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Abstract 
A favourite literary work of Lu Xun, Kong Yiji has received much attention 
over the years. The novel profoundly depicts and presents the miserable, em-
barrassed life and mental state of an old-fashioned Chinese intellectual, fur-
ther criticizes the traditional Chinese feudal rituals in a scathing manner. As 
two crucial symbols in Kong Yiji, the “long shirts” and the “fennel beans” con-
tain a thought-provoking artistic appeal. The former represents Kong Yiji’s 
shell, his identity, the basis on which he asserted his status and established his 
life, his last link to the declining imperial examinations and the eight-legged 
essay. The latter represents his soul and symbolises his spiritual identity. His 
goodwill towards those around him was not recognised, and the old culture he 
upheld, like his own, had no outlet in the real world. The details of the “long 
shirts” and the “fennel beans” represent the double crisis and dilemma Kong 
Yiji faced in both reality and spirituality. This article will reveal the complex-
ity of characterisation in Kong Yiji through the detail portrayal of the novel. 
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1. Introduction 

Lu Xun was born into a bureaucratic landlord’s family in Shaoxing, Zhejiang in 
1881. However, at the age of 13, his grandfather, who had previously worked as 
an official, was imprisoned for some reason. Afterwards, his father fell ill for a 
long time and eventually died, causing the family to rapidly decline. The changes 
in the family had a profound impact on the young Lu Xun. The changes in his 
family and his life experiences after the changes also brought Lu Xun closer to 
the lower class from his youth. His grandmother’s family lived in the country-
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side, which gave him the opportunity to come into contact and understand the 
lives of farmers. Especially before and after his grandfather’s imprisonment, he 
had to seek refuge with relatives in the countryside and lived there for a long 
time. There, he became friends with the children from the countryside, caring 
and loving each other. These experiences had focused his attention on the 
broader subject area of the lowest class of society, hoping to reflect the suffering 
of unfortunate people in a pathological society by describing their daily life and 
mental state, in order to attract attention to treatment and rescue. For this pur-
pose, he created classic images such as Kong Yiji and Sister Xianglin. 

Kong Yiji was first published in “New Youth” in April 1919. This novel tells 
the story of Kong Yiji, who did not pass the exam of literati and lacked practical 
skills to make a living, indulging in pedantic “knowledge” such as “there are four 
ways to write Hui characters”. He lost his dignity as a human being and became 
the object of ridicule in the Xianheng Hotel. Later, he was broken in leg due to 
stealing a book, leading to a story of his downfall to death. 

Lu Xun once said, “Literature and art are the flames of the national spirit, and 
also the lights guiding the future of the national spirit (Lu, 2019a).” He advo-
cated that literature and art must be able to directly face social reality and pro-
mote social progress. Therefore, most of Lu Xun’s novels have a strong tendency 
towards realistic care, deeply depicting and presenting the spiritual state of Chi-
nese people, and urging readers to reflect on the root cause of the decline of na-
tional spirit, and further criticizing the traditional feudal ethics of China in the 
strictest possible way. 

The novel was published on the eve of the May Fourth Movement, and the wave 
of the New Culture Movement’s “overthrow of the Kong family store” swept 
across the country. Feudal orthodoxy was fiercely criticized, and a group of old 
intellectuals were forced to move forward by the wheel of history. The separation 
of tradition and modernity, history and the present, made it impossible for them 
to reconcile the contradiction between their inner life and external environment, 
and could only lead to their tragic ending. 

Although the plot of “Kong Yiji” is simple, it has profound ideological conno-
tations and artistic charm. While expressing Kong Yiji’s inner world, it also re-
flects the “warmth and coldness” of society. It not only exposes the darkness of 
feudal society, but also portrays people’s spiritual state; It not only has a fresh 
and elegant literary style, but also deeply reflects various social problems and the 
complexity of human nature at that time, allowing readers to not only enjoy the 
beauty of literature but also feel the profound life philosophy contained in the 
work during the reading process. 

In recent years, Kong Yiji has once again become the focus of people’s atten-
tion, causing widespread discussion and reflection, leading to the emergence of 
the “Kong Yiji phenomenon”, which refers to literary works, film and television 
works, music works, and other phenomena with the theme of “Kong Yiji”. When 
searching under the theme of “Lu Xun” in CNKI database, the total number of 
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papers is 54,306. When searching under the theme of “Kong Yiji”, the total 
number is 2515. 

