of disability. Finally, this exercise imagines counter-narratives that celebrate instead 

of devalue characters with disability, using the novel concept of dismodernism. This not only enriches the texts by reimagining blind 

characters, but allows us to see the world through their eyes and connect classic texts with current social controversies.    

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 
 In a 1974 speech, Kenneth Jernigan, the president of the National Federation of the Blind, expressed concern over 

the denigrating role of blindness in literature.  “To the question, is literature against us,” he said, “there can be no 

unqualified response.  If we consider the past, the answer is certainly yes.”  On hearing this, our first reaction would be to 

dismiss it as the extreme conclusion of a person with a biased perspective.  Yet Mr. Jernigan spoke aptly, because the use 

of blindness in literature is limiting and the place of the blind restrictive.  Literature, particularly older texts, captures the 

prejudices of society that are a part of the cultural discourses of the time, whether the author is conscious of imbuing it 

into his work or not.  Literary analysis can have this limiting time-capsule effect as well.  By relying on analysis from 

literary scholars who fail to show an understanding or an interest in capturing the real physical experience of characters 

with disability, we, students of literature, cheat ourselves of the most progressive and thus, the most relevant interpretation 

of the text possible.   It is therefore incumbent on us, the Independent Community of Bibliophiles, to revisit these works 

using a contemporary theoretical lens that finds novel ways of freeing these characters from their fixed modes of 

representation.  We can, through our readings, create counter-narratives that celebrate our fabled literary characters in a 

more dignifying way.  

 Since our attention is focused on liberating characters with disability, we will accompany this charge with a 

complimentary theoretical lens, namely disability studies.  Encouraged by the 1990 passage of the American with 

Disabilities Act, which granted civil rights to people with disabilities in the United States, the area of disability studies 
traces its beginnings to the early 1990s with publications of The Disability Studies Quarterly (Davis 43).  Disability 

studies is “[a] interdisciplinary field of inquiry that includes representation from the social sciences, the humanities, and 

the medical rehabilitation, and education profession [and aims to] illuminate disability as a social phenomenon and help 

us all to see how interconnected human beings really are” (Berger, 3).  Some of its most notable proponents are social 

theorists Leonard Davis, Ronald Berger, Rachel Adams and Bill Hughes, among others.  Disability studies is not merely 
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an empowering of peoples who identify as disabled.  It is a repositioning of our focus to see how disability is defined and 

represented in society.  As Berger summarizes, “it is a way for people with disabilities to stare back at those who have 

stared at them” (Berger, 3).      

 Throughout this thesis, I intend to use disability studies as a framework for deconstructing the representation of 

blindness in literature, using William Shakespeare’s King Lear and Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre as representative texts.  I 

chose to apply this contemporary field of study to these classic works as an experiment: to ascertain how, by overlaying 

today’s understanding of disabilities onto yesterday’s great works, we can derive enrichment—of the text and characters, 

of ourselves, and by extension, the world as we understand it. The exercise, then, was to choose incidents and situations 

from these texts to relate or describe them in a language enlightened by a present day understanding of the character’s 

physical functional ability and create possibilities that advance the narrative but still maintain the text’s basic structural 

integrity. 

  Particular attention will be given to the Dover Cliff scene in King Lear, which is typically abstracted and 

marginalized in analyses to be just an extended symbol of the play’s repeated motif: that seeing does not equate to 

mindfulness and awareness. Assessing Gloucester’s physical experience throughout the scene will offer a new dimension 

by which we can construe his actions as meaning something beyond the play’s central theme, crossing into territory which 

captures the reality of the somatic and dimensional elements unique to blindness. As we challenge the pecking order of 
characters traditionally designated as major and minor characters, we will see how this awareness will open the plot up to 

many rewarding possibilities. We will then proceed to Jane Eyre and discuss Bronte's use of blindness as a redemptive 

agent, keeping an eye on how these portrayals bear the signature outline of biblical models of disability. We will explore 

Bronte’s deviation from the custom of depicting blindness as a transient phase that contains the promise of cure. We will 

scrutinize how other physiognomies, such as plainness, can be metaphorical stand-ins for disabilities and also gauge how 

this framework for conceptualizing the story illustrates a radically new notion in disability studies that promises to usher 

in a new age: the move towards “dismodernism.” 

 Being mindful of past representations of disabilities puts us in position to evaluate a line of progression or 

stagnation in future works of literature. Our aim of deconstructing these texts and offering new ways of reading into them, 

despite their heavy reliance on pre-established tropes, is an attempt at intervention, not merely description.  How can we 

move beyond fixed modes of representing disabilities?  What would we gain from imagining the physical experience of 

blindness?  What happens when authors entertain the possibility of “healing” or “curing” a disability?  What message, 

contradicting our present-day spirit of inclusion, does this continue to perpetuate about a historically degraded segment of 

the population? And enveloping this entire discourse looms the question: despite what literature and the Bible have 

indoctrinated in us about blindness, can we rid ourselves of those discriminatory misconceptions?  And if so, how? 

