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Letter to the Readers
It is with great excitement that we launch another issue of Text in Context: A Graduate Student Journal. This 

miniature issue includes fresh ideas and insights into the world of textuality and literary analysis; we anticipate 
that our readers will enjoy the original, detailed and intriguing arguments of five essays that explore the literary 
works of Mary Shelley, T. S. Eliot, Mary Poppins, Virginia Woolf and James Joyce and one essay devoted to peda-
gogy in composition. The essays in this collection challenge existing scholarly endeavors with their creative gazes 
into literature and pedagogical praxis; our contributors have thoughtfully invoked the true spirit of academia—
curiosity and pursuit of creativity and knowledge.

Volume 3, Issue 1 of this journal was made possible with the extraordinary efforts of our peer reviewers, 
editors, contributors, and by their hunger for advancing the fields of English and literary studies. We’d like to 
extend a special and an enormous thank you to our founding editor, Jennifer Garcia, through whom we have 
learned much of what we know about publishing an issue of Text in Context; we thank her for sharing her knowl-
edge and experience. We’d also like to thank our faculty advisor, Vara Neverow, who has been the backbone of 
support for our team. 

Lastly, please look forward to further development of our academic community with our Summer 2017 
issue and its special section, “Minorities in Context: Gender, Sexuality and Culture.”

Sincerely,

Laura Ahking and Zephyrus Alive,
Managing Editors 

Editorial Board
Thomas Connor, Submissions Editor

John Pennoyer, Copy Editor

Darcey Lovell, Copy Editor

Julianne Fowler, Copy Editor

Jazmin Sharif, Copy Editor

Jennifer V. Garcia, Founding Editor

Vara Neverow, Faculty Advisor
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“My dear sister Margaret”:  
Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley, and  

Historical-Feminist Perspectives on the Narrative of Frankenstein
Julianne Fowler 

“No father had watched my infant days, no mother had blessed me with smiles and caresses; or, if they had, all my 
past life was now a blot, a blind vacancy in which I distinguished nothing.” 

-Mary Shelley

 By addressing Frankenstein’s epistolary frame narrative to the absent character of Margaret Walton 
Saville, Robert Walton’s elder sister and the recipient of his letters, author Mary Shelley achieves a psychic self-
doubling that nearly puts her on par with Frankenstein himself. Margaret Walton Saville’s initials, MWS, were 
the same ones used by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley throughout her professional life, from the time she came 
forward as the anonymous author1 of Frankenstein until her death in 1852; by linking her own name with the 
name of Walton’s intended reader, Shelley becomes author and audience at once. By assuming the maiden name 
of her deceased mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, Shelley is also responding to the ideas that her equally—or at least 
seemingly—absent mother left behind in her work A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Shelley’s Frankenstein 
is commonly read as a refutation of Wollstonecraft’s feminist treatise; the novel’s women are all archetypes for 
passive domestic ideals, devoted mothers, and spotless virgins who seem counter to everything that Vindication 
argued liberated women could be. They are devoid of desire, serving only as props or plot devices. However, this 
is intentional on Shelley’s part. She takes those very same social values Wollstonecraft critiqued and uses them as 
the basis for her pallid, empty female characters and then swiftly dismantles them, both figuratively and literally. 
But, like her mother, Shelley also leads society towards redemption by way of her doppelganger, Margaret Walton 
Saville. 

 Feminist criticism first took interest in Frankenstein during the 1960s and 1970s, as part of a larger 
effort to include female authors in an expanded literary canon. The novel was discussed in the now-familiar 
critical language of misogyny, patriarchal power, and subjectivity versus agency of the female body. While this 
conversation has been an invaluable contribution to the study of the novel, I would like to set aside as much 
as is possible—the vocabulary of second and third-wave feminism in order to strictly examine Frankenstein 
using the first-wave feminist ideologies presented in Wollstonecraft’s landmark Vindication. Wollstonecraft’s 
text presents Romantic-era sexual roles as a segregationist fiction; frailty was considered an admirable female 
virtue, but this reinforced the idea that womankind, as Wollstonecraft puts it, “was created to be a toy of man, 
his rattle,” which would “jingle in his ears” whenever he wished to be amused (Wollstonecraft 37). Wollstonecraft 
particularly criticizes the contradictory ways in which society treated women as permanent minors, yet 

1 All quotations are taken from the 1831 publication of Frankenstein, as opposed to the original 1818 edition. I believe it represents a 
more mature form of Shelley’s own social perspectives and beliefs. 
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simultaneously criticized them for their infantile behavior: “Why do [men] expect virtue from a slave, from a 
being whom the constitution of civil society has rendered weak, if not vicious?” (51). Education and personal 
liberty, Wollstonecraft argues, would allow women to achieve their full potential as rational human beings and 
save them from accusations wrongly leveled at their nature rather than their nurturing. Hoping to advance 
society, Wollstonecraft does not advocate for the total dismantling of gender roles, but instead for a dismissal of 
damaging “moral qualities” that have been linked with them. In order to bring a compelling argument before her 
contemporaries, then, Wollstonecraft creates a vision of equality that nevertheless appeals to traditional ideals 
of stable marriage, loving motherhood, and civil servitude; it is within this deceptively complicit “patriarchal” 
structure that her daughter, Mary Shelley, takes her feminist stance, as well. 

 An educated woman, Wollstonecraft writes, would certainly be better able to fulfill her roles as a wife 
and a mother. She sketches the picture of a woman “whose constitution, strengthened by exercise, has allowed 
her body to acquire its full vigor; her mind…gradually expanding itself to comprehend the moral duties of life” 
(54). Were such a woman to be widowed, and left responsible for the care of her children, she would not fall into 
poverty or dependence for lack of a protective male figure. She would instead “fulfill the double duty of being 
father as well as mother to her children” (54); meanwhile, any woman who is “void of reflection” can only render 
her children “insolent or timid…but will never make them sensible or amiable” (95). Frankenstein abounds with 
women who find themselves suddenly shifted into more influential parental roles, but all seem unsuited to the 
task. Victor abandons domestic influence, despite the devoted presence of Elizabeth in his life, and brings about 
the destruction of his entire family; William, raised by Justine and praised by his relatives as a perfect little angel, 
proves to be just as callused against the Creature’s suffering as is his adult brother; Felix De Lacey flings away the 
Creature at first sight, while the compassionate Agatha simply faints in horror. Modern feminist critics, analyzing 
these characters as one-dimensional and passive, have leveled their objections at either the female characters 
themselves or at their female author; they presume that such ineffectual characters are the unintentional result 
of Mary Shelley’s historical context and personal beliefs, rather than a deliberate condemnation of the repressive 
structures into which the author has placed her female characters in order to demonstrate the truth of her 
mother’s argument. 

 Since the publication of “Horror’s Twin: Mary Shelley’s Monstrous Eve” in their book The Madwoman 
in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination, Gilbert and Gubar’s 
psychoanalytic reading of Frankenstein has dominated feminist discourse surrounding the novel. Focus has 
been placed predominately on Frankenstein’s birth-imagery, its destruction of female bodies, and its allusions to 
Shelley’s relationships with both her Romantic society and the dead mother who once opposed it. For Gilbert 
and Gubar, Frankenstein clarifies a hidden creation story at work within John Milton’s Paradise Lost, from which 
Frankenstein draws direct inspiration:2 the creation of woman as a fallen creature who must continue the cycle 
of life and death through childbirth. This reading intends to explain the source of Victor and the Creature’s 
psychological torments, as well as the novel’s violent treatment of women. Ellen Moers’ essay “The Female 
Gothic” further highlights this “horror of the maternal,” reading Frankenstein as a birth-myth created by a young 
woman who “as daughter, mistress, and mother, was a bearer of death” (Moers 98). Moers also draws the popular 
connection between motherhood as it is portrayed in the novel and Mary Shelley’s own tragic experiences; she 
had been deeply affected by the loss of an unnamed infant daughter, who was born prematurely before Shelley 
was twenty and who died two weeks later. Moers goes so far as to assert that the novel, lacking the classical 
Gothic figure of a female heroine, does not even feature an important female victim. Shelly has instead used male 
characters to demonstrate “the drama of guilt, dread, and flight surrounding birth and its consequences” (93). 
To answer the question of why male characters have been chosen to enact this intimately feminine narrative of 
birth and its horrors, Margaret Homans’ essay “Bearing Demons” expounds upon what she calls “Frankenstein’s 
circumvention of the maternal.” Homans reads the novel as a transmission of masculine words—the words of 
Shelley’s patriarchal culture, and the male figures such as William Godwin and Percy Shelley who dominated 
her life—in the same way that childbearing is a transmission of masculine values. Frankenstein makes the 
2 Wollstonecraft also frequently mentions and questions Milton in her work, naming him among the prominent men of genius who 
have nevertheless “spoken of [female understanding] with contempt, as arriving sooner at maturity than the male” (Chapter IV). 
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Creature in his own image, without the aid of a woman, and thus the patriarchy is self-replicating at the 
expense of women’s autonomy. The novel “is written in [Shelley’s] own blood, carved into the very body of her 
own victimization….She is powerless to stop her own appropriation and can only demonstrate the pain that 
appropriation causes in the woman reader and writer” (Homans 119). 

 While these feminist critics mention Wollstonecraft, it is mostly to discuss her role as the mother who 
died giving birth to Shelley or to contemplate the effects that her death may have had on Shelley’s psyche. Marc 
Rubenstein, in his essay “My Accursed Origin,” describes Frankenstein as a confrontation with the problems 
and horrors of motherhood by drawing parallels between the Creature and Shelley herself. For Rubenstein, 
whose reading is influenced by Homans, the novel works through Mary Shelley’s sense of loss. Both author and 
Creature are motherless, and both are the cause of their parent’s death: “looking backward, [Shelley] was the 
abandoned, displaced child; looking forward, she was the new mother whose children might die or be the death 
of her” (Rubenstein 193). Meanwhile the more literary focus of Paul Youngquist in “The Mother, the Daughter, 
and the Monster” reveals that Mary Shelley’s feminism retreats somewhat from her mother’s more progressive 
humanist views. Contrary to Wollstonecraft’s belief that human rationality could elevate understanding above 
a restrictive dichotomy of gendered physical bodies, Shelley’s narrative is intensely focused on the body as an 
insurmountable barrier; despite his eloquence, the Creature is never able to find someone who will pardon his 
outward form and engage with him as a social equal. The story is steeped in “bodily imperatives” (Youngquist 
343) and cannot escape “the taint of mortality” (355); in writing a story about the inescapable realities of 
biological existence—and a story that is particularly hostile to the female bodies guilty of “perpetuating” that 
existence—Shelley creates a literary universe that falls considerably short of her mother’s ideals. 

 Two critics have taken a biographical-historical route in refuting these approaches. Both cite Shelley’s 
familiarity with Wollstonecraft’s work, as well as with the male-authored works Wollstonecraft criticized in 
Vindication. Betty Bennett, in “Feminism and the Editing of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley,” critiques efforts to 
depict Shelley as a cipher or victim. Ironically, Bennett says, modern critics engage in the very same silencing 
process as did contemporary reviewers of Wollstonecraft and Shelley; in each case, scholarly conclusions 
“emanate from an insistence that gender as a category is more important than any biographical or individual 
distinctions” (69), and “reduce all women’s thought to the single perspective and theme of writing, thinking, 
and seeing solely as a function of being a woman” (69). Bennett’s essay is also notable in its use of Mary Shelley’s 
chosen full name, rather than the name “Mary Godwin” by which many articles—attempting to convey the fact 
that Mary was not yet Percy Shelley’s wife when she began writing Frankenstein—refer to her. Bennett asks that 
future discourse turn away from the Eve imagery, the birth-myth parables, and Shelley’s biological experiences, 
and instead question how mother and daughter’s viewpoints might align. This is a challenge that is taken up by 
Nancy Yousef in “The Monster in the Dark Room,” which responds to Moers and Homans, whose arguments 
Yousef claims “represent only one dimension of what might be understood as the novel’s feminism” (199). Yousef 
turns from the Creature’s much-discussed “birth” to his rapid psychological development and his loneliness, 
which may be read as a critical response to the work of Rousseau and his masculine, individualist construction 
of personhood. Rousseau’s influential Emilie put forth the idea that it was best for a man to be raised in 
uncorrupted solitude, which would improve his independence and sense of autonomy, rather than subjecting 
him to the shaping forces of community. These are the very same philosophical tenets Wollstonecraft dismisses 
as unsound and “grossly unnatural” (Wollstonecraft 27) in Vindication, instead favoring the idea that man is an 
inherently dependent being who can only reach true enlightenment within a larger, enlightened society who 
can foster his growth. Mary Shelly makes her motherless Creature a physically powerful, fully autonomous, 
and almost implausibly brilliant male; she has also made him emotionally and spiritually addled, desperate for 
sympathetic companionship and corrupted by its refusal, thus testing and proving her mother’s counterargument 
to Rousseau. 