The current research mainly includes the following two aspects: firstly, re-
search on the author himself; secondly, research on the novel of Kong Yiji. It can 
be further divided into the following modules: Some researches are on the tex-
tual form of Kong Yiji (Liu, 2022). They thought that the textual form of “Kong 
Yiji” is an organic device that embeds the external life information fragments of 
“drinkers” and “Kong Yiji” into the internal life information of “young people”. 
The “little man” is the witness, while the “drinker” represents the general socie-
ty, while the “Kong Yiji” symbolizes the bitter people. Most of the general society 
is also bitter people, and the bitter people are difficult for the bitter people. The 
narrative text structure shows the balance and rigidity of the cold and thin per-
sonality of the drinker, while the pure scene description expresses Kong Yiji’s 
desolation. The author believes that Lu Xun conveyed the meaning of “the gen-
eral society’s coldness towards the bitter people” through the text form, When it 
has the positive function of allegorical expression, it also has the negative func-
tion of vague and complex spiritual conflicts, resulting in a rigid understanding 
of the human nature of the drinker and the failure of irony. Some researches are 
on the tragic fate of Kong Yiji (Wang, 2014). The tragic fate of Kong Yiji is either 
due to the social environment such as the feudal culture, feudal education re-
search, the imperial examination system etc. or due to self reasons such as being 
gluttonous and lazy, conservative thinking, being pedantic etc. Some researches 
are on the sociological and cultural influences (He, 2016). This novel deeply ex-
poses the poisoning of the imperial examination system on the spirit of intellec-
tuals at that time and the essence of the feudal system’s “cannibalism”, which has 
strong anti feudal significance. Kong Yiji also tells us that the environment 
creates people, and in a hierarchical order, the vitality, enthusiasm, and compas-
sion of the people are stifled, becoming numb, selfish, and indifferent. Some re-
searches are on the comparison of translations of Kong Yiji (Zhu, 2020). The 
advantages and disadvantages of different versions are studied. Most of these re-
searches focuses on the teaching strategies of Kong Yiji, such as from the pers-
pective of questioning strategy to explore new teaching method (Yang, 2004), or 
from the perspective of text interpretation, analysis of teaching points, and 
teaching strategies to improve the teaching effect (Bao & Guo, 2023), especially 
the design of teaching framework structure. 

There are very few literature exploring the literary nature of Kong Yiji and 
there is a suspicion of deviation and excessive analysis of ideas to some extent. 
They either study the folk customs of Shaoxing City and Lu Xun’s local complex 
(Pan, 2021), analyze the public opinion field in Kong Yiji (Zhang, 2022), or ex-
plore the friction and collision of several identities in the Xianheng Hotel (Liu & 
Yu, 2022), and come to the conclusion that “bitter people persecute bitter 
people”.  

This paper takes a different approach, starting from the novel’s scenes, dialo-
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gues, and character descriptions, to provide a more distinctive perspective for 
the study of Kong Yiji. 

2. The Long Shirt and Kong Yiji’s Identity Identification 

The long shirt was not only a symbol of Kong Yiji’s identity as a literati, but also 
a concentrated representative of his status and resume in this society. It was his 
last connection with the already declining imperial examination and eight-part 
essay, and his protective color. At the same time, when it appeared in a group of 
short-clothing gangs, it was so out of place that it was collectively resisted and 
ridiculed by surrounding manual workers. The strong contrast between Kong 
Yiji’s “self view” and “other view”, as well as his decline and embarrassment in 
social status, was reflected in this long shirt, which could be described as a stroke 
of genius. 

2.1. Kong Yiji’s Cultural Identity 

At the beginning, the novel introduces the layout of the Xianheng Hotel, which 
features a large counter in the shape of a ruler on the street, with hot water ready 
to warm the wine at any time. It introduces two main types of customers: 
“long-shirt” and “short-shirt gang”. The short-shirt gang was often consisted of 
workers, spending four wen copper coins to buy a bowl of wine or an extra wen 
to buy alcoholic beverages. They can only “stand one by one outside the cabi-
net”, while those wearing the long-shirt “stroll into the house next to the store, 
asks for wine and vegetables, and slowly sits and drinks”. The “long shirt” was a 
unique symbol of intellectuals in the old society. In the old days, the intellec-
tual’s status was high and they had the corresponding economic strength to sit 
leisurely in the shop and eat and drink. For the convenience of production and 
labor, the working people usually only wear short-clothes, and naturally could 
not afford to sit inside and drink. They could only gather outside the counter to 
drink and chat. However, the protagonist of the novel, Kong Yiji, in the impres-
sion of the young man in charge of warming the wine, “I”, was “the only person 
standing drinking and wearing a long shirt”. Wearing a long shirt, but he could 
only stand, and was the only one who did so. His clothing and behavior were out 
of place with the people around him. In the eyes of ordinary people, he sat like 
sitting on pins and needles, but Kong Yiji did not think so. Even though he be-
came the subject of ridicule, he still refused to take off his long shirt. 