Tackling these questions and overriding these outdated modes of representation leads to a broader understanding of 

certain conditions, an expansion of ill-conceived and imposed limitations, and a much more receptive and embracing 

culture that more accurately reflects the trajectory we are currently on. As such, the more we familiarize ourselves with 

the terminology and concepts which define disability studies, the more apt we will become at recognizing these 

prejudicial elements in other texts and doing away with them. But in order to fully appreciate these findings, a foray into 

the history of disability studies theory is warranted.        
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How the Media Portrayal of Menstruation Has Changed in the Last Decade 

 

Abstract 

 

This paper explores the dynamic between media and menstruation over the past ten years. Recently, advertising, 

journalism and entertainment have accepted menstruation as a natural aspect of life. The truthful depiction of 

the period in media allows for the nation to be one step closer to attaining menstrual equity. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 
Menstruation has a history of being taboo; however, the perception of it is changing. In the last ten years, American culture 

has begun to accept menstruation as a vital part of reproductive health. This paper analyzes how the media, specifically advertising, 

journalism and entertainment, has depicted menstruation in the last decade and how this transition benefits society.  

  Advances in advertising, journalism and entertainment provide an open discussion about menstruation, reducing the stigma 
of menstruation as a taboo. Without the opportunity to disclose the problems that people face in terms of menstruation, the status of 

menstruation as a taboo would continue to penetrate all aspects of society. This presents a problem to all who menstruate. In order to 

be inclusive to all who menstruate, this media analysis addresses how menstruation is depicted, whether they adhere to a specific 

gender or not. 

The attempt to be inclusive to all gender-identifying individuals is a direct result of the theory presented. In the past decade, 

feminist groups have emphasized “body-positivity” in relation to the acceptance of all body shapes and sizes. Although the movement 

has been around for years, advancements in technology and the development of social networks have facilitated the distribution of 

ideas. This has allowed the movement, also referred to as “body-posi” to flourish and evolve.  

The movement defines body positivity as recognition of the body in all aspects of the body and its functions. To be 

“menstruation positive” means to accept menstruation as a natural cycle of the body and not perceive it as a “curse.” This idea has 

dispersed into the media in various forms that are accessible to the public. 

Advertisers, journalists and entertainers, are taking note of the developments in society’s stance on menstruation. This has 

resulted in a fresh depiction of menstruation in advertisements, news and television programs. When consumers see ads like 

HelloFlo’s “Camp Gyno” video, which shows a young girl explain menstruation and provide menstrual products to her fellow 

campers, they have online discussions which lead to news articles that promote the movement. Menstruation in the news is vital to the 

movement because the constant discussion keeps it from being taboo. When the media ignores reproductive health issues, it promotes 

misconceptions that stigmatize menstruation.   

Positive views on menstruation in the media are crucial because the media has the ability to influence public awareness on 

important issues. Not only does the depiction of menstruation affect the attitude that menstruating people have about the period, it can 

also affect legislation. In the summer of 2016, New York City passed the first law that guarantees access to menstrual products in 

“schools, shelters and correctional facilities” (Weiss). This action is a stepping-stone in achieving “menstrual equity.” Additionally, 

with menstruation still treated as taboo in certain aspects of the media, the general perception about menstruation indicates that blood 

is dirty and shameful. This stigmatizes a natural event that affects half of the world population. The treatment of menstruation as taboo 
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allows for the censorship of anything related to menstruation and conceals honest menstrual cycle experiences, which have been more 

accurately depicted in the last decade. 

The advertising industry is committed to create brands that “sell” a lifestyle. This allows businesses and companies to have 

influence over their consumers. The popularity of YouTube and other social networks in the last ten years allows for accessible 

content sharing. Consequently, companies have expanded their advertising to activities in which people spend more of their time, 

including viewing television programs and spending time online.  

 The accessibility of social networks allows for businesses to be more creative with their advertisements. One such HelloFlo, 

sells menstrual kits that contain tampons, pads, beauty products and snacks. While the monthly subscription boxes are trending, 

HelloFlo stands out because they create video advertisements that are brutally honest, funny and positive about menstruation.  

 HelloFlo’s “First Moon Party” video has been viewed on Facebook over 37 million times since was published in June 2014. 