 Though the critics previously mentioned all give some attention to the female characters in Frankenstein, 
few turn their attention specifically to the character of Margaret Walton Saville. Mary Lowe-Evans’ work “The 
Civil Servant” is one exception; she appears to be the first critic to have created links between the matching 
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MWS initials of the novel’s “reader” and its author. But Lowe-Evans’ analysis reveals that Margaret’s place in 
the narrative is peripheral, and she is discussed as a character who is kept within a domestic sphere far outside 
her brother Walton’s unmarked Polar frontier. In Lowe-Evans’ view, Shelley uses Margaret’s character as a 
reminder of women’s proper place in society, “a sphere of influence complimentary to but decidedly separate 
from the public arena men ‘naturally’ inhabited” (Lowe-Evans 35). This is supposedly Shelley’s misreading of 
Wollstonecraft, who allowed a place for the domestic sphere in Vindication but did not see it as a rigid absolute; 
Lowe-Evans has some difficulty reconciling this positive portrayal of the “domestic sphere” with the unpleasant 
fates of Caroline, Justine, and Elizabeth, glossing only briefly over the possibility that these women “dramatically 
underscore the failings of a separate sphere philosophy” (37) without connecting such a subversive narrative 
to the role that Margaret’s character plays. In fact, Lowe-Evans says Shelley may have done this “inadvertently.” 
Leila Silvana May’s essay “Sibling Revelry” follows a similar vein, seeing the novel in terms of a binary 
between Margaret’s private sphere and Robert’s public one, although she places the novel on an axis of sibling 
relationships—between Robert and Margaret, as well as between Victor and the adopted Elizabeth—rather than 
parent-child ones. May follows this with an analysis of ways in which the threatening influence of sisterly energy 
can only “be contained and purified by confining it within the innermost chamber of the nineteenth-century 
family edifice” (May 685), killing Elizabeth and ensuring that Margaret never makes an appearance. The sisters of 
the novel are—once again—read as utterly passive, Margaret most of all, since she has only her brother’s dubious 
word that Victor and his phantasmagoric creature even exist. Stephen Behrendt’s critical essay “The Woman 
Writer’s Fate” emphasizes how the novel’s women are changed from subjects to objects of discourse in this way, 
and makes mention of the fact that Margaret is never able to respond to Walton’s letters. She is given the ill-
defined role of silent recipient, spoken to and spoken about but never allowed to speak for herself; though she 
appears to be writing back, based on the content of Walton’s letters, her words are never recorded. But Behrendt, 
like others, falls into the trap of presuming too much about Shelley’s domesticated feminism. He pairs this 
critique of Margaret with the idea that nineteenth-century women writers were constantly changed from subjects 
to objects who could be “read” and interpreted by their public, which allocated all power onto the—presumably 
male—readers: “The woman author is ‘read’ within a system of culturally encoded patriarchal authority over 
which she has virtually no control but within which she is expected to express herself ” (Behrendt 85). What 
he seems to miss is that Margaret is explicitly not the writer, although she shares her name with one. She is the 
text’s final reader and thus—according to Behrendt’s own argument—its final interpreter. And Margaret is not 
embedded inside the novel’s “innermost chamber,” where May states all sororal energy must be confined; she is 
instead outside of its borders, framing the whole story. By connecting this idea of Margaret as the novel’s exterior 
subject to the victimized female objects portrayed by its interior “patriarchal” narrative, it is possible to gain a 
clearer sense of the extent to which Shelley speaks back to, endorses, and even enhances her mother’s feminist 
philosophy of gender and gender roles. 

 Shelley narrows the lives of her passive “interior” female characters to fit the nineteenth century’s 
domestic sphere philosophy: the idea that women were best able to influence male society from behind 
closed doors, as wives and mothers educated to be subordinates rather than partners. The women in Victor 
Frankenstein’s life are innocent, beautiful, and in Elizabeth’s case even described as a “pretty present” (21), 
echoing Wollstonecraft’s sarcastic description of the ideal Romantic woman as a “rattle” to jingle in a man’s ears 
and serve his every whim.

But with this narrative choice, Shelley destabilizes the whole moral world in which Frankenstein is set; 
these idealized female characters cannot influence the narrative’s fatal course, and their weakness seems to 
demonstrate the limits of their own influence. The Creature’s unfinished female partner is actually dismembered 
before she can be given a chance at life, because Victor fears she will become “a thinking a reasoning animal” 
who “might refuse to comply with a compact made before her creation” (144), or even be rejected by the male 
Creature due to her repulsiveness. This reasoning closely follows Wollstonecraft’s language in Vindication, when 
she responds to Rousseau’s assertion that educated women with more “masculine” intellects would only serve 
to repulse men. As Wollstonecraft puts it, “This is the very point I aim at; I do not wish [women] to have power 
over men, but over themselves” (67); Frankenstein destroys the potentially free-thinking, socially unconstrained 
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mother he is about to create—the same sort of woman Wollstonecraft hoped to bring forth by publishing her 
treatise—and this decision is the final catalyst for his destruction.

Within the text of Frankenstein, there is only one female character who is given power over both a 
male character and herself. That character is Margaret, whom we learn from Walton’s letters was the person 
largely responsible for his education and upbringing: an education that has, in Walton’s words, “refined the 
groundwork of my character” (5). Walton, unlike Victor Frankenstein, is able to turn back from his Promethean 
ambitions. He emerges as the novel’s most balanced male character because he is able to set aside his pursuit 
of glory and protect his crew from disaster, demonstrating the same community-oriented mindfulness 
Wollstonecraft advocates for when she critiques Enlightenment-era ideals of masculine individualism and 
autonomy. Framed around the story, and sharing her role with us as the informed reader who is given the power 
of reader interpretation, Margaret Walton Saville is an outline of the educated, morally responsible woman Mary 
Wollstonecraft envisions in Vindication. Shelley has immortalized her mother’s treatise by bringing it to life; the 
world Walton turns back for may not be an ideal egalitarian society in its final form, but it is nevertheless in a 
state of significant transformation. 
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Ritual and Christian Modernism in T. S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral
Emma Moser 

Although T. S. Eliot is considered a master of modernist literature, many of his views and works appear 
to contrast with key trends of modernism. In addition to maintaining a classicist philosophy—despite his and 
his contemporaries’ break with traditional forms—he treats religion especially in a manner that is unusual for his 
day. Where most modernists responded to the chaos of post-war existence by seeking secularism, Eliot remained 
staunchly Christian, and much of his work seems to call for a return to foundational beliefs. Eliot’s modernism, 
in other words, is a paradox: a rejection of Victorianism and traditional representation that is, through religion, 
at once revolutionary and nostalgic. In the play Murder in the Cathedral, such revolutionary nostalgia is 
manifested in Eliot’s use of ritualistic Christianity to encounter modernist themes—whether through overt 
depictions of the liturgy or covert Christian motifs. Given the eternalistic goals of Christian ritual (i.e., existing 
neither strictly in the past nor in the present), I argue that Eliot’s use of the ritualistic past is not a rejection of the 
modernist present; rather, it is an extension of modernism that revises present chaos with a re-envisioned past.

I. Defining the Function of Ritual

Before investigating examples of Christian ritualism in Eliot, it is conducive to first consider why he 
uses ritual, in particular, to represent religion as he counteracts or revises modernist themes. The ritualistic 
or liturgical aspect of Christianity must have undoubtedly been important to Eliot, who after converting to 
Anglicanism in 1927 embraced a specifically Anglo-Catholic identity (von Rosador 519). Anglo-Catholicism’s 
ties to Catholic heritage, with all its magisterial and sacramental traditions, resemble a nostalgic impulse that 
Patrick Query traces in Eliot and other interwar authors: an attempt to recapture an “old” (i.e., Catholic) Europe 
through literary depictions of ritual, in reversal of war’s fragmentation of cultural identity (Daniel 118). But 
why ritual? How does ritual, in the face of modernism, reestablish heritage more effectively than other aspects 
of religion? By anthropological definitions, ritual is “a formal, repetitive action that is . . . ‘essentially collective’” 
(i.e., public) and “requires a ‘special location’ or sacred space” (Daniel 120). It evokes religious truths not with 
abstract doctrine but with, as Julia Daniel eloquently notes, “the very stuff of the world: bodies, language, blood, 
lance, dance, wine, and bread” (120). When compared to modernist ideals, it becomes clear that ritual carries a 
tangible, counteractive weight that mere theology does not. Modernism is engrossed in the nitty-gritty of reality 
(physical and psychological), in chaos, and in the individual; against such corporeality and “this-worldliness,” 
as Terry Eagleton puts it, abstract religion is easier to dismiss as irrelevant and obsolete (11). But ritualistic 
religion—grounded in physical action, materials, and space, and often expressing spiritually chaotic themes like 
sacrifice—demands to be seen, felt, and experienced. Its concreteness infuses reality itself (not just thought) 
with religious tradition and ideas. Resembling modernism with its own earthly elements, ritual interrupts the 
unspiritual-ness of secular modernism in a way that makes religion difficult to ignore.
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The concrete aspects of ritual are certainly recognizable in Murder in the Cathedral, which not only is set 
(and best performed) in the sacred cathedral space, but also incorporates the Christian liturgy and the physical 
“stuff ” of the sacraments as narrative devices.1 On a subtler level, though, Christian liturgy works symbolically 
in the play (through structure, themes, etc.) to literalize and promote the ritual’s concomitant mythology and 
theological principles. Paying particular attention to how ritualistic themes contrast with modernist ones, this 
essay investigates how liturgical forms in Murder in the Cathedral (hereafter, Murder) function in response to, 
and in revision of, the secularism of Eliot’s contemporaries.

II. Liturgy, Religious Past, and Timelessness

 Symbolically, the clearest division between secular modernism and religious tradition is a temporal 
binary: past versus present. Modernism, in its most basic form, tends to be seen as a rejection of the past—an 
“adolescent” rebellion against cultural and aesthetic “parentage,” which Christianity represents abundantly in the 
West (Eagleton 12). In contrast, Eliot’s work promotes the preservation of literary and moral tradition—but it is 
in Murder’s ritualism that he suggests a more complex recapturing of Christianity than a simple return to olden 
days. Scholars have noted that rituals evoke not antiquity, but timelessness—a lack of temporal boundaries—
through their blending of ancient mythologies and immediate performance (Pascal 379, Payne 185). Christian 
liturgy, moreover, is uniquely timeless because of Christianity’s paradoxical understanding of history, in which all 
events center around the eternal moment of Christ’s Incarnation: “In Christ the eternal enters the temporal, and 
divine meaning is vertically imposed on the linear progression of time, where it exists disguisedly” (von Rosador 
517). The salvation narrative, in other words, dismantles temporal distinctions between past and present, present 
and eternity, and eternity and history. Somewhat ironically, Christianity’s approach to time is not so different 
from the modernist fascination with fragmentation and deconstructed boundaries; in fact, many modernist 
artworks, like Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase, also depict a breakdown of temporal boundaries.2 For 
Eliot to use ritual in Murder, then, is not to favor religious past over modernist present, but to demonstrate their 
interconnectedness.

In Murder, the Christian concept of timelessness is established through both the forms and messages 
of the liturgies depicted. Eliot’s most visible example of liturgy is the Christmas Mass, whose placement in the 
play’s literal center (the Interlude) suggests structural and thematic significance (Wyman 136). As Becket’s 
sermon iterates, the Mass’s reenactment of Christian history (e.g., Christ’s Passion) is not just commemorative 
but actually “renew[s]” past events as current, recreated “reality” (Eliot 47, Pascal 379-380). Even the language 
of the Mass confounds any sense of temporal placement, since in Becket’s day it would have been recited in 
ecclesiastical Latin (not the vernacular) and thus belonged “to no particular era” (Pike 277). As the Mass’s 
celebrant, then, Becket participates in timelessness and, to an extent, becomes timeless himself—not only in 
the imitation of Christ’s words (e.g., in the undepicted Eucharistic portion of the liturgy), but in the Passion-
parallel that the archbishop draws between Christ, the liturgy, and his own anticipated martyrdom: “Just as we 
rejoice and mourn . . . in the . . . Passion of Our Lord; so also, in a smaller figure, we both rejoice and mourn in 
the death of martyrs” (Eliot 49). In another ritualistic scene—the singing of vespers—Eliot further dismantles 
temporal binaries by juxtaposing ancient and modern language. As Dies Irae is sung in the background, the 
Chorus, anticipating Becket’s death, metaphorically translates the hymn’s Judgement Day theme with its own 
ominous, modernist verse:

Numb the hand and dry the eyelid,

Still the horror, but more horror

Than when tearing in the belly . . .

The white flat face of Death, God’s silent servant. (Eliot 71)

1 One could argue that the play itself is a kind of ritual, with its active repetition, sacred setting, and collective mystical themes. See 
Pascal and Daniel.
2 See Duchamp, Marcel. Nude Descending a Staircase (No. 2). 1912, oil on canvas, Philadelphia Museum of Art.
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The religious theme of doom, then, is shown to be ever-relevant through the modern reiteration of ritualistic 
words. Moreover, Eliot’s use of timeless ritual challenges both his characters and his audience, asserting that their 
respective “nows” are forever interwoven with religious history.