As for the reason why Kong Yiji refused to take off his long shirt, it is inevita-
ble to talk about Kong Yiji’s cultural identity. According to recollection of “I”, he 
was a student before, but eventually did not enter the prefectural school. He was 
a person who was failed in the imperial examination and was also gluttonous 
and lazy. Kong Yiji never gave up his status as a literati, even though this status 
could no longer bring him glory. His various behaviors also revealed his sour-
ness as a frustrated literati. When the drinker questioned Kong Yiji about steal-
ing books from the He’s family, he retorted, “Qie (Another word whose meaning 
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is close to stealing in Chinese) books cannot be considered stealing…Qie 
books!…can it be considered stealing for a literati?” What he wanted to express 
was: 1) he admitted he had stolen books from the He’s family; 2) because he was 
a literati, stealing books was justified. One of the definitions of the word “steal” 
in the dictionary is to secretly take others property. The definition of the word 
“Qie” is similar to it, and nowadays it is often used in combination with “steal”. 
However, “Qie” in ancient Chinese also means “secretly, privately” and “Take 
something that is not one’s own, receive something inappropriate”. For example, 
a story in the “Historical Records∙Biography of Sun Tzu and Wu Qi” told that 
the envoy of the state of Qi was surprised by Sun Bin’s talent, so he secretly 
brought him to the state of Qi. Therefore, “Qie Shu” can be thought as reading 
others’ books without permission, which is obviously different with stealing 
books. Stealing books is an illegal act aimed at encroaching on the property of 
others, and unauthorized reading of others’ books (Qie Shu) does not cause 
property damage to the book owner. The books are precious in ancient times, 
and the only existing copy was more difficult to find. As a failed literati, Kong 
Yiji’s desired to peek at the collection of books in his employer’s house due to his 
thirst for knowledge was also reasonable  

However, in the face of the drinker’s questioning, Kong Yiji’s defense was 
clearly pale and powerless. “His face turned red, and the blue veins on his fore-
head broke out” further exposing the clumsiness of the impoverished literati. 
Words such as “a gentleman is always poor” and “zhehu” were even more liking 
a chicken to talk with a duck to the short-cloth gang standing outside the coun-
ter drinking alcohol. Workers who had not receiving any school education could 
not understand the meaning of the words, nor could they empathize with his 
helplessness. They only found his appearance of being forced to the end amus-
ing. 

When Kong Yiji argued for himself, he mentioned that “a gentleman is always 
poor” and compared himself to a “gentleman”, drawing a clear line between 
himself and the short-cloth gang standing around drinking alcohol. Someone 
made fun of Kong Yiji’s newly added scar on his face, but he didn’t respond and 
only spoke to the young man in the cabinet. Faced with the mockery of the 
short-cloth gang, Kong Yiji also showed an evasive attitude and disdained talk-
ing to them. This was a means for Kong Yiji to show his identity to others. The 
phrase “arrange” (Pai) in “then arrange nine wen of big money” is the key word 
of the sentence. There are many words that can replace the role of “arrange” in 
this sentence, such as “throw” or “release”, but none of them are as vivid as “ar-
range”. The act of arranging money is slow and solemn. It is like that one is not 
sure if he/she has enough money, so he/she need to line it up and count it care-
fully. It’s not like spending a lot of money, being too lazy to study, or being ob-
scene or trivial, with the intention of fooling others. Kong Yiji listed the money 
one by one and declared in a polite and serious way that he was a literati, differ-
ent from the people around him. At the same time, the act of “arrange” was 
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straightforward and upright, without any hesitation from the people around 
him. Kong Yiji used this to prove that the money for alcohol was not coming 
from an improper source. 

2.2. Kong Yiji’s Social Identity 

Kong Yiji considered himself a literati and a gentleman, but the masses led by “I” 
could only see that he was living in poverty and was “about to beg for food”. He 
used to have a decent job, but unfortunately, he was gluttonous and lazy, so no 
one asked him for money anymore. Life was difficult, so he was inevitable to do 
some “stealing” by chance in order to survive. In the eyes of the masses, Kong 
Yiji was clumsy, funny, and amusing, which was the source of joy. Words such 
as “guffaw” and “making people happy” show that Kong Yiji had lost his inde-
pendent value as a “person” and had not received respect as an “independent in-
dividual”. In people’s minds, he was dispensable, his existence was just a tonic in 
people’s monotonous lives, and even his misfortune was just a conversation 
piece in others’ mouths. 