In the video, Katie, a pre-menstrual girl fakes her period because most of her friends have already started their cycle. Katie tells her 

friends and they welcome her to the “cherry slush club” and claim they are now “blood sisters.” Katie’s mom quickly picks up on 

Katie’s lie and decides to throw her a “first moon” party. After Katie confesses her lie, her mother hands her a HelloFlo period starter 

kit. Before the video ends, HelloFlo describes their period started kit as “the gift before the gift.” By describing menstruation as a gift, 

HelloFlo promotes menstrual positivity. It depicts menstruation as a natural function of the body, one that is desired to the point that 

Katie is willing to lie about menstruating. The ad received mostly positive feedback and was covered by sites like adweek.com, 

today.com and The Huffington Post. However, not all advertisements about menstruation receive positive feedback.  

Thinx is a company that sells underwear for periods. The underwear is designed to absorb blood. They can be worn with or 

without other menstrual products and are reusable. In 2015, the company had to fight Outfront Media for the right to post their ads in 

the NYC subway because the ads were determined to be salacious.  

One of the ads shows a peeled grapefruit with the text “Underwear for Women with Periods.” CEO and Co-founder Miki 

Agrawal told Cat Greenleaf in an interview for the Huffington Post that it is the norm for advertisements to exploit the female body 

i.e. “sex sells,” however, when “a grapefruit represents the female body subtly” to advertise a menstrual product, it is vulgar. Agrawal 

expressed frustration for the way her ads were treated when the MTA displays ads for breast augmentation featuring a woman holding 

grapefruit by her chest. Nonetheless, Thinx’s controversial ads were approved for display in the NYC subway. 

Over the last decade, media, particularly advertising, journalism and entertainment, have started to treat menstruation as an 

existing cycle, not a taboo. This has been accelerated by the development of technology, which expedites how media is consumed. 

Despite off-putting comments about menstruation, people should be reminded that menstruation is not shameful. This is possible with 

consistent content that accurately depicts menstruation. Doing so does not necessarily mean that everything about the period is 

wonderful. On the contrary, the obstacles that exist within menstruation should be discussed in order to guarantee that the period will 

never be taboo again and that the future of the nation will result with reproductive health equity. 
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The Family Values of Hip Hop:  An Analysis of Kendrick Lamar’s and Shawn ‘Jay’Z’ Carter’s Hip Hop Texts 

(Lyrics)” 

 

Abstract 
Revered scholar Tricia Rose of Brown University laments in Hip Hop Wars that today’s commercialized Hip Hop focuses on 

the achievement of the individual and not the crew or community. Through textual analysis of the lyrics of Kendrick Lamar and 

Shawn “Jay-Z” Carter, this thesis will highlight how two of Hip Hop’s leading commercial rappers nonetheless promote the ideal of 

family and community in their lyrics. Furthermore, it will show that, at its core, Hip Hop is a collaborative genre which has always 

been produced with a group and for a group. In conclusion, the thesis examines how the current President of the United States is using 

commercial Hip Hop to strengthen Black and Brown communities with his My Brother’s Keeper Alliance.  

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 
The songs on Lamar’s album function like chapters. He constructs a compelling and captivating narrative in parts. His debut 

LP good kid m.A.A.d city is a narrative of a young man’s life in Compton. From the protagonist borrowing his mother’s van, to him 

and his friends robbing an empty house, to them coming to know Jesus and getting baptized, one will notice how the work functions 

as a coming-of-age story which all happens in one day. Let us reconsider Lamar’s “Backseat,” the other track discussed above. The 

rapper’s seeming debasement of the civil rights leader Martin Luther King can be understood as rebellion by those who don’t listen to 

the dreams or “respect [the] mind” of the youth. Because of the vulgar language often used in the genre, many rappers’ messages get 

lost and misunderstood.  Yet Lamar’s work has a pedagogical function: it seeks to detail his surroundings for the education of 

minorities. The idea that Hip Hop no longer values family because of the dominance of certain individualistic or materialistic motifs is 

proven false when we consider empathetic, family-oriented tracks like “Keisha’s Song” and “No Make Up.” And of course, most of 

Lamar’s work is done in collaboration, like all Hip Hop. Cooperation is at the heart of the genre.  

In his debut album Section. 80 (2008), Lamar narrates the story of a young female Los Angeles Comptonite whose life 

displays the unfolding of the consequences of a broken family. He creatively interweaves two narrative songs— “No Make-Up” and 

“Keisha’s Song (Her Pain)”—to bare and resolve the social and cultural issues within urban communities in L.A. In “No Make-Up,” 

the male narrator describes from his perspective his girlfriend’s time-consuming make-up applying process. The song ends with the 

woman exposing her internalized self-hatred, which informs why she applies so much make-up: “I hate my lips, my nose, my 

eyebrows / It's the beauty in me, but what he do not see, Is that I had a black ey-.” Clever at producing narrative effects, Lamar leaves 

the listener on edge when the song abruptly ends with a cliffhanger and doesn’t continue until track 10, “Keisha’s Song” where he 

uncovers the genesis of her social and internal ills.  