III. Chaos, Physical Suffering, and Redemptive Ritual

 Accompanying its general distaste for past traditions is modernism’s fixation on chaos, despair, and 
fragmentation in the real world, especially as visceral experiences. Rather than obscuring these themes with 
religious euphemism or idealism, Eliot approaches them with a uniquely Catholic-Christian lens, through 
which chaos is embraced in ritualistic suffering. In “Masochistic Modernisms: A Reading of Eliot and Woolf,” 
Eve Sorum expands upon Eliot’s view of the creative act as a self-sacrificing process, in which the artist must 
surrender his poetic will to the canonical tradition (30). Examining Eliot’s own literary work, Sorum argues that 
he represents a modernism that “feeds off of suffering for its sense of meaning”; his aesthetic, in other words, 
is one that relies on chaos for creation, and paradoxically copes with it through deliberate exposure to pain 
(26-27). In the context of Murder, Eliot’s masochistic aesthetic takes the form of religious martyrdom, which is 
embodied in ritual’s sacrificial themes. On the one hand, Becket is continually linked with the Church’s martyrs 
through liturgical prayer. The Priest’s recitation of the Divine Office, for example, serves as a marker of martyrs’ 
feast days that fittingly precede Becket’s murder date: “Since St. John the Apostle a day; and the day of the Holy 
Innocents. / Out of the mouth of very babes, O God” (Eliot 55). However, Becket’s death exemplifies martyrdom 
more closely through the previously noted parallel with the Mass. In explanation of the liturgy, Becket’s sermon 
focuses on the paradox of Christian suffering: that in the Mass, the Church “both mourn[s] and rejoice[s]” over 
death, since in Christ it means salvation and in martyrdom it means sainthood (Eliot 48-49). In imitation of 
this liturgically-drawn paradox, Becket’s martyrdom challenges secular modernist notions of despair, declaring 
instead that chaos can carry hope without ignoring the depths of pain. Scholars have suggested that the dramatic 
development of the Chorus resembles the difficult journey by which one must accept suffering as meaningful: 
while at first it objects to being “forced to bear witness” to martyrdom (Eliot 11), the Chorus eventually sees its 
higher purpose:

But man’s avowal of helplessness and despair, calling from the depths, opens the way to the 
movement of God’s grace . . . The concluding choral ode, delivered in procession while a choir sings 
a Latin Te Deum in the distance, is itself a Te Deum, a hymn of praise to God from those who, 
having watched, waited, and suffered, now celebrate the rebirth of hope through the martyr’s blood. 
(McGill 295)

Once again, an instance of ritual prayer—the Te Deum—is imitated by the Chorus, signalling its internalization 
of Christianity’s principles, its paradoxical “hope through the martyr’s” suffering. (Incidentally, the Chorus’s 
shift echoes Daniel’s prescribed collectiveness for ritual; it shows that a single martyrdom, like ritual, is an act 
in which the whole Church must necessarily participate.) In evoking redemptive suffering, the rituals in Murder 
imagine a more hopeful chaos than the kind that modernism usually bemoans.

 Implied by modernism’s preoccupation with suffering is a focus on earthliness, on the un-idealized 
human experience. Accordingly, the secular modernist rejection of Christianity indicates an attempt to separate 
the spiritual realm from earthly existence; yet Eliot’s Murder re-infuses the spiritual into the physical through 
its concrete rituals. In many ways, the Chorus—with its despairing and often cynical tone—is the play’s 
representative for secular modernism. It (initially) expresses heaven’s perceived irrelevancy to earthly suffering, 
as it pairs the poor’s daily oppressions with their desired neutrality toward the unfolding martyrdom: “And 
the labourer bends to his piece of earth . . . Preferring to pass unobserved” (Eliot 12). The inevitable encounter 
with Becket’s ritualized death, however, imposes a revised understanding of the heaven-earth barrier. Ritual, as 
previously mentioned, is religion rooted in the physical world with its tools, performance, and sacred locality, 
which help to palpably and even basely recreate Christian ideas (Daniel 120). Harry C. Payne goes so far as 
to suggest that, anthropologically, ritual is “fundamental” to religion; that just as infants’ sensorial experience 
eventually form an abstractive mind, so does ritual allow the development of myth and not the other way 
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around, according to theorists (188). If ritual’s foundation gives it primacy over religious myth, then it proposes 
a compromise-view of religion that is more appealing for modernists: rather than the divine overshadowing 
human life, the physical precedes (or at least cooperates with) the spiritual in the heaven-earth connection. 
Moreover, Eliot’s physically-conscious Christianity does not distract from ugly realities with divine euphemisms, 
but incorporates them into spiritual life and vice-versa. In the Chorus’s fifth speech, the combination of litany 
form (with line-end repetitions like “I have heard,” “I have tasted”) and raw, foreboding images (“prawn . . . live 
and spawn in [the] bowels”) adjusts this prayer to include the modernist fascination with baseness and earthly 
suffering (Eliot 67). Some of the imagery even mingles the religious and the crude explicitly via perverted ritual 
references: “incense in the latrine, the sewer in the incense” (Eliot 67). Less dismal, though, is the heaven-earth 
blend of the Chorus’s final Te Deum (prayer of thanksgiving) imitation, which mixes invocations to God and 
humble, domestic images: “Forgive us, O Lord, we acknowledge ourselves as . . . the men and women who shut 
the door and sit by the fire” (Eliot 87). Unlike the dark litany, the Te Deum imitation’s “‘homely’ style concerned 
with mundane matters” points to a divine world that is tranquil, as well as accessible, for its humanized 
familiarity—even if that humanization involves sorrow (Pike 279). The prayer’s earthliness reminds us that 
human beings are “spiritual creatures,” and that spirituality is what makes “everyday life . . . precious in itself ” 
(Murphy 11-12, Eagleton 13). Through ritual prayer, then, both the Chorus and Eliot’s modernist audience can 
conceive of a humbled and humanized Christianity.

IV. Secular Individualism and Becket’s Journey

 Eliot’s concern with humbled religion, along with his intersection of man’s time and God’s eternity, 
points to a revised approach to modernism’s secular individualism. The latter usually imagines a tormented hero 
struggling against the establishment for self-actualization; in Murder, however, Eliot paints the human individual 
as finding fulfilment through, and not being eclipsed by, religious tradition. One way in which Murder achieves 
this image is through Becket’s personal journey, which largely mirrors the psychological narratives found in the 
protagonists of Eliot’s contemporaries. In “Neomedievalism and the Modern Subject in T. S. Eliot’s Murder in 
the Cathedral,” Krystyna Michael analyzes Becket as “a modern hero” in “a medieval setting,” citing elements of 
his “fragmented psyche” along with narrative parallels to psychoanalysis (35). The encounter with the Fourth 
Tempter, for example, symbolizes in Freudian terms the manifestation of repressed desires, which causes interior 
turmoil for Becket:

The fourth tempter thus dramatizes Thomas’s anxiety that he has repressed his desire for the power 
he would gain in martyring himself because that desire would invalidate his death as such. This 
indicates the extent to which his psyche is fragmented (or, divided against itself) and therefore, in 
Eliot’s terms, modern. (Michael 45)

With the discovery of Becket’s latent, self-serving intentions toward a worthy act—“To do the right deed for the 
wrong reason”—the ambiguity of morality in personal choices becomes both a religious and modernist motif 
(Eliot 44). The connection between Becket’s epiphany and ritual, furthermore, is symbolic and thematic here 
rather than explicit—and is twofold. First, Becket overcomes hidden pride only when he recognizes that his 
death must, in ritualistic parallel, reflect the selflessness of Christ’s death. This parallel is confirmed not only 
in the Christmas Mass that follows Becket’s repentance scene; it is also hinted at through the fact that Becket’s 
epiphanic statement—“Now is my way clear, now is the meaning plain”—comes directly after the Chorus 
echoes the Impenitent Thief ’s words at Christ’s great ritual, His Crucifixion: “O Thomas Archbishop, save us . 
. . save yourself that we may be saved” (Eliot 44). Second, Becket realizes that intentions are just as important 
as, and shape the legitimacy of, one’s actions. In addition to evoking the Christian belief in “sin in the heart” 
(another similarity to modernist explorations of culpability), the revelation also recalls the Catholic teachings 
on the sacraments, namely that improper motivations for participating can invalidate the ritual itself.3 Becket’s 
transformation, then, requires a purgative self-reflection involving spiritual humility and a reordering of the 
psyche. In other words, it is only by combining repentance with his modern crisis that Becket can achieve self-
actualization as a worthy martyr.
3 See Catechism of the Catholic Church, Libreria Editrice Vaticana ed., 1621-1632.
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 In addition to its mirroring of other modernist narratives, it is worth noting that Murder echoes certain 
medieval narratives—namely, the tradition of liturgical dramas—which are equally relevant to Eliot’s revision 
of the modern hero. Lionel J. Pike suggests that the play is “nearer to medieval liturgical drama than to modern 
theatre,” but in truth its dramatic structure can be better understood as existing on a spectrum of medieval 
religious drama (277). On one end are the strictly liturgical dramas—Latin plays deeply rooted in Christian 
ritual, which portrayed Biblical events or saints’ biographies; on the other end are morality plays, which 
deviated from liturgical dramas with their increased secularism, use of the vernacular, and moral lessons about 
temptation and repentance (Pascal 699, 382; Potter 202). Murder seems to fall somewhere in the middle, since 
its plot resembles that of morality plays while the liturgy remains richly ingrained in it. It is this middle-ground 
existence, this religious-secular straddling, that allows Eliot to reimagine the quest for self as part of a divine 
(and age-old) pattern. To compare Murder to a specific medieval text, Hildegard von Bingen’s 12th-century Ordo 
Virtutum is worth noting as a similar, cross-genre novelty. Robert Potter summarizes it as a liturgical music 
drama depicting “an allegorical struggle between personified virtues and the Devil over the destiny of a human 
soul”; though its Latin text, prayerful elements, and overt images of the divine cause Ordo to be commonly 
labeled as liturgical drama, its narrative contains the moralities’ trope of an individual soul being (like Becket) 
led through temptation and eventually repenting (Potter 202). The journey of Anima (the soul’s designation 
in the score) prefigures Becket’s on several counts. Both debate with spiritual beings over the proper course of 
action, both experience a painful realization of sin (penitent Anima returns visibly disheveled, possibly battered) 
(Potter 207). Both, moreover, must reject sin in a personal effort of will, rather than by heavenly intervention: 
Anima’s moment of repentance appears off-stage, away from the Virtues’ counsel, and is therefore achieved by 
her own deliberation (Potter 206-207); Becket’s repentance is catalyzed by the Fourth Tempter’s revelation, but 
is ultimately his own conclusion (Eliot 44). Shared by Murder and its medieval liturgical counterpart, the self-
redemption narrative conceives of faith as something personally chosen, not imposed by an authority. Both texts’ 
blending of ritualism and drama, religion and secularism, and the individual and the divine also helps establish 
modern concerns of autonomy as belonging to all eras.

V. Conclusion

In Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral, Christian ritual becomes the intermediary between religious tradition 
and the modernist revolution. The liturgical forms that appear in the play defy conventional binaries of past-
present and secular-spiritual life, on which modernism relies to distinguish itself from religious roots. Murder’s 
rituals also incorporate modernist themes of chaos and suffering into religious practice, demonstrating 
Christianity’s ability to comprehend and absorb modern crises. Finally, the modernist quest for self-
actualization, for autonomous individualism, is shown to correlate with the quest for holiness and redemption—
through parallels in ritualistic themes and structures. Eliot’s concept of faith, then, does not cast off the secular 
modernism of his contemporaries, but rather redeems it by making it harmonious with religious tradition. 
Furthermore, religious past is reimagined as inclusive of modernist goals, establishing both eras as mutually 
dependent. By using ritualistic Christianity in Murder in the Cathedral, Eliot creates a modernist movement 
capable of religious meaning.
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Modernism for Children: Traversing Class, Politics, and Magic  
in P. L. Travers’ Mary Poppins

Rebecca O’Bern

“It is only through the ordinary that the extraordinary 
can make itself perceived.”

-P. L. Travers1

INTRODUCTION

Mary Poppins, P. L. Travers’ 1934 magical nanny who flies into London on the wind, involves herself 
heavily with the working class of post-war London, even taking on the role of advocate to defend those who 
cannot defend themselves. If she had a political slogan, it might read, “Mary Poppins, a Poppins for the 
People.” While the novel Mary Poppins characterizes the ruling middle class in a way that satirizes their self-
consciousness of wealth and status, the working class is moreover portrayed—with Mary Poppins as advocate—
in ways that may teach child readers to be sympathetic and understanding to the struggles of the working class.