The long shirt on Kong Yiji’s body was “dirty and torn”, “it seems like it 
hasn’t been patched or washed for more than ten years”. There was no repair, no 
washing, probably no money to repair, and there was no second long shirt to 
change, so after years, it became a tattered piece of clothing. The tattered long 
shirt on this extend no longer added luster to Kong Yiji’s identity, but instead 
became a symbol of sloppy and down and out. Faced with ridicule and incom-
prehension from others, Kong Yiji still wore this dirty and torn long shirt. In his 
heart, the long shirt as a symbol of literati status far exceeded its actual effec-
tiveness in use. Kong Yiji’s quote of “a gentleman’s steadfastness in poverty” 
comes from the “Analects of Confucius: Wei Linggong” (Yang, 2017), where 
“steadfastness in poverty” refers to not changing one’s moral character by living 
in poverty. This is Confucius’ demand for a righteous gentleman and a moral 
constraint that can only be achieved in extremely ideal environments. Kong Yiji 
put it into practice on a practical level, adhering to the belief that no matter how 
dirty or torn the long shirt is, it is also a long shirt, and even the most down and 
out literati is also an upright literati. These believes made him become the only 
person and awkward person who drifted away from the “long shirt customer” 
and “short shirt gang”. 

Kong Yiji fell into such a predicament, but still retained his long nails, which 
he could use to dip his nails in wine and write on the counter. In his concept, it 
was not shameful for a literati to be “absent from work”, but to be willing to be 
enslaved for the sake of livelihood was what made him ashamed. Long nails were 
not conducive to labor, which was another sign of the literati of the old era. He 
refused to cut off his long nails and did not want to deviate from the literati’s re-
serve, which was closely related to his identity: Kong Yiji’s view of his position in 
society was in stark contrast to what others believed. 

One day, about two or three days before the Mid Autumn Festival, the shop- 
keeper was slowly checking out and taking down the powder board. Suddenly, 
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he said, “Kong Yiji hasn’t come for a long time. He still owes nineteen dollars!” 
“I” realized he hasn’t come for a long time. A drinker said, “How did he 
come?…his legs were broken ‘The shopkeeper said’, Oh!” “He always steals. This 
time, he lost his senses and actually stole into Ding Ju’s house. Could his family 
be stolen? ‘What happened later?’ ‘What happened?’ First, he wrote the confes-
sion document, then he was beaten for most of the night, and then his legs were 
broken. ‘Later?’ Later, his legs were broken. ‘What happened to the discount?’ 
What?…Who knows? Maybe he is dead.” (Lu, 2005a) The shopkeeper no longer 
asked, still slowly calculating his accounts. 

The shopkeeper and drinkers thought Kong Yijis legs were broken as a “play”, 
and no one really cared about Kong Yiji’s life and death. One kept asking, as if 
listening to an interesting story, without showing any sympathy for the tragic 
experiences of people who had known each other for a long time, while the other 
answered with massive understatement about Kong Yiji’s whereabouts, “Who 
knows? Maybe he’s dead”, and condemning the victim from a height to “faint”, 
“Could his family be stolen?” to show his sobriety. So Kong Yiji’s misfortune, 
which was full of smell of blood, was dissolved in the merciless voices of these 
two spectators. 

As a vested interest in the imperial examination, Ding (A champion in an im-
perial examination), who hold a high position and power, should have a deep 
understanding of the hardships of the imperial examination process. However, 
he seriously lacked empathy and not only failed to do good to Kong Yij, but also 
cruelly tortured Kong Yij. Regardless of whether Kong Yiji actually stole some-
thing from his family, the indiscriminate practice of lynching by Ding was ob-
viously unfair, but in the era of “only allowing state officials to set fire”, it was 
impossible to be tried. 

Although Xianheng Hotel is small, it is a microcosm of a society full of false-
hood and indifference, with a serious lack of trust between people. Short-cloth 
gang should “watch with their own eyes as the yellow wine is scooped out of the 
jar, see if there is water in the bottom of the pot, and then put the pot in hot wa-
ter, then rest assured”. On the one hand, it indicated that short-cloth gang could 
not tolerate a shortage of yellow wine; on the other hand, it indicated that the 
situation where the shopkeeper allowed the young hotel staff to plot water has 
occurred from time to time, causing both parties to lose basic trust in each other 
and constantly monitor and guard against each other. It is natural for customers 
to spend money on enjoying goods. But in the eyes of the shopkeeper and the 
young staff, it had become “easy to talk, but nagging and entangled”, which 
showed that people were indifferent and deceitful. 