In “Keisha’s Song (Her Pain),” Lamar narrates the horrors of a teenager who engages in prostitution to escape her troubles. 

The artist waits to the last verse to expose the catalyst for her self-hating thinking—her mother. Even though the tale sheds light on 

corrupt police officers and the equally opportunistic nature of both black and white men, at the heart of the anecdote is the lack of a 

family structure:  

[…] and you can blame it on her mother 

For letting her boyfriend slide candy under her cover 

Ten months before she was ten he moved in and that's when he touched her 

This mothafucka is the fucking reason why Keisha rushing through that Block away from Lueders Park, I seen the 

El Camino park 
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And in her heart she hate it there but in her mind, 

she made it where nothing really matters, still she hit the back seat 

And caught a knife inside the bladder, left for dead, raped in the street 

Keisha's song [Bridge] 

My little sister eleven, I looked her right in the face 

The day that I wrote this song, set her down and pressed play  

Because of her mother’s poor judgment in choosing a man, and complicity in “letting her boyfriend slide candy under [Keisha’s] 

cover”, the daughter suffers. “Keisha’s Song” teaches a valuable and serious lesson about the effects that a poor family structure can 

have on a child. Though focused on the mother’s role in the downfall of this nine-year-old urban preteen, it cannot be overstated how 

important a father’s influence and love is to the development of a young woman’s identity and world view. Is the tragedy of Keisha’s 

story because of her mother’s apathy or father’s absence? The family dynamic works to balance weakness with strength though it 

doesn’t always function this way. Whereas the father is inexperienced and unlearned in an area, the mother is experienced and learned, 

which helps to keep the family nucleus moving in a healthy direction. Why does Lamar choose to focus and seemingly lay all 

responsibility on the mother? Possibly, it is because with the father’s absence, voluntarily or involuntarily, she is the only parental 

resource the daughter has. Maybe it is because the father has never been known. Or it could be that the father is deceased? Whatever 

the conclusion, we can surmise that without a sound family structure in place, Keisha didn’t have much of a chance.  

Furthermore, we learn in verse one that Keisha is seventeen, but the sexual abuse takes place eight years prior. The text 

suggests that her mother knowingly or unknowingly hasn’t addressed the challenges that Keisha faced; therefore, the issue goes 

unaddressed. Keisha’s surrounding is contextualized in a broken home without a father figure and an irresponsible mother. Being a 

preteen when the abuse occurred, the protagonist of the story makes many bad decisions as a teen. She would have needed the 

guidance of her parents to shape a more positive response to her traumatic situation, which shapes her ideology for dealing with pain 

and frustration. The narrator believes that her promiscuous behavior would help her with dealing with her agony of being sexually 

abused. A strong family structure would have helped to resolve these internal conflicts about her identity. She despises her own 

actions, but “she made it where nothing really matters” to function emotionally. She engulfs herself in sex work with no emotional 

connection; she resigns herself to numbness. Lamar clearly states “and you can blame it on her mother, For letting her boyfriend slide 

candy under her cover / Ten months before she was ten he moved in and that's when he touched her, / This mothafucka is the fucking 

reason why Keisha rushing through that..” Harm can come to those we love even when we diligently attempt to protect them. The goal 

when a loved one is injured by community ills, or the consequences of a broken family, is to find solutions for the problem.  

Lamar’s song functions to remedy this black family issue through the sharing of the song with his younger sister who may or 

may not be in a similar situation. Lamar concludes the narrative with “My little sister eleven, I looked her right in the face, The day 

that I wrote this song, set her down and pressed play.” The healing and educational value of such musical art like Keisha’s Song is 

explored by Robin D.G. Kelley in his Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination. He makes a compelling case for the power of 

the imagination as the catalyst for revolutionary or radical ideology (Kelley). Kelley discusses how dreaming and fantasizing are the 

seeds for birthing radical thought. Speaking on Black music, he argues that  

While the music frequently negatively mirrored the larger culture, it nonetheless helped generate community pride, 

challenged racial self-hatred, and built self-respect. It created a world of pleasure, not just to escape the everyday 

brutalities of capitalism, patriarchy, and white supremacy, but to build community, establish fellowship, play and 

laugh, and plant seeds for a different way of living, a different way of hearing (11).  