Children’s literature scholars argue that a major factor characterizing children’s literature as a genre 
relies on their teaching lessons—that is, that they are novels with a point.2 Likewise, much of the regular English 
modernist canon includes novels with close societal examination. John Barth, in his 1984 article “The Literature 
of Replenishment,” discusses Gerald Graff ’s analysis of modernism as a twentieth-century movement in art 
and literature, which grounds modernism in the sense that it represented criticism of capitalism and the ruling 
class. “The ground motive of modernism . . . was criticism of the nineteenth-century bourgeois social order and 
its world view. Its artistic strategy was the self-conscious overturning of the conventions of a bourgeois realism 
by such tactics and devices as . . . the adoption of a tone of epistemological self-mockery aimed at the naïve 
pretensions of bourgeois rationality . . . ” (199). Mary Poppins, as a 1934 novel of satirical societal commentary 
and therefore a modernist novel based on Barth’s discussion of what defines modernism, illuminates not only 
preoccupations of the ruling middle class but serves to shine light on the harsh realities of the lower, working 
class in post-war English society. Coupled with the nanny’s inherent magical abilities to transform and harness 
time and place to her liking, much to the pleasure of Jane and Michael Banks (the older children for whom she 
cares), Mary Poppins may be the quintessential modernist novel for child readers.
1 From a 1982 interview with P. L. Travers, qtd. in Didicher.
2 In a review of “Language and Ideology in Children’s Fiction” by John Stephens, Rudine Sims Bishop discusses a major function of 
children’s literature as a tool for teaching children values, a point that I expand upon further in this paper. Sims Bishop writes, “All 
fiction written for children carries ideology and is intended to help inculcate a set of beliefs and values that will help shape the child 
reader’s socio-cultural development” (615).
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CLASS AND POLITICS IN POST-WAR LONDON

Self-conscious in her depictions of positions and class, Travers immediately establishes Mary Poppins 
as a novel of place. Albeit, this a place full of magical qualities but a place nonetheless, that of post-war London 
focused around the Banks family. From the very beginning of the first chapter, Travers gives her readers a 
description of where they are located, alerting readers that the location of the Banks family home, on Cherry-
Tree Lane, is “. . . where the houses run down one side and the Park runs down the other and the cherry-trees go 
dancing right down the middle. If you are looking for Number Seventeen . . . you will very soon find it. To begin 
with, it is the smallest house on the Lane. And besides that, it is the only one that is rather dilapidated and needs 
a coat of paint” (17). Here Travers sets Mary Poppins in urban London, but at times, Travers only gives vague 
directions as to Mary Poppins’ whereabouts in the city. “At the corner she turned to the right and then to the left . 
. .” (32). The novel may be most specific when it discusses the placement of Number Seventeen Cherry-Tree Lane 
compared to its neighbors. In other words, topography is important in Mary Poppins in how it places the Banks 
family against the backdrop of English society—in most cases, dealing with their self-consciousness of middle 
class status.

For one aspect, Travers not only sets the place of Mary Poppins in a fictional part of London but she also 
establishes that Number Seventeen is in poor condition compared to other houses on Cherry-Tree Lane (17). 
Travers creates the importance, very early on, not only of the setting in regards to place but also condition—not 
just physical condition, but social condition and status. The Banks do have servants to cook and clean for them 
(18), but their house is run-down compared to their neighbors’ houses (17). In short, the Banks family, who live 
at Number Seventeen Cherry-Tree Lane, are not as well off as others in their neighborhood, and Mrs. Banks is 
self-conscious of this status (30).

Humorously, when Mrs. Banks asks Mary Poppins for references to become the children’s new nanny, 
Mary Poppins refuses to give any references, claiming that giving references is no longer trendy. As such, Mrs. 
Banks cannot refuse a chance to seem more with the times to impress her neighbors: “Mrs. Banks was glad 
because she was able to tell everybody that her children’s nurse was so fashionable that she didn’t believe in giving 
references” (30). Mary Poppins even barters for her own worker’s rights as a servant in the Banks household; she 
argues with Mrs. Banks for more time off, arguing that the “best people” allow five afternoon hours biweekly, as 
opposed to the three hours every third week that Mrs. Banks originally offers to her (31). Mrs. Banks acquiesces, 
partly because she cannot refuse, so that she can tell her friends how trendy she keeps her home, but also partly 
because Mary Poppins always seems to get her way. In this way, Travers cleverly disguises important issues that 
not only humorously satirize modern societal concerns of the ruling class but also, in doing so, makes these same 
issues more accessible to younger readers based on the novel’s whimsical and fantastical method of describing 
characters and setting.

Another humorous scene in Mary Poppins includes “laughing gas” with characters floating up to the 
ceiling due to excessive laughter. Even though the laughing gas is explained as simply laughing too much, filling 
up with air, and floating up to the ceiling, the descriptions of how people feel when they are on laughing gas are 
uncanny compared to recreational drug use. Miss Persimmon even reacts to Mr. Wigg (Mary’s Uncle Albert) as if 
he were using drugs. “‘I’m sure, Mr. Wigg, I always knew you were a bit odd,” she says. “But I’ve closed my eyes to 
it—being as how you paid your rent regular. But such behavior as this—having tea in the air with your guests—
Mr. Wigg, sir, I’m astonished at you! It’s that undignified, and for a gentleman of your age . . .’” (54). Indeed, even 
Jane, a young girl, seems high. “Jane did not reply, for a curious thing was happening to her. As she laughed she 
felt herself growing lighter and lighter, just as though she were being pumped full of air. It was a curious and 
delicious feeling and it made her want to laugh all the more” (48). Even the “china ornaments” in Mary’s Uncle 
Albert’s house could be Travers’ subtle reference to opium (49). In Mary Poppins’ case, she does float up to the 
ceiling, but she does not need laughing gas to do so.

Even so, with the middle class and keeping up appearances (traveling into a chalk painting with a man 
who cannot afford his own food), Mary Poppins is out of place. In lower-class situations, such as recreational 
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drug use in a de facto opium den, Mary Poppins is out of place (she is upset the whole time, and eventually 
stops the whole encounter by telling Jane and Michael that they have to leave—being sad makes the laughing 
gas ineffective). In all situations, however, she does not refuse and does not tell others they are wrong. Instead, 
she deflects, making the situation about herself, yet showing readers there is always a different way of looking 
at things, how we can still treat others with respect—how, even if we disagree with someone, the working class 
deserves our respect.

ADVOCATE FOR THE WORKING CLASS (AND ANIMALS TOO)

Invariably, Travers explores many aspects of society throughout Mary Poppins, but perhaps the most 
common subject of all is class with the theme of class struggles between the middle class and the working class. 
However, while Mary Poppins may be seen as a “Poppins for the People,” it is not only people for whom she 
stands in the fight for equality and justice.

Mary Poppins’ advocacy for Andrew, the neighbor Miss Lark’s dog who wants to be friends with another 
dog who is not a “pure bred,” is particularly noteworthy and telling—Andrew the dog becomes a metaphor for 
social mobility. Andrew’s wishes upset Miss Lark; it is as if Andrew is Miss Lark’s son, heir to the family’s estate, 
but he wants to marry a working-class girl. “Andrew led such a luxurious life that you might have thought he 
was the Shah of Persia in disguise” (62). Yes, even the neighbor’s dog provides readers with commentary on 
class. “For in his secret, innermost heart, Andrew longed to be a common dog . . . It was this desire of his to 
be a common dog that made Andrew choose common dogs for his friends” (62, 64). When Miss Lark catches 
Andrew spending time with common dogs, she yells to him, “‘Come away from those dreadful street arabs!’” 
(64). In the end, Mary Poppins speaks on behalf of Andrew, who does not have a voice of his own, and she 
convinces Miss Lark to allow Andrew to bring the other dog, so that the two can be together. This is even though 
the other dog is a “common dog.”

On the surface, this exchange is humorous, as are many scenes in the novel, but also like in much of the 
novel, there is a deeper meaning at work here. Mary Poppins stands up for Andrew’s rights to be with whomever 
he desires, even if that other person (or in this case, dog) is from a lower class. Inevitably, as Mary Poppins has 
layers of satire and commentary about class and society, it was likely Travers’ intent that children would read this 
section and empathize with Andrew the dog. As a children’s author, Travers’ appears to have situated this scene 
so that children would agree with Mary Poppins—that people should be free to marry whomever they wish, and 
not be forced to marry simply because of class and status.

Children’s literature is a unique medium, of course, through which authors can teach children lessons. 
Mary Poppins serves as a good example of being critical of class relations while standing up for the working 
class—a novel with lessons for children. Rudine Sims Bishop discusses John Stephens’ book exploring the 
educational function of children’s fiction, Language and Ideology in Children’s Fiction. On Stephens’ ideas, she 
writes, “All fiction written for children carries ideology, and is intended to help inculcate a set of beliefs and 
values that will help shape the child reader’s socio-cultural development” (615). In other words, as a children’s 
book, specifically a modernist children’s book, Mary Poppins can teach children to be critical of the status quo 
through Mary Poppins’ example, seen here specifically in her advocacy for Miss Lark’s dog, Andrew.

In the article, “Animal Carnivals: A Bakhtinian Reading of C. S. Lewis’s The Magician’s Nephew and P. L. 
Travers’s Mary Poppins,” Catherine L. Elick analyzes the “power relations between characters” in Mary Poppins, 
between children and adults, yes, but also between children/adults and animals (454). According to Elick, 
“Mary Poppins herself is surely the reigning queen of the carnival” (461). In addition to “carnival queen,” Mary 
Poppins—able to understand and communicate directly with animals—clearly marks herself as an important 
advocate for the working class in challenging the overall societal status quo. Her characterization as working 
class advocate becomes enhanced by the novel’s characterizations of middle class and working class adults, 
respectively. “Throughout the series,” Elick points out, “middle-class adults like the Banks parents and their 
neighbors Admiral Boom and Miss Lark are presented as ineffectual, even silly. Conversely, the adults who 
are represented most sympathetically, and sometimes even as co-agents of Mary Poppins’ powerful magic, are 
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frequently from the working class” (465). In this way, Travers’ characterizations of the other adults in Mary 
Poppins, not just Mary Poppins herself, portray the middle class in a way that is far from serious and well-
respected, in contrast with the portrayal of the more relatable and sympathetic working class. This contrast is 
because Travers more frequently characterizes the working class in a positive light, and in addition, Travers 
accomplishes this characterization, yes, by having Mary Poppins communicate directly with animals. Mary 
Poppins: “queen of the carnival,” symbolic of her advocacy as “a Poppins for the People.”

THE ROLE OF MAGIC AND FANTASY

In addition to class and political subjects, there is still the element of fantasy to consider. While Mary 
Poppins may be a children’s novel worthy of modernist analysis by scholars—here, in a sense, as a Marxist 
reading—it still includes many elements of fantasy, separating it from the modernist canon of literalism in space 
and topography, which cannot be ignored. I do not wish to ignore this fact but rather to assess why magic may be 
necessary in a children’s modernist novel, one which explores modern class sentiments, and why these magical 
elements may very well be a formidable example of modernism within the novel in the first place.

First, perhaps to write a satirical novel for children, one that includes commentary on class and politics, 
writers must use fantasy because there is a connection between myth (“primate” and “animism”) and cognitive 
development in children (Stohler 28). Sara J. Stohler, in “The Mythic World of Childhood,” references the 
work of Piaget, childhood psychologist, in her article on the relevance of myth and magical concepts in the 
cognitive development of children. According to Stohler, Piaget reported that, “child egocentrism is manifested 
in forms of thinking very similar to those found among ‘primitive’ or myth-oriented” (28). In citing Piaget and 
other psychologists, Stohler’s main argument is that “myth, fairy tale, and fantasies . . . are not just entertaining 
but essential to the child’s cognitive and emotional growth and to the development of the imagination” (28). 
Based on what Stohler is pointing out here in the connection between fantasy, childhood cognitive, and 
emotional growth, the use of magic in Mary Poppins is what invariably makes the novels’ social commentaries 
and depictions of middle and working class in post-war English society more accessible to its young readers. 
Otherwise, it would just be a book rich with commentary on class and politics but with no magic at all, which 
may not be interesting enough for children to read. Stohler, in addition, references the theories of psychologist 
Robert Travers (no relation) regarding childhood “stage-related intellectual and emotional needs” (30). His 
studies indicate that children use “concepts and mental structures that are akin to those of myth and fairy tale 
to make sense out of both the natural and the social order of things” (30). Mary Poppins does indeed consider 
the social order of things, as a children’s book, just as modernist works consider the structure of society. In Mary 
Poppins’ case, Travers uses magic and fantasy to relate these social criticisms and critiques to children.

Fantasy storytelling—as in, stories that include the motif of magical and mythic elements—is not 
only common in children’s literature but has developed uniquely into the twentieth-century as well, placing it 
alongside modern/postmodern literature. Maria Nikolajeva, in the article “Fairy Tale and Fantasy: From Archaic 
to Postmodern,” argues that fantasy, “must be regarded as a twentieth-century phenomenon” (140). In short, 
to justify Mary Poppins within both the canon of children’s literature and modernist literature alike—because 
children’s cognitive development responds well to messages in the form of fable, fantasy, myths, and magic—it is 
only natural that a twentieth-century modernist novel for children would be one full of magic. 

Second, the magic and fantasy in Mary Poppins may not merely be acting as a gateway between social 
commentary and children’s minds; it may be Travers’ way of writing about “the other.” Rather than someone who 
is lower class, non-heteronormative, or another class of “other” in society, it is Mary Poppins who encompasses 
this “other” role due to her magical abilities—thus, she is transcendent. Mary Poppins does not need money to 
buy food for her beggar friend Bert, because she can enter a magical world where a waiter serves them cakes and 
tea for free (42). In the same way that fantasy in Mary Poppins connects the work to children’s literature, making 
it more accessible to children based on their developmental psychology, Mary Poppins as a magical “other” 
character connects her to other characters in modernist literature based on her status as the “other” in the novel. 
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After all, in order to analyze a point of society through social commentary, a character must be in a society, 
observing how it functions, and interacting with others in their places.

MARY POPPINS AS THE “OTHER”

As the “other” in the novel, Mary Poppins takes on the role of interlocutor between all parts of society. 
She exists as a link between children and adults (Jane and Michael), rich and poor (the Banks family and Bert, 
among others), humans and animals (by communicating with Andrew the dog), and the city and elsewhere (she 
is brought to London by the wind). Mary Poppins is not only an advocate, she takes on the status of “other” to 
move between and interact with various classes of society. “Mary Poppins put her hat straight at the Tobacconist’s 
Shop at the corner,” one chapter reads. “It had one of those curious windows where there seem to be three of you 
instead of one, so that if you look long enough at them you begin to feel you are not yourself but a whole crowd 
of somebody else” (Travers 44). As a woman who works for the ruling middle class, Mary Poppins certainly 
represents all of the working class and any group who may not have as much of a public voice, including animals 
and children.