So in the social model that takes the Xianheng Hotel as the narrative scene, 
the “cold scrutiny” people had towards Kong Yiji’s misfortune appeared very 
normal. In order to satisfy their desire to “watch the excitement”, the masses re-
peatedly uncovered Kong Yiji’s scars, exposing him with a “decadent and restless 
appearance, with a layer of gray on his face”. Only then did they burst out 
laughing with satisfaction. 
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Kong Yiji’s life was a failure, so as a person, the most valuable and only thing 
left was self-esteem. As the old saying goes, “A scholar can be killed, but not 
humiliated (Yang, 2023).” But at the Xianheng Hotel, all he encountered were 
provocations and mockery from others. People ignored his dignity and talked 
recklessly about his sadness. What they often said was: “Kong Yiji, you have 
added new scars to your face”, “Kong Yiji, do you really know how to read”, 
“Why can’t you even get half a scholar?” Even when Kong Yiji broke his legs, 
they surrounded him and made fun of him. Finally, they watched Kong Yiji “sat 
and walked slowly with his hands amidst the laughter of others”.  

It wasn’t until more than twenty years later that “‘I’ (The young staff) finally 
haven’t seen Kong Yiji—he maybe indeed die.” The young staff did not carefully 
verify, but only gave a vague conclusion, which coincided with others attitude 
towards Kong Yiji. “Kong Yiji is so cheerful, but without him, others would have 
lived like this (Lu, 2005a).” Whether he was life or death, actually no one cared. 

The author proposed in his essay “Re-discussion of the fall of Lei Feng Pago-
da” that “tragedy destroys the valuable things in life for people to see” (Lu, 
2019b). Kong Yiji’s character is better than others and he never fell behind with 
his beer-money. Without faith, one cannot stand firm. Although Kong Yiji lived 
in poverty, he definitely paid off his debts within a month. It was his bottom line 
as a literati and an important capital for his independence from the short-cloth 
gang. But after being broken legs by Ding, Kong Yiji’s only pride no longer ex-
isted. When the shopkeeper smiled at him as usual and said, “Kong Yiji, did you 
steal again.” He no longer argued, but only said, “Don’t make fun of me!” His at-
titude was completely different from before, and his righteousness changed from 
strict to hesitant, with a slightly weaker tone. Previously, one could only see the 
scars on his face, but now his legs was broken and become disabled. Kong Yiji, 
who “walked” with his bare hands, no longer had his long shirt, but “wore a torn 
jacket”. If Kong Yiji, whose legs had not been broken, could still distinguish 
himself from the “vulgar” laborers through clothing and actions such as a “long 
shirt”, numb himself, and preserve his final dignity, then at this moment, Kong 
Yiji, who “wears a torn jacket”, could be said to have not any dignity. He was not 
only teased by the short-cloth gang, but also severely slap in the face by Ding, 
who was thought by Kong Yiji to have the same social background. Ding directly 
“broke his leg”. This is a dual blow both mentally and physically, making him 
completely lose the basis for his dependence in this society. The long shirt he 
took off indicated that he had given up his identity as a literati. Before his legs 
were broken, although Kong Yiji was poor, his spiritual world was abundant, 
and he could still use “the gentleman’s steadfastness in poverty” as a consolation. 
But after the event of “stealing the books of Ding” and he was broken the legs, he 
became a walking corpse. 

3. The “Fennel Bean” and Spiritual Identity of Kong Yiji 

The introduction of the image of “fennel bean” adds complexity and multiplicity 

https://doi.org/10.4236/als.2024.121001


W. J. Lu 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/als.2024.121001 9 Advances in Literary Study 
 

to the narrative of the entire story. It was a small prop used by the kind-hearted 
Kong Yiji to tease children and gained favor. However, when he tried to ap-
proach the narrator and showcased old knowledge and culture through the “four 
ways of writing in the Chinese word ‘Hui’”, he was met with indifference and 
white eyes. Finally, he “showed a very regretful look”. On the surface, Kong Yiji 
regretted the hotel staff’s unwillingness to learn knowledge, while on another 
level, the author and readers shared the regret that Kong Yiji had been deeply in-
fluenced by the imperial examination culture and was completely useless. If the 
“long shirt” was the outer shell of Kong Yiji, then the “fennel bean” was Kong 
Yiji’s personality and soul, just like encountering obstacles in real life, having no 
way out. 

3.1. Kong Yiji’s Moral Spirit 

Even if Kong Yiji fell to the point of begging, he was unwilling to engage in 
low-end labor to make a living. Didn’t the Sage also said that gentlemen should 
be content with poverty? But Kong Yiji’s poverty was for himself, and he never 
defaulted when standing among the poor. He adhered to the bottom line of be-
ing a righteous person and could be poor, but he cannot do unethical things. 
When others provoked him to steal books from the He’s family, he opened his 
eyes wide and argued, “How can you be so impudent…” The word “steal” is 
vulgar. He refused to accept others using vulgar “steal” to describe a literati like 
him. The chewing upon a subject of “Qie” and “stealing” clearly demonstrated 
Kong Yiji’s likes and dislikes for the meaning and color of words, as well as his 
definition of moral standards. 