Kelley contends that the discussed R&B genre, and black music can take the ugly or degenerative within the black experience in 

America and craft opportunities of escape, freedom and love. “Keisha’s Song” is a great example of music that does the re-

appropriating of the ugly and degenerative for liberating, community building, and family molding. “Keisha’s Song” does the 

pedagogical work of using the consequences of the broken-down family of the protagonist to stabilize and direct others. The song 

raises consciousness of its listeners, and may help redirect other individuals who could follow down Keisha’s path toward prostitution.  

Mirroring Kelley’s analysis, Lamar’s narrative functions to help “plant seeds for a different way of living [and] a different  

way of hearing.” When another fatherless nine- or seventeen-year old dealing with sexual abuse hears Keisha’s tale, maybe the 

horrific end of Keisha’s life will encourage reconsideration of aligning their decisions with hers. Lamar’s compelling narrative 

displays proof of Hip Hop’s unifying power, a power that Tricia Rose, in Hip Hop Wars, wants to deny the genre. In fairness, Since 

Kendrick Lamar’s first album was released three years after Rose’s book, I presume she wasn’t familiar with his work. The Compton 

artist uses what Rose defines as commercial rap to instruct. “Keisha’s Song” takes the hoe, pimp and gangsta motifs and uses them to 

inform younger black women, like Lamar’s sister, to make better choices.  Rose claims commercialize Hip Hop breeds disharmony 

and broken bonds, but if you take a different perspective, its purpose becomes clearer. It is about the family. 
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Condemned to Freedom:  

An Existentialist Reading of Choice and Identity in Invisible Man and Madame Bovary 

 

Abstract 

 
In Sartre’s Being and Nothingness he enumerates on the concept of bad faith and anguish. Anguish results from the realization that we are 

absolutely free and without guidance. Terrifyingly, he claims anything is possible and that humans are free without exception. Ralph 

Ellison’s Invisible Man is where the unnamed narrator, as a young, educated, black male is strongly expected to play certain roles in his 

community. Similarly, Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary gives us a contrasting case. Instead of a character who is burdened with 

societal expectations we find one who, as a woman, is burdened with almost none outside of marriage. Throughout this thesis I intend to 

focus on the following questions: if and how freedom can be denied by the self, and how freedom is restricted through societal 

expectations. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 
During a lecture delivered in 1945 Sartre makes a claim that is central to his existentialist philosophy: “existence 

precedes essence” (Sartre and Barnes). This is a metaphysical claim that is laden with centuries of philosophical baggage but is 

nevertheless comprehensible without a knowledge of that history. To say that existence precedes essence is to recognize that 

humans find themselves existing in the world before they have encountered any reason for that existence. For a human, there is 

no purpose; the mere fact of our existence serves as our only directive. We find ourselves in the world knowing only that we do 

exist, with no tasks for us to complete, no list of goals we must fulfill, and no objective to aim our efforts towards. The mere 

fact of our existence is all we have. This situation that is described by Sartre: the strict definition of the human condition and its 

relation to freedom can be used as a lens for literary analysis.  I am interested in the work of Sartre in order to examine what it 

implies about what is essential to the individual.  That is to say, what does Sartre’s system imply about choice and freedom in 

literature? 

 Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man and Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary are texts that allow us to follow individuals 

whose material and social conditions, under the previously described lens, aversely effect their ability to manifest themselves 

through their choices. The protagonist of the Invisible Man has lived a life in which he unwittingly has been trying to fill the 

role of an intelligent young black male in 1950s America. Emma Bovary is given a marital role so unfulfilling that she feels a 

powerful drive to exercise the freedom that is being squandered. These two people find themselves aware that they have the 

capacity to choose, but they feel, for reasons contingent on social climate, that their options are limited or difficult to see. In the 

case of Invisible Man, I focus on three moments that describe the narrator’s coming into being, which is to say, the crucial 

moments that culminate in his recognizing his own freedom, his ability to choose, and the responsibility that comes with his 

choice. In the case of Emma Bovary, we find a character who, among other things, is thought to be exercising her freedom, but 

she does so in a way that many would disapprove. But I argue that while Emma is certainly making choices, she is not free. The 

relationship Emma Bovary has to her freedom is decayed, and as such it is not fully realized…. 
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 Choice is the feature that humans have without restriction and in this understanding lays the crux of Sartre’s 

existentialist philosophy. Sartre says “man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself 

afterwards. If man as the existentialist sees him is not definable, it is because to begin with he is nothing. He will not be 

anything until later, and then he will be what he makes of himself” (Sartre and Barnes). Left without a guide or definition to its 

being, humanity is left to its own devices to create meaning and to give life purpose. With this resulting understanding we come 

to see that the existentialist project is not one that advocates recognizing the futility of human existence, but rather a celebration 

of the unbound potentiality of human nature. Existentialism cannot be regarded “as a pessimistic description of man, for no 

doctrine is more optimistic, the destiny of man is placed within himself. Nor is it an attempt to discourage man from action 

since it tells him that there is no hope except in his action, and that the one thing which permits him to have life is the deed” 

(Sartre and Barnes).  