Rather than having two main characters, each representative of a status in society as one might see in 
other modernist works (e.g., Virginia Woolf ’s Mrs. Dalloway), Mary Poppins allows young readers to experience 
all statuses through Mary Poppins to see for themselves and determine what seems right to them. In the end, 
based on how the ruling middle class contrasts against the working class, the self-consciousness of the middle 
class remains evident while the ideals of the working class are undoubtedly at the forefront.

A PLACE FOR MARY POPPINS IN MODERNIST CANON

Karin E. Westman, in her article “Children’s Literature and Modernism: The Space Between,” suggests 
that scholarship on children’s literature in general has been limited due to the constraints of genre—simply, that 
most scholars have excluded children’s literature merely because they are not “adult” (283-84). As a counter to 
this trend, Westman argues for a broader review of children’s literature within the scope of chronology, rather 
than genre alone (284), which would establish greater relevance of children’s literature within the scope of 
modernist canon.

Indeed, there are important conversations being had in Mary Poppins that deal with aspects of class 
conditions between rich and poor, workers’ rights, the military, and opinions of the royal family—all within a 
modernist landscape of post-war London. First, P. L. Travers, pseudonym of Helen Lyndon Goff (Lawson 14), 
published Mary Poppins in 1934, placing it within the chronological scope of English modernist literature, in 
addition to the subject matter Travers explores for young audience. While children’s literature is not “adult” per 
se, there is still a place for modernist criticism of children’s literature, including Mary Poppins, since children’s 
novels may include these same modernist preoccupations: what it means to be in the ruling middle class or 
working class in a modern capitalist society.

Westman discusses Susan Anderson’s article “Time, Subjectivity, and Modernism in E. Nesbit’s Children’s 
Fiction” as an example of placing children’s literature within relevant scholarly research, using novelist E. 
Nesbit—like Travers, a modernist era children’s author—as a basis for her criticism. She writes, “Anderson . . . 
asks us to consider Nesbit’s very modern concerns about time, technology, and subjectivity, which resolve into 
a desire for an ideal urban space of the future rather than the pastoral landscapes of the past” (285). Like many 
English modernist novels, and other children’s works, Mary Poppins also indulges in these conversations, making 
it relevant to modernist criticism not only based on chronology alone but also its modernist content and subject 
matter dealing with class, politics, and society.

Mary Poppins is also relevant to modernist canon because of “metafiction,” which is often employed by 
children’s authors and which became common for adult literature beginning with modernism. N. E. Didicher, 
in “The Children in the Story: Metafiction in Mary Poppins in the Park,” discusses all four of the Poppins books 
regarding metafiction as a “literary strategy” (139). According to Didicher, “Metafiction as a literary strategy has 
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been of great interest to twentieth-century writers and critics alike; we might call its self-conscious reflexivity a 
hallmark of the post-Joycean novel or of the modern/postmodern in general. Yet, little attention has been called 
to metafictional aspects of children’s literature in the twentieth century . . . In fact, much children’s fiction and 
many fantasies written for children are metafictional” (139). In this way, children’s literature and modernist 
literature have a distinct relationship with one another, making modernist children’s books—such as Mary 
Poppins—particularly relevant to modernist canon and literary criticism.

CONCLUSION

I agree with the scholars who have written about children’s literature specifically, that the body of 
scholarship should include more analysis of Mary Poppins as a modernist children’s novel of social satire. 
If nothing else, as Mary Poppins continues to be analyzed more through a scholarly modernist lens, greater 
criticism of Mary Poppins may bring readers back to the book, reminding them of the origins of the overly 
cheerful Disney film.

Mary Poppins continues to fight for the voices of the lower, working class, while the novel Mary Poppins 
explores the self-consciousness of the middle class and—of course, as a typical children’s book—indulges in 
the motif of magic. Mary Poppins is the voice of the people—and, at times, for the animals—a voice filled with 
humor and fantasy in a way that speaks directly to children. Mary Poppins is not only an important work in 
the canon of children’s literature, but is also an important work within the scope of modernist literature based 
on when and where it was published, where it is set, and its commentary on class and politics. Mary Poppins 
certainly illuminates class structure and struggles of the working class in post-war English society in a way that is 
fun, entertaining, and accessible to children.
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“(for she was with him)”: Lucrezia Warren Smith as Witness and Scribe  
in Mrs. Dalloway

Julianne Fowler 

 As Septimus Warren Smith sits beneath the trees of Regent’s Park, held in thrall to yet another manically 
poetic-prophetic rapture, he can just dimly hear a single voice calling out to him through his chorus of 
psychopompous sparrows. Disembodied, it commands: “Look, the unseen bade him, the voice which now 
communicated with him who was the greatest of mankind” (Woolf 25). This unseen speaker is, of course, 
Septimus’s wife Lucrezia, whom the majority of critics analyzing Virginia Woolf ’s Mrs. Dalloway have placed in a 
similarly mediary position. Rezia is variously taken to serve as an access point between Septimus the traumatized 
veteran and a paternalist order that drives him to suicide, between Septimus the modernist man and a more 
sympathizing reader, or else between Septimus the poet and a material world that is growing increasingly, 
untenably abstract around him. Less, however, is said about ways in which the narrative makes Rezia an access 
point between Septimus and himself, or at least the psychological injury that has so violently rearranged his 
sense of self as to be indistinguishable from it. When Rezia is read against these more traditional interpretations 
of her character—readings centered on her passivity, her supposed collusion with Holmes and Bradshaw, or 
her simple ignorance—she instead becomes a translator and co-author for Septimus’s tormented, modernist 
poetic experimentations; and by taking final guardianship of Septimus’s poetry, Rezia also allows her husband to 
achieve a bittersweet triumph over his trauma and the fractured, ever-elusive language in which he attempts to 
describe it. 

In order to view Rezia’s character through a lens uncolored—or at least less so—by our own anachronistic 
understandings of post-traumatic stress disorder, particularly where those understandings influence our 
reception of Septimus and his condition, it is necessary to first examine contemporary studies of shell-shock and 
its perceived causes. Sue Thomas contextualizes Septimus Smith’s character by analyzing the British War Office 
Committee’s 1922 enquiry into shell-shock, which reported on its prominence among former WWI soldiers and 
recommended various interventions. Thomas cites similarities between the treatment of veterans and the equally 
ineffective methods often used on female hysteria patients, revealing common denominators of temperance, 
self-governance, and willpower as prevailing middle class ideals; if one could only try hard enough, went the 
reasoning, and was not indulged or pandered to, such disorders could eventually be overcome. The 1922 enquiry 
also recommends “the minimization of sympathy for the patient, like that of Rezia, which tacitly legitimizes the 
symptoms as an illness” (Thomas 54). Because she acts as a well-intentioned but damaging agent for procrustean 
notions of stoic British masculinity, denying—embarrassedly, angrily—that there is anything the matter with her 
husband, “It is the kindly Rezia who cuts off Septimus’s avenue of communication with Sir William Bradshaw by 
preempting his admission of having failed to preserve his humanity in war” (56). According to Thomas, Woolf 
is using both Septimus’s struggle and Rezia’s repressive denial of it to condemn the cultural norms that silenced 
traumatized men and barred them from the process of psychological healing through self-expression. 
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 Karen DeMeester’s “Trauma and Recovery in Virginia Woolf ’s Mrs. Dalloway” also makes avenues of 
communication a critical element for recovery, and connects trauma to the modernist narrative form itself. 
The modernist novel centers on fragmentation, distortion, and the destruction of stabilized meaning; trauma, 
in correspondent ways, breaks down one’s earlier ideologies and sense(s) of self, giving the impression of 
being somehow beyond the powers of language to comprehend or control. Both psychological trauma and 
the modernist narrative form create barriers against productive, restabilizing modes of self-expression, which 
would otherwise allow a trauma victim such as Septimus to articulate his experiences, find validation in another 
person, and move towards recovery. Septimus’s suicide is one last attempt to “speak,” defying “society’s refusal 
to let him give meaning to that [his psychological] pain” (DeMeester 653), where society is represented by Dr. 
Holmes, Sir William Bradshaw, and Rezia. Kathryn Van Wert also accepts that various communicative barriers 
lie at the root of Septimus’s disorder, but uses excerpts from Woolf ’s earlier draft “The Hours” to argue that this 
struggle is an inherent part of Septimus’s identity as an unrecognized poet, rather than a direct consequence 
of his trauma. His psychological injury, and his desire to exist in a pre-symbolic world that is unmediated by 
language, are “continuous with a lifelong inability to fit his experiences into available genres, and the attendant 
horror that without formal expression, feeling must fade” (Van Wert 78). Rezia here becomes a victim of this 
articulation-versus-abstraction process, since Septimus’s lack of feeling for her indicates that he cannot find 
formal expression for her either; he cannot “speak” her into specificity. She is yet another feature of an external 
world that exists to confound Septimus’s traumatized, thwarted desires for masterful symbolic representation. 

 Kaley Joyes’s “Failed Witnessing in Virginia Woolf ” responds directly to DeMeester’s argument and 
indirectly to the notions of failed self-expression outlined by Van Wert. Joyes believes that we must not take 
Septimus’s failed recovery for a shortcoming of the novel, or of the modernist form; it is integral to Woolf ’s 
critique of post-war British culture, as described by Thomas, and of the “failed witnessing” performed by 
characters like Rezia, who refuses to hear or receive Septimus’s trauma narrative for what it really is. The novel 
does offer a faint possibility of healing communication between husband and wife, and Joyes reads the hat 
Septimus and Rezia make together as an analog for dialogic production—“the Smiths’ collaboration parallels 
witnessing” (Joyes 76)—although of course all progress is forestalled by Septimus’s death. Joyes identifies Rezia’s 
rush to the window as her “last independent act in the novel” (79) before she fades into silence. Septimus’s 
suicide, meanwhile, his impalement on the iron spikes of Mrs. Filmer’s fence, turns him into either a failed 
Christ figure whose death does not achieve salvation (Bethea 251), or else a tragic Shakespearean hero felled by 
a fatal flaw within society rather than within his own character (Mauk 345). At best, then, Rezia’s love and her 
misguided efforts are insufficient to save her husband from destruction; at worst she is seen as betraying him to 
Holmes, to Bradshaw’s gods of Proportion and Conversion, handing him over to the mercy of society and thus 
becoming implicitly responsible for his death. 

 Within each reading, there is an underlying recognition of trauma as something that can and should be 
spoken about, brought into language and given a more manageable, comprehensible dimension. We are able 
to observe, diagnose, and describe psychological experiences for which Virginia Woolf, her contemporaries, 
and her characters all lacked similarly clinical terms. Woolf herself, in fact, wrote on this attenuated capacity of 
language whenever it is called upon to describe illness, and argued the need for a literature that engages with 
illness as a complex, transformative human experience on par with love, grief, or hatred. Illness causes us to 
confront the physical body as an insurmountable medium between the self and the world, but also draws us up 
into that private, transcendental space found only at the topmost edges of fever-dreams or within the deepest 
hollows of chronic pain. The common schoolgirl might turn to Donne or Shakespeare for assistance if she is 
feeling romantic, “but let a sufferer try to describe a pain in his head to a doctor, and language at once runs 
dry” (Woolf 15). The “sudden, fitful, intense” (Woolf 22) nature of illness has an even further power to disrupt 
perception and fragment language:

In illness words seem to possess a mystic quality. We grasp what is beyond their surface meaning, 
gather instinctively this, that, and the other—a sound, a colour, here a stress, there a pause—
which the poet, knowing words to be meagre in comparison with ideas, has strewn about his page 
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to evoke….Foreigners, to whom the tongue is strange, have us at a disadvantage. The Chinese 
must know better the sound of Anthony and Cleopatra than we do (23-24). 

Psychological injury caused by trauma—rooted within the mind, yet demonstrating the pathophysiology of 
a physical illness—seems uniquely suited for this venture beyond the “surface” of language. Septimus cannot 
convey his narrative to a witness, at least not in the way Thomas, DeMeester, and Joyes all indicate he must, 
because the exact terms for his pain exist neither in medicine nor daily speech. He cannot rely upon salvation 
through metaphor, either, according to Van Wert, because poetic expression has also failed him; Septimus 
has always been tormented by the gap between language and his sensory, emotional, direct experiences 
with the world. It is this same deficiency of language—rather than her passivity, her ignorance, or her static 
marginalization—that principally dictates Rezia’s response(s) to Septimus, and it becomes almost as much of a 
struggle for her as for him. 