Kong Yiji was not liked by adults, but he was very popular with children. Only 
the children were willing to surround Kong Yiji, and at that time, he gave each 
child an fennel bean. The children refused to leave after finishing the fennel 
beans and eagerly looked at Kong Yiji, hoping that he could give more. But a 
plate of fennel beans worth a penny was a food that poor Kong Yiji needed to 
make up his mind to purchase, and could not be distributed to children for 
another round. He only had to “spread his five fingers to cover the plate” and 
coaxed the children away. 

The world of children is spotless, they have not been harmed by harmful in-
fluence of olders, nor have they inherited the views of their ancestors on good 
and evil. Therefore, the children did not laugh at Kong Yiji’s sourness, but were 
willing to approach this dirty, messy, strange mouthed person who was excluded 
by the mainstream world. 

Kong Yiji was deeply influenced by the moral ideas he upheld, as evidenced by 
his attitude towards the people around him. The shopkeeper often mixed water 
into the wine pot, so the short-cloth gang had to supervise the young man until 
they confirmed that there was no water mixed before they were satisfied. Other-
wise, they would nag and make people feel embarrassed, but Kong Yiji did not 
do so. Compared with the meticulous short-cloth gang, he never embarrassed 
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others, even if they did things that harmed his interests. When the short-cloth 
gang who he disdained mocked him, he at most defended himself, but always 
maintained the cultivation of an intellectual and did not insult or retaliate 
against others. When a group of children surrounded him, he did not drive them 
away, but patiently distributed limited fennel beans to them. Although the small 
dish of alcoholic beverages was not easy for him, he was not very stingy just be-
cause fennel beans were worth a penny. From Kong Yiji’s way of dealing with 
people, it could be seen that there is a rare tolerance and propriety in the under-
privileged, and such a character is extremely commendable. 

3.2. Kong Yiji’s Cultural Spirit 

Kong Yiji is not his real name, but his surname is Kong, so someone took the 
nickname for him from the obscure and difficult to understand sentence “Lord 
Kong Yiji” on the calligraphy-practice paper (Lu, 2005a). Confucius, the founder 
of the Confucian school, was an ancient scholar who shared the same lineage as 
Kong Yiji, and Kong Yiji had received Confucian education for the imperial 
examination since he was a child. Kong Yiji was undoubtedly the inheritor of 
Confucianism, as he showcased the inheritance concepts of the Confucian 
school in all his behaviors, and his repeated words were “archaisms: Zhi Hu Zhe 
Ye”. 

Confucianism has a history over two thousand years and had been utilized by 
multiple generations of monarchs and Confucius’ core ideas was changed ac-
cording to their intentions, in order to regulate and constrain social order, which 
had already violated the original intention of “benevolence (Ren)”. “Ren ‘means’ 
love” (Mencius, 2017a), which means that only when a monarch practices bene-
volence can he have the ability to rule the country. But feudal centralization of-
ten distorted Confucianism and used high-pressure methods to rule the people, 
which ultimately only made the people suffer unbearable and unable to make a 
living. 

In the old society, studying was often a right for the children of wealthy fami-
lies, and it was also the only way for the poor to change destiny. Whenever the 
masses talked about Ding (The champion in imperial examinations), they all 
hold great respect, indicating that he owned high prestige. But when Ding tor-
tured Kong Yiji, he showed no mercy. Ding was able to achieve success and fame 
through the imperial examination system, but he inherited none of the essence 
of Confucianism advocated by the imperial examination. He already held a high 
position, but in the face of Kong Yiji, who was at a disadvantage and had made 
mistakes, he lacked tolerance and compassion. Instead, he hit Kong Yiji hard, 
which meant he was far from the true culture of Confucianism. 

Kong Yiji always followed the concept of “benevolence” and was a typical 
representative of the spirit of literati. Confucius believed that “benevolence” is 
not bestowed by others or the outside world, but rather that no matter what kind 
of environment or position a person is in, they must implement the “benevo-
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lence” path without hesitation (Mencius, 2017b). Kong Yiji, as an unsuccessful 
scholar, had nowhere to showcase his talents and was not recognized in daily 
life. He was even ridiculed and insulted, and had no dignity to speak of. But he 
did not transmit the malicious intent he received to others, but instead trans-
formed it into goodwill, to understand and tolerate. Therefore, Kong Yiji truly 
practiced the true path of “benevolence”. 