 While the existentialist project is indeed one of optimism, however, there is an acknowledgement that this freedom we 

find ourselves with is in many ways burdensome. Sartre contends that recognition of the unlimited choices available to each of 

us forces us to be responsible in a complete and total way. We are responsible for the people we are and our lives belong 

entirely to us. We may not be able to choose where, when, and to whom we are born, but this does not absolve us of the choices 

we make in regards to our circumstances. The responsibility that this freedom gives us compels us to recognize that any action 

we take, regardless of the circumstances surrounding it, is the result of our own agency and choice. If I am drafted into war and 

I fight, I was not made to do so, as at any moment I had the option of continuing to fight, deserting my post, or ending my life. I 

cannot escape the reality that a choice was made by myself for myself. The oppressive nature of this realization causes a state 

Sartre refers to as anguish. Like a leader who understands that every decision made will cause casualties and is pained by this 

fact, we understand that our actions have consequences for which we are responsible.  This is not a pleasant realization:  we are 

without excuses, and our freedom is in fact what condemns us.  This the reality of the human condition as Sartre describes it.  

So powerful are the implications of freedom that we find people instinctively reach for a way to relieve this burden. To 

cope, people deny the burden and responsibility of their own freedom by acting in bad faith. Bad faith occurs whenever we 

pretend that our choices are somehow made for us. We are acting in bad faith whenever we lie to ourselves and say that 

circumstances must be the way they are. We act in bad faith when we deny ourselves the agency to effect change. Perhaps it 

could be said that the real tragedy of those who act in bad faith is that they become more like an object or tool than a human 

with the agency to choose. They perform a role instead of making a choice. A further contradiction about bad faith lies in the 

fact that the person who denies his freedom usually deceives himself. The paradigm case Sartre presents in Being and 

Nothingness is that of the waiter in the café (Sartre and Kulka 59)….  [Consider] the case of a worker who believes she must get 

up every day to perform her job as an assembly-line worker. Her job is so mind-numbing and dreadful to her that she cannot 

will herself to get up in the mornings, yet day after day she nevertheless manages to show up. She is able to do so by deceiving 

herself that it is her duty or role to work on the assembly line, and as such she must get ready for work every day. In doing so, 

however, she treats herself as an object rather that a person capable of choice. Her denial of the freedom and choice available to 

us all governs her actions.  In this way, she is acting in bad faith.  

With this understanding of existentialist philosophy, I would like to analyze two novels in order to examine how social 

restrictions determined by time and place interact with what Sartre describes as the limitless freedom possessed by all. The 

concept of bad faith is one that I ask the reader keep in mind as we peek into the lives of these literary characters. Consider the 

conditions of the protagonist of the Invisible Man, as well as Emma Bovary. They find themselves in positions where their 

ability to express freedom and their relationship to themselves is in jeopardy. The choice of novels I have used to build my case 

may seem strange at first sight, but historically there is a rather convenient connection between these works. Sartre himself was 

particularly fascinated with the author of Madame Bovary, Gustave Flaubert. His final work, The Family Idiot, was a multi-

volume and somewhat biographical work on Flaubert; the final unpublished volume was to be on Madame Bovary itself. Ralph 

Ellison, who had a deep understanding of existentialism and other philosophical traditions, was part of the same intellectual 

circle as Richard Wright. Wright, a black existentialist writer himself, knew Sartre’s work. This situation presents an interesting 

intellectual genealogy which frames my discussion. The Invisible Man and Madame Bovary are both texts whose central 

characters find themselves in lives where a decision must be made on how to choose to live. My interest lies in the choices these 

characters make, and how these choices relate to the self-motivation implied by Sartre’s existentialism.   
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Unraveling the Mystery: Exploring the Representations of Women and Children Victims during the Partition of 

India 

 

Abstract 

 
The Partition of India into the independent states of India and Pakistan led to a series of abrupt changes. Thousands of people were killed, and 

traumatically affected; from the birth of each new nation came mass genocide and migration. This thesis intends to analyze texts based on the 

historical events from the colonization of India and the traumatic effects it had against women and children. It will be concentrating on women and 

children who were victims of abuse, whose experiences were concealed and ignored. Authors and artists alike have spent the last few decades 

recovering these narratives in order to gain a better understanding of the impact such events have placed on these victims, particularly women and 

children, and the unspoken trauma many of them bear. With the support of these creative and historical works, this thesis seeks to contribute to the 

pertinent and ongoing conversation of remembering the past. 