 For when Rezia expresses her denial, “For he was not ill. Dr. Homes said there was nothing the matter 
with him” (Woolf 23), she speaks partially from an understanding that to acknowledge otherwise would mean 
accepting the implicit convictions of cowardice and weak-mindedness shell-shock carried for a contemporary 
British audience. Unlike Holmes or Bradshaw, Rezia knows Septimus well enough that she can conceptualize his 
symptoms as disruptive, intrusive, and—most importantly—external to his character. Conventional notions of 
shell-shock as a personality defect do not describe her husband at all: “But nobody could be like Septimus: so 
gentle; so serious, so clever” (Woolf 87). Having thought, elsewhere, that she could not possibly carry on with 
her present married life, and having previously viewed Septimus with the exasperated impatience of a caretaker, 
Rezia is still enraged by the once-respected Bradshaw’s recommendation that Septimus be placed in a rest home: 
“Never, never had Rezia felt such agony in her life! She had asked for help and been deserted! He had failed 
them!” (Woolf 96). At the very moment when accusations of her husband’s personal failures and feminized, 
hysterical behavior have been validated by a purported expert, Rezia confirms where her true alliances in fact 
lie. She undergoes a dynamic conversion, turning against the paternalist wisdom she once trusted, later assuring 
Septimus that “They could not separate them against their wills” (Woolf 144). Rezia’s driving desire throughout 
the narrative is to be her husband’s advocate and helpmate; what she lacks is the appropriate language and 
therefore the framework of understanding in which to do so meaningfully, knowing that her husband has 
become a stranger without knowing how to recover him. Faced with this paucity of formal expression, and 
with the prospect of separation, Rezia can only transform her language of isolation—“I am alone! I am alone!” 
(Woolf 23)—into the plural, solidary pronouns of they, them, their. It is a paradoxically devastating consolidation 
that just before he falls, Septimus—who has also previously thought “So he was deserted” (Woolf 90)—can 
acknowledge that his wife is truly with him in understanding. Both Septimus and Rezia are confronted by this 
gap between the human experience of trauma and its spoken or written expression, between pre-symbolic 
meaning and language; both are able, together, to explore this tension through poetry.

 Although Van Wert and DeMeester discuss Septimus as a poet in terms of identity, they pay somewhat 
less attention to the actual poetry and artistry his narrative produces. Vara Neverow’s “Septimus Smith, 
Modernist War Poet” examines this radical post-impressionist poetry presented to us by “the muse-like 
omniscient narrator who sifts through the workings of Septimus’s mind and gives us intermittent access to his 
creativity” (Neverow 61). When broken into lines of poetry, the cadences and motifs of Septimus’s thoughts 
evoke Ezra Pound, T.S Eliot, and Wilfred Owen at turns. He “transmits the voices of the dead themselves, as an 
oracle from the cleft between life and death that is the site of trauma” (63). Septimus is not only expressing his 
own trauma through the narrative he shares with us, but the trauma common to a whole butchered generation 
of men. His frustrated desire for a pre-symbolic mastery of meaning, his existence within the similar cleft 
between word and world, does not supersede his wartime trauma in any biographical sense, or at least not in the 
way Van Wert evaluates it. It is instead a modernist poetic conflict—if not the modernist poetic conflict, with 
modernism being in many ways inseparable from the effects of WWI—that Woolf has taken and made the core 
of his character. The papers and drawings that Rezia has collected for him reveal “the phantasmagoric range of 
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Septimus’s creativity” (Neverow 63), produced by just this conflict, but also quietly remind us of Rezia’s role in 
helping to create them. 

 Rezia’s attraction to Septimus, while possibly attributable to her stereotyped first impressions of him 
as a manly, self-composed English solider, contain an intellectual element that is less immediately delegable 
to feminine naiveté. Septimus may struggle with the limits of language, but his wife falls in love with him 
particularly because he inspires a newfound capacity for radical self-expression within her: “She could say 
whatever came into her head….Anything, anything that struck her to say she would tell him, and he understood 
at once. Her own family were not the same” (Woolf 142-43). In fact, Rezia is the only other “conscience” in the 
novel besides Septimus himself who is granted direct, unmediated access to his poetry. Even we, as the readers, 
are not provided with any quoted excerpts. Rezia transcribes it while Septimus dictates, evoking the classical 
relationship between a divine, inspiring source and the mortal hand that becomes its agent: “She wrote it down 
just as he spoke it. Some things were very beautiful; others sheer nonsense” (137). Rezia’s ability to recognize 
the raw phantasmagoric beauty of her husband’s experimental, occasionally incompressible poetry may even 
be more refined than the ability of Septimus himself, given how she can look at language on a level that is both 
above and below a native English speaker’s capacities. 

 Questions concerning why Rezia should be Italian rather than English have often been answered in 
relation to Septimus’s service on the oft-ignored Italian front, and Woolf ’s desire to underscore a larger post-
war tradition of forgetfulness as well as sanitized commemoration (Bradshaw 118). Yet, Rezia’s identity as a 
foreign-born speaker also puts her into a critical, deliberately rather than organically constructed relationship 
with English, with the Shakespeare that Septimus once enlisted to save and later gave his wife to read “before 
she could even read a child’s story in English” (Woolf 143). According to Woolf ’s treatise on “illness literature,” 
foreigners are placed at a certain poetic advantage because they can hear the rhythms and musical qualities of 
language without any interference of signified meaning. They can experience words emotionally and visually, 
rather than as a collection of sound-sign translations, in a way native speakers cannot. When Rezia and Septimus 
spread out their collaborative work on the sofa—“the things he had written, the things she had written for him” 
(144)—to examine it, their internal narratives draw so close together that it is impossible to distinguish whose 
thoughts we are hearing, or whose eyes we are looking through. The modernist narrative style achieves a perfect 
cohesion of consciousness that slips them both under the surface meanings:

They looked at them together. Diagrams, designs, little men and women brandishing sticks for 
arms, with wings—were they?—on their backs; circles traced round shillings and sixpences—the 
suns and stars; zigzagging precipices with mountaineers ascending roped together, exactly like 
knives and forks; sea pieces with little faces laughing out of what might perhaps be waves: the map 
of the world. Burn them! he cried. Now for his writings; how the dead sing behind rhododendron 
bushes; odes to Time; conversations with Shakespeare; Evans, Evans, Evans—his messages from 
the dead; do not cut down trees; tell the Prime Minister. Universal love: the meaning of the world. 
Burn them! he cried. (Woolf 144) 

This perfect balance of imagery and poetry, sound and symbol, creates the startling impression that we are in fact 
seeing the pictures, shapes, and colors behind Septimus’s language, rather than experiencing them separately. 
The men and women with wings on their backs become the singing dead behind rhododendron bushes; suns 
and stars become the odes to Time, which appears unchanging, fixed, and immortal yet never stands still; the 
map of the world becomes the meaning of the world; Septimus’s command “burn them!” works as a refrain. The 
gaps between word and meaning have here been erased, as have the gaps between Septimus’s and Rezia’s minds 
while studying their dialogic production of a poetic narrative that represents the fragmented experience of 
trauma. And Rezia, in reply to Septimus’s order, lays her hands upon the work: “She would tie them up (for she 
had no envelope) with a piece of silk. Even if they took him, she said, she would go with him” (144). Rezia then 
binds up the papers and promises she will put them away, while continuing to declare in her plural-pronoun way 
that nothing and nobody can separate them. Easily, then, effortlessly, Rezia’s simple action and equally simple 
language of unity transform Septimus into his own poetry, blurring and negating the distinctions between 
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them. It transports Septimus—in a way his violent suicide alone cannot—into a world above ordinary language, 
towards which his character has always reached but has never quite been able to grasp. Rezia has neither failed as 
a witness nor as a wife, and in preserving her husband’s work she both takes on the guardianship of his narrative 
and provides him with a measure of release. His death will be Holmes’s and Bradshaw’s ideas of a tragedy, 
Septimus thinks, “not his or Rezia’s (for she was with him)” (146).

 Unbeknownst to Rezia, Septimus also performs one last poetic transformation. As he watches his wife 
bundle up the poetry, Septimus observes: “She was a flowering tree; and through her branches looked out the 
face of a lawgiver, who had reached a sanctuary where she feared no one; not Holmes; not Bradshaw; a miracle, 
a triumph” (Woolf 144). The progress of Septimus’s character has been towards an ability to truly see and hear 
his wife, compared to her the scene in Regent’s Park when he cannot even recognize her voice, just as Rezia has 
progressed towards an alliance with him through language. Septimus here preserves Rezia in metaphor, lifting 
her above the reductive powers of Proportion, Conversion, and human nature to harm her, in the way that she 
has lovingly bound up his poetry—a part of himself—in silk for safekeeping. He elevates Rezia into a space 
where she too might be able to achieve that unmediated self-expression she first sought by marrying him, and 
which she will no doubt need in the fragmented, traumatized life that is about to begin with his death.
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Of Dublin Streets and English Iron: 
The Colonial Character of James Joyce’s “A Painful Case”

Thomas Connor 

In a 1907 lecture, James Joyce, speaking to a foreign audience, addressed his concerns with the condition 
of Ireland’s collective ego.1 The only valid way to understand Ireland’s modern character, he claimed, was to view 
its history as bound, willingly, to English colonialism.2 Rather than a call to arms, Joyce called for something else: 
a revival, a reawakening, of the Irish consciousness. “One thing alone seems clear to me,” he said, “if [Ireland] is 
truly capable of reviving, let her awake, or let her cover up her head and lie down decently in her grave forever” 
(Joyce qtd. in Barry 127). 

The previous year, Joyce expressed to publisher Grant Richards that with Dubliners he had “taken the first 
step towards the spiritual liberation of [Ireland]” (Ellmann 88). He considered the collection a “nicely polished 
looking-glass” in which the Irish could get “one good look at themselves” (90). By presenting (ostensibly) real 
characters3 within a familiar, ordinary Dublin, Joyce thus offered Dubliners as a superficially realistic text. This 
method, however, is only one facet of Joyce’s literary artifice.

In his book Irish Identity and the Literary Revival: Synge, Yeats, Joyce and O’Casey, scholar G. J. Watson 
excavates another layer of Joyce’s authorship. Citing a passage from the posthumous Stephen Hero, Watson argues 
that the title character’s conception of the supreme artist is a key to a a deeper understanding of Joyce’s treatment 
of Irish subject-matter in Dubliners. The passage reads:

To equate these faculties was the secret of artistic success: the artist who could disentangle the 
subtle soul of the image from its mesh of defining circumstances most exactly, and re-embody 
it in artistic circumstances chosen as the most exact for it in its new office, he was the supreme 
artist. (Joyce qtd. in Watson 165)

Following Watson, I view Joyce’s ostensible realism and this theory of the supreme artist as crucially linked. 
“Joyce had to find his own way of treating life,” Watson argues, adding that before Joyce had ever written any 
creative prose “he had realized that he must commit himself to the reality of Irish subject-matter, however 
1 Delivered in Trieste, Italy on April 27, 1907; Joyce begins his lecture, “Ireland, Island of Saints and Sages,” with the claim: “Nations 
have their ego, just like individuals” (Barry 108).
2 Joyce cites two ill-omened days that mark Ireland’s colonial complicity, the Anglo-Saxon and Norman invasion: “the fact is that the 
English came to Ireland at the repeated requests of a native king, without, needless to say, and great desire on their part” (Joyce qtd. in 
Barry 119); and The Act of Union of 1880: “In addition, there is the fact that parliamentary union was not legislated at Westminster 
but at Dublin, by a parliament elected by the vote of the people of Ireland, a parliament corrupted and undermined with the greatest 
ingenuity by the agents of the English prime minister” (Joyce qtd. in Barry 199).
3 From Joyce’s 1900 critical essay, “Drama and Life”: “Still I thought out of the dreary sameness of existence, a measure of dramatic life 
may be drawn . . . Life we must accept as we see it before our eyes, men and women as we meet them in the real world, not as we appre-
hend them in the world of faery” (Joyce qtd. in Barry 28).
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inglorious that matter was” (Watson 166). The reality of Irish subject-matter is integral for Joyce’s socio-political 
concerns; his representation of the subject-matter is integral to both his socio-political and literary concerns. 
They are the things Joyce “chooses rather to bend upon” (166). That is, they are the contextually defining 
circumstances that Joyce manipulates in order to excavate hidden, problematic conditions of his native country.

Within this scope, this essay focuses on “A Painful Case” and interrogates what it means in terms of its 
socio-political and literary significance. I argue two points: 1) Mr. James Duffy, one of the story’s two central 
characters, is not simply an ordinary Dubliner, but a textual manifestation of modern Ireland’s collective ego; 2) 
Mr. James Duffy, and by extension Ireland itself, unknowingly suffers from a psychological condition that has 
been clinically defined as depersonalization disorder.

 “A Painful Case” is 3,622 words; the opening paragraph (the story’s longest paragraph) is 327 words. It 
describes the bedroom in Mr. James Duffy’s “old sombre house” in a suburban outskirt of Dublin (Joyce 87). 
Entering through the window, the narration finds itself in an uncarpeted bedroom with lofty walls “free from 
pictures” (87). The barren walls establish the narrative frame, and indicate a space devoid of distinguishing 
features. We remain here for the rest of the paragraph. The narrator goes on to describe Duffy’s furniture: “a 
black iron bedstead, an iron washstand, four cane chairs . . . a fender and irons and a square table on which lay a 
double desk [emphasis added]” (87). Joyce seems explicitly concerned with the contents of Mr. Duffy’s bedroom. 
Why? I find it appropriate here to turn to Walter Benjamin. 