3.3. Kong Yiji’s Era Spirit 

The era of Kong Yiji was the end of the late Qing Dynasty’s destiny. Around the 
Wuxu Reform, the nation was in a period of crisis, and the country was also in 
turmoil. In 1905, the imperial examination system was officially abolished, and 
the only way for traditional scholars to enter politics as officials was blocked. 
The knowledge system that they had learned for many years, mainly based on 
the eight-part essay, also lost its practical effectiveness, and they themselves be-
came victims of the imperial examination system. 

Kong Yiji was ostracized by others at the Xianheng Hotel. No one wanted to 
talk to him. Therefore, he wanted to talk to “I (Yong staff)” who was also a peri-
pheral person. But when Kong Yiji sincerely wanted to teach “I” how to read the 
word “Hui”, “I” thought, “Do beggars deserve to be tested on ‘me’?” “I” “turned 
back and ignored him no longer”, followed by “lazily answering him”, and final-
ly, “I” became more impatient and walked away with my mouth open (Lu, 
2005a). “I” was only in my teens, at a pure and innocent age. In theory, “I” 
should not have such great malice towards an embarrassed and pitiful person. 
However, at the influence of people around “me”, even if “I” was young, “I” could 
vaguely know that Kong Yiji, who was wearing a long shirt but only standing and 
drinking, was not a respectable person. So even if “I” was a marginalized person 
at Xianheng Hotel, just like Kong Yiji, “I” still looked down on Kong Yiji (Lu, 
2005a). 

The viewpoints of “I” to Kong Yiji was exactly the same as that of the new 
generation. When Kong Yiji arrived, “I” could feel a rare sense of relief. The 
shopkeeper wouldn’t scold “I” even if “I” double up with laughter at this time. 
But psychologically, “I” still refused to approach him and get to know him. Such 
contradictory psychological activities made “me” unwilling to come into contact 
with the four ways of writing the word “Hui” taught by Kong Yiji, and even dis-
dain to listen to him. When Kong Yiji advised “me” to learn how to write, he 
warned “me” that “I” would use it when I became a shopkeeper in the future. “I” 
thought contemptuously, “I” am still far from the shopkeeper’s level, and the 
shopkeeper does not include fennel beans in the account. My impatient attitude 
towards knowledge was a blow to Kong Yiji and also a blow to the old culture. 
As a new generation, “I” had great potential, but when knowledge was right in 
front of “me”, “I” didn’t want to take a glance at it, and even looked at it with a 
utilitarian and superficial perspective: since being a shopkeeper could not use 
these things, why should “I” still learn? 
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Those who were hurt by the impact of new and old cultures were all losers 
who fallen off the imperial examination ladder. They could neither integrate into 
the new environment, nor change the current world. The outdated posture ex-
posed in every movement and gesture would only lead to ridicule. Kong Yiji 
could not understand the disdainful attitude of others towards old culture, and 
others could not understand Kong Yiji’s contradictory demeanor. He could only 
stand at a crossroads where new and old cultures, East and West cultures inter-
weave. 

4. On the Complexity of Kong Yiji from the Perspective of  
“Long Shirt” and “Fennel Bean” 

4.1. Kong Yiji’s Natural Personality 

Kong Yiji’s natural personality was fragmented and contradictory. His 
handwriting was very beautiful, but he always did it by fits and starts, and even 
disappeared within a few days when someone hired him to copy documents. He 
had no official position and his family was very poor, but he refused to give up 
his tattered long shirt and long nails to work hard to make a living. Everyone 
thought that he was doing theft, but his conduct in the store was the best and he 
never defaulted on alcohol payments. The strong conflict between natural per-
sonality and society was the root of the contradiction. 

He used to be a scholar who had been studying hard for many years in a poor 
situation, but he could not like Ding who passed the provincial graduate and 
became the Champion to live a prosperous life. Instead, he was down and out 
that he was about to beg along the street. The long shirt represented both his 
identity as a cultural figure and his ideal of rapidly going up in the world. His 
self-esteem did not allow him to take off his long shirt until it was dirty and torn, 
unable to be mended or washed again. But the phrase “Why can’t you even get 
half a first-degree scholar?” easily exposed Kong Yiji’s scars. He didn’t want to 
face his own incompetence, but the “decadent and uneasy” look on his face had 
already exposed his inferiority totally. He almost wanted to use his self honored 
identity as a “scholar” as a shield to resist the commotion of people around him 
in order to maintain his personality and dignity, but he still couldn’t resist the 
tyranny of power. He could only “sit and walk slowly with this hand” amidst the 
laughter of others (Lu, 2005a). 