 

 
 

Reading Selection 

 
When Asia and Africa had been under the direct colonial control of Europe, the colonizers spoke of the value of the regions, both for their resources 

and human labor. Amnesia rapidly set in within the First World, for those precious regions […] became seen only as the sewer pit of a humanity”. 

–Vijay Prashad, The Darker Nations: A People’s History of the Third World, 2008 

 Introduction 

In the quote above, Prashad directs our attention towards the political history of colonization in non-Western countries by shedding light on 

the unjust acts committed by European nations. By analyzing his perception of such injustices, we are able to gather a sense of disparity that many 

civilizations have experienced upon the arrival of European colonizers. The politics behind colonization comes with a great deal of persecution and 

abuse of power against oppressed people. Many of those who were oppressed lost their sense of individuality and hope. They considered their 

oppression as a heinous crime, while their colonizers viewed it as a step towards improvement. Politicians within the British Empire, for example, 

used their power to intrusively take over the lives of colonized people in order to gain economic resources and power. British imperialism is 

notorious for removing nations of their cultures, peoples, and histories.  This included tactics such as stripping others of their basic human rights, 

dignity and peace of mind by mentally, physically, and/or sexually exploiting them. India is one nation out of many that has dealt with the 

detrimental effects British colonialism has caused. 

Though India has a vast and complex history, this thesis will focus on the influence of British colonial rule on the Partition of India and 

Pakistan, and the effects that this historical event had on the peoples of these separated nations. By exploring literary and cinematic texts including 

Manju Kapur’s novel Difficult Daughter, Bapsi Sidhwa’s novel Cracking India: A Novel, and Amrita Pritam’s tale Pinjar: The Skeleton, we can 

better understand the lost voices and stories of the victims, many whom were women and children. A deeper understanding of these fictional works 

will help readers see how South Asian women and children from Pakistan and India were impacted by the Partitioning of India. When supplemented 

with a brief overview of key historical events that provide contexts for these literary works, the effects of colonization on the lives and livelihood of 

Indian and Pakistani women and children from the Sepoy Rebellion of 1857 until the early 21st century become clearer…. 

Historical Background  

 The Partition of British India into the independent states of India and Pakistan (and the subsequent formation of Bangladesh in 1971) led to 

a series of abrupt changes. A substantial number of people were killed, several others were traumatized from experiences of abuse; ultimately, from 

the birth of these new nations came an inexplicable amount of genocidal violence and migration. To have a better understanding of the significance 

the Partition had on Indian and Pakistani people, we must first briefly review important moments in the history of India’s re lationship with the British 

Empire.  
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 Prior to the Partition, the British Empire slowly created a caustic environment in India through the use of colonization, and nationalism. 

Their goal was to keep India underdeveloped, even after they won independence, leaving them in a secondary position of status as a nation. In order 

to understand how India’s society was altered to endure such hardships, we will examine the events that led up to the Partition beginning with the 

Sepoy Rebellion of 1857. The British introduced their socio-economic ideals to India well before the 1850’s, primarily through the influence of the 

East India Trade Company.  

The East India Trade Company was established in 1599 by British merchants who gathered over 20,000 pounds to send to sailors to the 

eastern hemisphere to buy an assortment of items such as silks, spices and jewels in order to bring back to England (Iyer). With the establishment of 

the East India Trade Company came the installation of a new governance by the British Empire known as indirect rule. The difference of a nation 

being put under direct rule versus indirect rule are as follows: direct rule comes with greater control since a central authority makes all of the laws for 

another country, state or province; those under direct rule have no say over the decision that are made for them. Indirect rule is viewed as a weaker 

form of government as it appoints certain individuals to make decisions regarding the law and codes of the land (Iweriebor). As the British continued 

to alter India’s standard of living, civilians began to band together under the idea of revolting and restoring their previous Mughal government. 