 In his historical essay, “Paris: Capital of the Nineteenth Century,” Benjamin writes:

For the private citizen, for the first time the living-space became distinguished from work. The 
former constituted itself as the interior . . . The private citizen required of the interior that it 
should maintain him in his illusions. The necessity was all the more pressing since he had no 
intention of adding social preoccupations to his business ones. In the creation of his private 
environment he suppressed them both. . . This represented the universe for the private citizen. In 
it he assembled the distant in space and in time. His drawing-room was a box in the world-theatre 
. . . (Benjamin 169)

The report of Mr. Duffy’s bedroom—distinct from his workplace, distinct from Dublin itself, because he “wished 
to live as far as possible from the city of which he was a citizen” (Joyce 87)—seems analogous to Benjamin’s 
theory of the private-space as a metaphorical representation of individual interiority. “He had himself bought 
every article of furniture in the room” (87), the narrator informs us, emphasizing Duffy’s ownership of the 
furniture within the room’s empty walls. Joyce is embedding Duffy’s characterization within the bedroom 
furniture. More precisely, he is embedding the furniture’s specific materials within Duffy’s characterization. 
When we think Duffy, Joyce wants us to not only think about what he owns, but, more precisely, about the 
materials those objects consist of. And the most prominent material is iron.

 England dominated the European iron industry in the early twentieth century. Owing to labor trouble 
and a lack of resources, Ireland depended on English iron for the development of its urban infrastructure. 
Dublin’s railways and the Ha’penny Bridge, for example, were English-commissioned cast iron projects. 
Sociologist Patrick Carroll-Burke examines the dynamics of this Irish/English iron relationship in his 2002 
essay, “Material Designs: Engineering Cultures and Engineering States—Ireland 1650-1900.” He uses the term 
“socio-material engineering” to describe various ways “the body of Ireland was worked over and made an agent 
of the English order” (Burke 80). He argues that while advertised as social improvement projects, the English 
colonists “viewed their material projects as powerful mechanisms that would act, purposely, to secure the 
colonial state” (80). Joyce makes a similar claim in his lecture, stating how England’s “materialistic civilization” 
creates the economic and intellectual conditions that “do not permit the development of individuality” (124). 
The basic goal of colonization is to secure the ideology of its system in a new geographical region in order for 
the system to reproduce itself. By stifling individuality, They (the Colonists) also stifle the desire to transgress the 
established order. Material products, and material projects, are advertised as individually and socially beneficial, 
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as benevolent. Citizens buy these products; they pay taxes for the projects, and thus become active agents of their 
own oppression.

  As the opening paragraph concludes, the narration shifts to Duffy’s physical characteristics. He is 
described as a gloomy, structured man—one who abhors “anything which betokened physical or mental 
disorder” (Joyce 88). His harsh, uninviting face is “of the brown tint of Dublin streets” (88). Duffy’s facial 
complexion isn’t likened to the tint of Dublin streets. It is of the tint. Joyce is being strategic here. He is 
embodying the material that makes up Dublin within the material that makes up Duffy. 

“He lived at a little distance from his body, regarding his own acts with doubtful side-glances,” (88) 
continues the narrator, regarding Duffy’s bodily dissociation, contradicting his abhorrence of physical disorders. 
Then: “He had an odd autobiographical habit which led him to compose in his mind from time to time a short 
sentence about himself containing a subject in the third person and a predicate in the past tense” (88). These two 
personality traits are positioned next to one another. While the former is a physical trait and the latter is a mental 
one, they share a commonality: they are symptoms of depersonalization disorder. 

In their seminal work, Feeling Unreal: Depersonalization Disorder and the Loss of the Self, psychiatrists 
Daphne Simeon and Jeffrey Abugel provide a thorough exploration of depersonalization disorder’s history, 
research, causes, and treatment. They cite the first use of the term in its present context to date back to The 
Journal Intime by Henri Frédéric Amiel (1821-1881). They declare this “one particular entry helped to define the 
nature of depersonalization for all time” (11). The passage reads:

And now I find myself regarding existence as though beyond the tomb, from another world. All 
is strange to me; I am, as it were, outside my own body and individuality; I am depersonalised, 
detached, cut adrift. Is this madness? (11)

While the research of depersonalization disorder has developed vastly since Amiel, the authors consider 
this initial conception of the phenomenon to be accurate. Basic depersonalization, they write, is a somewhat 
common defense mechanism. It serves a purpose—“to mentally distance an individual from horrific or 
overwhelming circumstances” (3). However, sometimes this mechanism can “go awry and exhibit a darker side, 
which manifests itself as depersonalization disorder” (3). 

Duffy lives at a little distance from his body, as if he exists in a dualistic state. This is a common symptom 
of the disorder.4 Furthermore, Duffy’s autobiographical habit is a linguistic representation of the disorder itself. 
Instead of understanding himself as the subjective “I” which perceives the world, interacts with its surroundings, 
and functions as the locus of ego development, Duffy’s tendency to dissociate his self-identification from 
present-subject to past-predicate narrows the field of his consciousness and seems to suppress any sort of 
subjective development. It is as if Duffy’s self is not his own self in these moments, but instead occupied by an 
external agency, one he is unaware of.

According to Joyce, Ireland (like Duffy; Duffy, like Ireland) suffers from something “inimical, 
unpropitious, and despotic in its own present conditions” (Joyce qtd. in Barry 124). It’s soul, he claims, needs to 
be revived. The death of the “soul” has been cited as another symptom of depersonalization disorder.5 

One evening, as the story progresses, Mr. Duffy finds himself sitting beside two ladies in the Rotunda 
concert hall. Joyce places Duffy in Dublin’s cultural center, which is “thinly peopled and silent, [giving] the 
distressing prophecy of failure” (Joyce 88-89). The women are Mrs. Emily Sinico and her unnamed daughter. 

4 “According to the latest edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Psychiatric Disorders, the essential features of depersonal-
ization disorder are “characterized by a feeling of detachment or estrangement from one’s self. (Criterion A) The individual may feel like 
an automaton or as if he or she is living in a dream or a movie. There may be a sensation of being an outside observer of one’s mental 
processes, one’s body, or parts of one’s body” (Abugel 12-13).
5 “I feel as if I am dead. I have no sense of humor but fake false smiles when necessary. I cannot feel sex. I am deceiving my loved ones 
pretending to feel for them, to be connected and to care. My soul has been stolen from me. All I feel is a strange void. It is like a biblical 
curse—my wine has turned to vinegar, food to dry, tasteless powder—my soul has departed” (Abugel 81).
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Emily comments on the pitiful nature of the hall’s emptiness, and then a conversation between she and Duffy 
ensues. Their dialogue, however, is not conveyed. All the narrator reveals is that “while they talked he tried to 
fix her permanently in his memory” (89). Duffy’s autobiographical habit interjects here, disrupting narrative 
and relocating his temporality from the present moment to a past tense construct. Gerald Doherty, a reputable 
Joycean scholoar, in his essay “Upright Man/Fallen Woman: Identification and Desire in James Joyce’s Dubliners” 
posits that this lack of narration “mirrors precisely Duffy’s own mode of self-invention, his method of distancing 
himself from the events that constitute his existence” (Doherty 41). 

Duffy and Mrs. Sinico develop a relationship. They meet late at night and choose the “most quiet 
quarters for their walks together” (Joyce 89). Duffy, however, has a “distaste for underhand ways” and forces his 
invitation to the Sinico residence, where “little by little he entangled his thoughts with hers. He lent her books, 
provided her with ideas, shared his intellectual life with her. She listened to all” (Joyce 90). Emily becomes 
Duffy’s confessor. “With almost maternal solicitude she urged him to let his nature open to the full” (90), says the 
narrator, providing a glimmer of possibility for Duffy’s psychological development.

In a direct discourse on Ireland’s political context, Duffy describes to Emily the period of time when he 
attended the meetings of an Irish Socialist Party. “The workmen’s discussions,” he says, “were too timorous; the 
interest they took in the question of wages was inordinate” (90). This causes Duffy to “discontinue” his affiliation 
with the group. An odd reason, to say the least. Duffy uses the word timorous to describe the group’s inordinate 
interest in increased wages. But an inordinate interest to increase the wages for workingmen does not seem 
timorous. It seems realistic. An urgent concern for citizens of a country being underdeveloped by colonial forces. 
“He felt that they were hard-featured realists and that they resented an exactitude which was the produce of a 
leisure not within their reach,” (Joyce 90) summarizes the narrator, regarding Duffy’s dissociation of himself 
from the common Irish workingman. It is here that Duffy seems cognizant of Ireland’s complex socio-political 
problems. There is something lacking in the collective agency of the group. They are unaware that their realism 
undermines their goals. Duffy prophesizes that “no social revolution . . . would be likely to strike Dublin for 
some centuries” (90). But Duffy does not offer a solution of his own. When asked why he does not “write out 
his thoughts” (90), Duffy replies, with careful scorn, “For what . . . To compete with phrasemongers, incapable 
of thinking consecutively for sixty seconds? To submit himself to the criticisms of an obtuse middle class which 
entrusted its morality to policemen and its fine art to impresarios?” (90) Duffy, instead of contributing, as Joyce 
does, to the intellectual work for the revolution of Irish society, criticizes the nature of the society itself (which 
is, according to him, a society of criticisms) and rejects it, as if preferring Ireland to “cover up her head and lie 
down decently in her grave, forever” (Joyce qtd. in Barry 127). This sort of anger, this lack of respect, this apathy, 
is what constitutes, to Joyce, the gravestone of Irish idealism that “disappeared from the world with the death of 
James Clarence Mangan” (Joyce qtd. in Barry 126), whose patriotic verses represented “the old national soul that 
spoke during the centuries through the mouths of fabulous seers” (Barry 124). In his essay, “No Cheer for the 
‘Gratefully Oppressed’ in James Joyce’s Dubliners,” Trevor L. Williams writes: “Of all the characters [Mr. Duffy] 
is the most firmly trapped within ideology . . . [he] acts out the mechanics of a system, capitalism, invented by 
men, dedicated to the accumulation of profit” (Williams 429). Duffy’s interiority, generated and governed by 
colonization, transforms the possibilities of Irish revival into an illusion by turning the Irish against one another, 
just as Duffy turns against Emily.

“This union exalted him,” says the narrator, adding that “it wore away the rough edges of his character, 
emotionalized his mental life. Sometimes he caught himself listening to the sound of his own voice. He thought 
that in her eyes he would ascend to an angelical stature” (Joyce 90). Duffy’s exaltation is not due to his emotional 
connection with Emily. It is the effect of what Joyce defined as Ireland’s ecclesiastical fidelity. “Without any 
doubt,” Joyce lectured, “Ireland has been up to now the most faithful daughter of the Catholic church . . . In time 
we will see an Irish monk throw away his frock, run off with some nun, and proclaim in a loud voice the end of 
the coherent absurdity that was Catholicism” (120). In this passage, Duffy projects his interpretation of himself 
as though viewing himself through Emily’s eyes—a fantasy of how he wants Emily to view him—being of angelic 
stature. Gerald Doherty again argues:
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Duffy’s supreme moment of revelation (he identifies himself with the angels), however, coincides 
with a supreme moment of blindness . . . [H]is aspiration to angelic love conforms to a medieval 
Roman Catholic theology that identifies love with a spiritual ascent to the sexless state of the 
angels and thus negates erotic fulfillment. Duffy is as blind to the religious ideology that regulates 
his sexual drive as he is to the colonial one that frustrates his political aspirations to leadership. 
(Doherty 103)

Duffy’s erotic identification is undefined. His repulsion when Emily Sinico takes his hand can suggest a 
possible repressed homosexuality, but it can also suggest a repressed erotic drive altogether. The colonial 
act of appropriating self-identification absorbs the domain of the id in order to reinforce the stability of the 
conditioned ego. Duffy is essentially miming an ideological masculinity that he has been conditioned to accept 
as ideal. Yet now, when confronted with the physical reality of that masculinity, he becomes disillusioned. Their 
friendship ends. Four years pass. Duffy continues his daily routine, save his visits to the concert hall, “lest he 
should meet her” (Joyce 91). And then, on another fateful evening, just as Duffy is “about to put a morsel of 
corned beef and cabbage into his mouth” (91), Duffy’s eyes are drawn to a paragraph in the evening newspaper. 
He reads the paragraph over and over again, and eventually leaves the restaurant.

 Duffy returns to his bedroom and “reads the paragraph again by the failing light of the window” (92). 
Yet what follows is not a mere paragraph, but a report. DEATH OF A LADY AT SYDNEY PARADE: A PAINFUL 
CASE is the headline. It recounts the accidental death of Mrs. Emily Sinico, who was run over by an evening 
train at the Sydney Parade Station. Textual evidence, and our interpretive deduction, understands this event not 
as an accident, but as a suicide. Despite a depersonalized account of Mrs. Emily Sinico, and recurring statements 
generated to dispel any doubts regarding the driver or the railway industry’s liability, we learn that in the years 
following her final night with Duffy, Emily had taken to drinking, and “had been in the habit of crossing the lines 
late at night from platform to platform” (93). Emily dies on the cast iron railway. In a metaphorical sense, she 
dies on the material that constitutes Duffy’s interiority, an interiority sustained by the material that constitutes 
it. English material, colonial material, ideological material. In a sense, Emily commits suicide within Duffy’s 
interiority itself. 