However, the British quickly reacted to this idea by switching India from indirect rule to direct rule; this entailed a number of British officials taking 

possession over different regions of India. Tensions rose until the Sepoy Rebellion. The rebellion represents a pinnacle moment in India’s attempt of 

reclaiming a sense of freedom: 

The revolt started as a mutiny of Indian sepoys (soldiers) in the service of the English East India Company […] the mutineers marched to 

Delhi and persuaded […] the Mughal […] to resume his rule. The revolt spread rapidly, with local rulers playing an active part in expelling 

or killing the British and putting their garrisons (stationed troops) under siege […] the British were able to crush it […] The mutiny ended 

by 1859, with both sides guilty of atrocities […] In August 1858 the British Parliament abolished the English East India Company and 

transferred the company's responsibilities to the British crown. (“British Empire”) 

This transition of power initiated the deliberate segregation of people by religions, cultures, and lands by the British Empire. Researcher Christiane 

Hartnack discusses how the partition of India was enacted by the British but legitimized by Indian politicians. He further explains how Lord 

Mountbatten’s (the last viceroy of British India) decision of separating India according to religion was supported by two influential politicians:  

In 1947[…] Muhammad Ali Jinnah and Jawaharlal Nehru, the leaders of the Muslim League and of the Indian National Congress 

respectively, took advantage of Britain’s disengagement from India to move forward on their separate state interests […] the partition of 

British India had less regard towards the civilians and members who inhabited each state and more towards the benefit of their political 

leaders and activists. (Hartnack 2) 

Though the Partition of India and Pakistan was acknowledged as a moment of celebration by many, the injustices of colonization did not 

end as a result. In particular, the subjugation and oppression against women continued and still continues in the present, in many ways even more 

prevalent in today’s India and Pakistan than in the days of British rule. What follows is a discussion of some of the more common forms that this 

subjugation has taken, and the ways in which the aforementioned fictional texts explore the struggles of women within Indian and Pakistani 

society…. 

Critical analysis 

Over time, women became the means by which Indians and Pakistanis could take revenge on each other. Men were willing to do anything to save 

their honor, including killing women from their own families, or forcing them to commit suicide in order to redeem themselves from the threat of 

disgrace. In addition, women were abducted, often by men on differing religious and territorial lines of the Partition, and often later were abandoned 

to fend for themselves if they happened to escape and return to their families. According to Mohana Rajakumar, a South Asian American author, 

“Once a woman was raped, she had no place in society, she was rejected even by her own family” (Rajakumar 64). Amrita Pritam’s novel, Pinjar: 

The Skeleton, tells a tale set in the context of post-partition violence. Two essential female characters in the novel—Pooro (who later changes her 

name to Hamida), and the madwoman, a local from Pooro/Hamida’s new home, present readers with a profound representation of women who share 

an unspoken bond through empathy and suffering. Pooro learns to disregard her prior understanding of religion in order to emotionally connect with 

the madwoman…. 

The protagonist of Pritam’s story, Pooro, comes from a poor family of practicing Hindus. Pooro’s parents are set on the idea that her 

marriage to Ram Chand, a wealthier man from another village in India, will redeem Pooro’s family, the Sahukars, from the embarrassment of the 

financial debt her grandfather established long ago. Being placed with such high expectations, Pooro’s parents advise her to stay within her 

community and avoid interactions with the neighboring Muslims, the Shaiks such as Rashida. However, Rashida makes an effort in running into 

Pooro in order to fulfill a deed that was placed upon his uncles, ‘They picked on me; they made take an oath on the Koran that I would abduct the 

Sahukar’s daughter before she weds” (Pritam 17). So when Rashida goes through with Pooro’s abduction, she asks Rashida, “If my uncle abducted 

your aunt, what fault was that of mine?” (Pritam 8). Pooro’s demand for Rashida’s logic is rather powerful in illustrating his futile notion of revenge 

through the use of her body and mind. As a fifteen year old, Pooro possesses more knowledge than her abductor, a twenty year old man, on the 

matter of respect and human dignity; she knows that her body is being violated as a way of gaining pride in the name of religion and honor. 

Unfortunately, Pooro crushingly marries Rashida, and in turn converts to Islam, after her mother’s refusal to accept her since she believed that she 

will not be able to marry anyone ever again for she has been stripped of her religion, thus her “birthright” (Pritam 10). Once Rashida and Pooro 

marry, Rashida changes her name Hindu name to a Muslim one, Hamida. She is now scared by the idea of losing her birth name for, “He [Rashida] 

had robbed her of her future” (Pritam 9). In other words, Pooro will no longer be able to fulfill her parents’ wishes of clearing their name of 

humiliation and has now, instead, added to it. Nor will she be able to marry Ram Chand, see her friends or family ever again, nor live out her 

childhood; she is forced to accept that Rashida owns her. Pooro/Hamida’s confusion elucidates her fear and disdain towards her community for not 

accepting her for who she was and later becomes, “It was a double life. Hamida by day, Pooro by night. In reality she was neither one nor the other; 

she was just a skeleton without a shape or a name” (Pritam 11). Her emptiness and sorrow is equivalent to that of the madwoman in her new 

home/village.  
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Long live the book! 
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