 Duffy puts down the paper and wanders the streets that bear the tint of his complexion. He wavers 
between hatred toward Emily and self-loathing until he looks along the Liffey toward Dublin and sees two 
human figures making love. He considers them venal creatures, but their lovemaking also causes him to despair. 
Maybe, in this dark, empty night, this is where the old national soul begins to awake. Physical consummation of 
desire, free from ideological conscription, defies the colonial order of things . . . and Duffy just waits. There is no 
noise, just emptiness. He waits. The night is perfectly still, perfectly silent. He feels alone.
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Reaching the Affective Domain by Leveling Power and Status in  
Writing Conference Conversations between Instructor and Student

Christina Esposito 

J:…there were just so many details I wasn’t sure to put in, what to take out. Like things like (looks 
through the paper) like the whole thing about Pittsburg, I wasn’t sure like # I don’t know # like how much 
I should put into it. Cause if I wrote this in high school everyone would know where it was. And no one 
[here] would know how far it is and where it is located. So I wasn’t sure if I should add all of these little 
details but…”

S: What’s # now that you’ve gotten the first draft done (J: Umhm.) what’s your point in writing the essay? 
What do you want to achieve by writing it?

Ms. Smith, listening to the tape, recognizes she ignored the concern Julie raised. 

S: I dodged the question. I didn’t say, “Well, you should say that Pittsburg is so many hours away.” 
Probably I should have answered the question, but it kind of led me into something else I wanted to talk 
about. (Newkirk 206)

The conversation above is a transcribed recording between a first year college writing student, Julie, and her 
teacher, Ms. Smith, that takes place during one of their biweekly writing conference meetings. This transcription, 
provided by Dr. Thomas Newkirk’s 1995 study “The Writing Conference as Performance”, is typical of many 
writing conferences still held today. The student and teacher are discussing the student’s writing process and 
figuring out ways for the student to become a better writer. Like most writing conference conversations, the 
dialogue is messy and even a bit confusing as the pair try to solve composition problems. There are awkward 
pauses (indicated by a #), backchannel utterances like “Umhm” and abrupt changes in where the conversation is 
headed. There is also, upon closer inspection, a power dynamic in play as the student attempts to set the agenda 
for the conversation and the teacher ignores that agenda in order to force the discussion into the direction she 
had in mind. As found in this piece of dialogue, much of the foundational conferencing research, and in my own 
study, the structure and language of writing conference conversations reveal that there are several complicated 
power dynamics at play. These dynamics typically place the instructor in a position of power, limiting the 
opportunities for instructors and students to reach the affective dimension. The ability of conferences to reach 
that affective dimension is often what draws professors to conferencing in the first place and without it, we risk 
any chance of real learning and teamwork. 

The writing conference is an institutional practice that has been an essential part of the American 
University system since its first recorded use in the 1890’s. Traditional writing conferences are face-to-face 
meetings held between a professor and student. In theory, they are collaborative conversations aimed at helping 
students become better learners and writers. This collaborative view is grounded on the belief that “invention is 
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a collaborative act” (Howard Moore 60). This belief, as first stated by Kenneth Bruffee, asserts that learning, and 
therefore composition, stems on, and thrives on, interaction with others. While most instructors might agree 
with Bruffee (as do I) and hold these discussions because of the benefits of direct interaction with students, there 
is some dissent if writing conferences are supposed to be casual, comfortable, rapport building sessions or if 
they are supposed to be solely a form of individualized teaching (Black 12). I argue that they can, and should, be 
both. They need to be rapport building sessions in order to reach the affective domain and become true teaching 
moments. 

The affective domain is the part of teaching and learning that is related to feelings, values, motivations, 
and attitudes. While some may dismiss the affective domain as “too touchy-feely” or too costly in terms of time, 
it is essential to good teaching (Talhlem). When instructors teach to the affective dimension and connect with 
students and their lives outside of the classroom, they are more likely to motivate a student. Motivation directly 
influences writing and learning. Furthermore, when we take the time to discover and discuss what is happening 
in our students’ lives, we may see that “Students’ feelings and situations and problems spill over into the students’ 
performance in class and may be the heart of whatever difficulties they are having” (Black 131). Unfortunately, 
the very nature of writing conferences sets up an unequal power arrangement from the start, making the 
affective domain harder to reach. The teacher initiates the meeting and typically students only come to it because 
they have to and there will most likely be consequences if they do not attend. For example, in my own writing 
course, students who miss our conference are considered absent. From the very start, conferences are not 
necessarily the collaborative conversations they are perceived as. 

Susan Blau, John Hall, and Tracy Strauss define conferences as conversations that create solidarity in 
relationships often between two people equal in status that is usually reflected in a non-directive style (22). 
Yet, as Dr. Laurel Johnson Black proclaims this does not always happen. She defines conferencing as “an 
asymmetrical language interaction, drawing its rules from both the discourse of the classroom and the discourse 
from casual conversation” (12). As alluded to above by the very fact that it is the teacher who customarily calls 
the conference into existence, students and teachers have a different status and role that they each perform 
during this meeting, which often originates in the classroom. As Erving Goffman asserts, “individuals in social 
encounters play an information game, selectively revealing and concealing attitudes, feelings, and thoughts 
so as to maintain a ‘front’ consistent with the idealized role being played” (qtd. in Newkirk 193). In writing 
conferences it is often the case that the student assumes the role of the serious college undergraduate, who does 
not want to look incompetent and who does not want to challenge the teacher, and the teacher plays the role 
of the expert, evaluator, advice giver, and writing authority. These assumed roles lead to linguistic choices that 
solidify these roles, roles that frequently ignore the affective domain. 

Thomas Newkirk warns that especially in First Year Writing courses, the students’ role in the writing 
conference is quite new to them, which automatically puts them at a disadvantage. They are often fearful and 
nervous and hide that anxiety by appearing more comfortable and knowledgeable than they really are (Newkirk 
194). Students will go on pretending to act as if they know exactly what their teachers are talking about, at 
the cost of their own learning. Teachers too, are guilty of this kind of performance acting. According to Irene 
Wong, teachers (in this case graduate students) claimed expertise even in areas where they had little knowledge, 
most likely to keep their image as authoritative experts (qtd. in Black 25). Instead of conference meetings being 
spaces where professors and students work to break down the institutional structures that separate them in the 
classroom, they instead regularly role play in ways that reinforce those hierarchal structures. 

These hierarchal power structures and roles are illuminated by the linguistic elements of the 
conversation. According to David Elias and Carolyn Walker’s study, the most impactful conversational feature 
that affects the outcome of writing conferences is who sets the agenda (281). Elias and Walker hypothesized 
that students would evaluate conferences as successful if they were the ones who dominated the conversation. 
However, this was not the case. They found that their highest rated meetings in terms of both student and 
teacher satisfaction were those where the student set the agenda. As long as the student had the power to set the 
focus of the conference on whatever was important to them, it did not seem to matter who did the most talking, 
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the teacher or the student (282). Interestingly, when I asked my own students who they thought should set the 
agenda for the conference, there was disagreement. Only two students thought the student should set the agenda, 
four thought that the instructor should, and the rest (eight students) thought it should be both the instructor and 
the student (Esposito). I was surprised that only two thought they, the students, should have this control, and 
that four thought that the teacher should have this control. 

As Elias and Walker noted, it does not appear to matter who speaks most of the time, as long as the 
agenda is in the student’s control. Yet, who speaks for how long and the silences between speaking turns 
are aspects that can also determine who holds the power in a conversation. Lisa Delpit argues that the ideal 
writing conference is one where “students take elaborated turns describing the process of writing, evaluating, 
and revising” (qtd in Newkirk 197). She argues this is ideal because it shifts the authority from instructors to 
students, letting the students keep their ownership of their piece of writing (Newkirk 197). The challenge with 
this ideal model in which students take elaborated, self-evaluative turns is that they are frequently too scared to 
speak, in case they say something wrong or anger their teacher by speaking for too long (Black 41). What occurs 
more often is that students have long periods of silence, especially when the teacher asks them a question or 
when there is a lull in conversation. Newkirk cautions teachers not to take these silences and hesitations as signs 
that the student is having intellectual difficulty (197). Newkirk also cautions that some students may be using 
these silences as a strategy to make the teacher uncomfortable. This way, the teacher, feeling the need to talk and 
fill the gap, perhaps answering his or own question, tells the student what to do instead of letting the student 
figure it out (213). 

The person who asks the questions is often the person who has the most power (Newkirk 199). This is 
problematic for many reasons. Posing questions is a key component to good teaching. It is what teachers do. 
Good questions can start the conversation, sustain it, and prompt students to think for themselves. Question-
asking in regards to control and power is further problematized because if students ask questions (which they 
do less than teachers), they place the teacher in a position of power again as the giver of answers and knowledge 
(Newkirk 199). Thomas Reigstad, who analyzed transcripts from sessions between professors and students, 
paid special attention to this complicated area of who should ask questions and what effects they have on power 
dynamics. Reigstad concluded that any time a person initiates or sustains a conversation by posing questions, he 
or she has the power to shape the conversation and possibly steer it away from what the speaking partner wants 
to discuss (14). He noted how asking questions is also a common way teachers set the agenda of the conference 
and show they have more power than the student.

Question asking is just one complicated, specific linguistic feature that teachers may use to show their 
power and control. Discourse markers like “so” and “well” are other ways that, when spoken by teachers, expose 
the underlying power struggles. For instance, Black notices that in her own conferences if she hears a student 
begin a sentence with “well” she has a tendency to interrupt that student because “well” usually indicates some 
sort of dissent or disagreement from the student and Black does not want her opinion to be challenged (42). 
Another discourse marker Black analyzed is “and”. In her studies, she found that teachers used “and” to forcefully 
string ideas together so they could keep talking and hold the floor. Additionally, they used “and” with a pause in 
order to shift topics. She compared the use of “and” to a spider and its web, its purpose to catch and to hold (46). 
“Well” and “and” are seemingly minor words that instructors may not even be wholly conscious of. Yet, these 
small discourse makers keep teachers in control and in power. 

Perhaps slightly more prominent discourse markers that relate to power are phrases like “you know” and 
“I mean”. “You know” quite literally asks the person (the student) to share the perspective of the speaker (the 
teacher). Black claims that “you know” “subtly forces another speaker into a cognitive relationship that becomes 
a linguistic relationship that marks and cements a social relationship. If the penalties for challenging that 
shared knowledge are too great…then we shape by force. The basic power structure remains untouched” (47). 
Conversely, “I mean” can indicate a lack of shared knowledge, which can be a problem as well (47). The student 
does not share the same reference point as the instructor and there is a good chance he or she will continue on 
with the conference nodding their head “yes” and leaving it confused. 
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So, what can teachers do through their language and discourse to even out the power in writing 
conferences in order to get to that affective dimension? What can teachers do to prevent students from just 
nodding along while they are really struggling and confused? The first answer would be to let the student set 
the agenda, which could include talking about more affective topics. The tricky part about this is that if students 
choose to bring up anything relating to other classes, life outside of class, motivation, and feelings, it is generally 
brought up at the end of the conference, which likely has a time constraint (Black 131). Therefore, it might be 
wise for teachers to use (not abuse) their power so they can control the order topics are discussed and bring 
up affective subjects earlier on in the discussion. Perhaps the most challenging way teachers can level out the 
teacher-student hierarchy is to be very aware and conscious of their language. In my own study, I tried to be 
very aware of my specific word choices, like “and” and “you know”. It was extremely difficult, but rewarding. This 
language in many ways has been programmed into me and how I think teachers should speak. 

The last conversational element teachers can implement into their writing conferences to break through 
to the affective domain is storytelling. Storytelling is sometimes viewed as a digression, and digressions are 
normally looked down upon in academic settings. But, what some fail to see is that “often, digression is 
exploration, is learning” (Black 31). Digressions in terms of storytelling dismember typical power dynamics. If 
teachers tell stories, it makes them seem more like real people, people that students can feel comfortable talking 
with. Ms. Smith, the same teaching assistant from Newkirk’s study who opened this paper, told a story about a 
diabetic friend of hers. Only after she told this story to her student did Ms. Smith remark “It sounds like we’re 
really getting somewhere” (211). If students tell stories, which is even rarer than teachers telling stories, they get 
their teacher as an audience. A teacher who is an active listener in their students’ stories places power back in the 
students and lets the students know that they are being heard as a person, not just a pupil. 

I am a great believer in the power of storytelling and thus endeavored to put the advice from Newkirk 
and Black into action with my own conferences. I tried to be vulnerable and tell stories I knew students could 
relate to and that somewhat had to do with their paper topic. When I asked students through my survey what 
aspects of the conversation, if any, surprised or confused them, two students commented on how they were 
surprised by how relatable I was. One student even said “I think the amount of feedback/personal connections 
surprised me, in a good way because it helped me open up and not feel dumb” (Esposito). I realize this is not 
an abundance of evidence for the affective benefits of storytelling, but I want to note that these students also 
strongly agreed that the conversation satisfied them, increased their understanding of the assignment and how it 
would be evaluated, and met all of their concerns. Maybe telling stories had something to do with that. 

Teachers will always have some power and control in and out of the classroom. While too much power 
and control reinforces the traditional, frequently harmful roles teacher and students are tempted to perform, 
some control may be helpful. If we share control with our students and use our control and power to try to bring 
up affective topics early in the conversation, to ask students how they are doing in other classes, to allow students 
the time and silence they need to work something out in their heads, then we can challenge those institutional 
boundaries we are all so used to. Conscious choices over the language we use and the features of typical writing 
conference conversations we skip or employ can help us see “the urgency of communicating with others, the 
anger or sorrow or fear or connection that generates writing” (Black 140). Quite simply, it can put the joy back in 
writing. 
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