Although Kong Yiji, like the short-cloth gang, could only stand and drink al-
cohol, and might even be in a much worse position than the short-cloth gang 
because the latter had a continuous and stable source of income, Kong Yiji 
looked down on them and was unwilling to get along with them and so started a 
fight against the short-cloth gang. But that is the unique, gentle and reserved re-
sistance of scholars. All of his efforts were declared unsuccessful in the “arc-
haism: zhi Hu zhe Ye”, and his blushing arguments were rewarded with repeated 
mockery from the shopkeeper and the drinkers. 

Kong Yiji’s frustration was mostly due to his lack of awareness of progress. It 
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was normal for candidates to fail the imperial examination. Those who failed 
have two options: one was to continue preparing for the imperial examination, 
and the other was to choose another way out. However, Kong Yiji chose the 
third path. The reason was that his aesthetic was excessively simplistic. He thought 
that there was only one way out in life, that is, to take the exam, and there was 
only one status in society was the most prestigious, i.e., to be a scholar. Imperial 
examination was the only ladder for a humble family to become a high-ranking 
official in ancient times. Those who climbed up can honor their ancestors, while 
those who fell from this ladder would always be the bottom of society. This was a 
wrong idea instilled in people in feudal society, and it was also the poison of the 
imperial examination system on people. However, in the time of Kong Yiji lived, 
imperial examination was repealed, he could not change his fate by this way, but 
he was not willing to make his living by labor. So his tragedy could not be 
avoided. 

Kong Yiji’s soul remained in the old era, but the old era was gone forever. His 
body was carried by the wheels of history into the new era, but his soul clearly 
couldn’t keep up with the pace of his body, which led to absurd and unaware 
behaviors such as “long clothes”, “nails”, and “‘Qie Shu’ was not considered 
‘stealing’”. Kong Yiji was a victim of the old era, and it was not uncommon for 
him to be a tragic laggard of the times.  

4.2. Kong Yiji’s Moral Personality 

The author affirmed Kong Yiji’s moral personality from the perspective of “I” as 
a young staff. Kong Yiji was a laughingstock at Xianheng Hotel. Warming wine 
on weekdays was monotonous and boring, only when Kong Yiji came could he 
“smile” a few times. Kong Yiji had become the only person who could bring joy 
to “I”. 

Kong Yiji “made people happy” and did not seek trouble. Compared with the 
shopkeeper with a “fierce face” and the customer without a “good voice” (Lu, 
2005a), Kong Yiji was kind to “I”. Kong Yiji’s goodness was not innate, but 
stemmed from the cultivation of scholars. He was tall in stature, but in the face 
of ridicule from the crowd, he only tried his best to defend himself and never 
used his height advantage to fight. “I” had also been a student before and was 
also a marginalized person. “I” was the most likely person in the Xianheng Hotel 
to feel Kong Yiji’s kindness. But Kong Yiji’s kindness and repeatedly lowered 
posture even gave “I”—someone in the same situation as Kong Yiji, a sense of 
superiority. However, Kong Yiji was not angry, but genuinely regretted “I”. 

Perhaps “I” carried sympathy for Kong Yiji’s experiences, always paying at-
tention to details that others overlook. Those busybodies ridiculed Kong Yiji for 
not passing the imperial examination to be a scholar. What “I” saw was that 
Kong Yiji was eager to impart knowledge; the drinker deliberately provoked 
Kong Yiji’s emotions, and what “I” saw was Kong Yiji’s gentleness and restraint; 
The children gathered to join the crowd, and what I saw was Kong Yiji caring for 
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the children…These small details have restored another Kong Yiji. He loved 
knowledge, was elegant and polite, had compassion, did not default, and adhered 
to his moral bottom line. 

In Confucianism, “benevolence” is the core, and “goodness” is the foundation. 
Only when everyone does good deeds and being kind to others can a ruler go-
vern the country through benevolent governance. Kong Yiji was a person who 
was kind to others. He abided by the moral integrity of a “scholar”, but was too 
idealistic, and ultimately paid the price of humiliation, pain, and even life for it. 

5. Conclusion 

It is said that Kong Yiji is Lu Xun’s favorite novel among his short stories. A for-
eign translators once asked Lu Xun to recommend his work, and Kong Yiji is 
also his first choice (Sun, 1999). This answer surprised many people. In the pub-
lic’s opinion, Lu Xun’s representative works should be those are highly chal-
lenging and able to fully express the author’s thoughts, such as his first vernacu-
lar novel The Diary of a Madman. The academic community has highly praised 
similar works and spent a lot of effort researching them, but neglected Lu Xun’s 
love for Kong Yiji. The reason why Lu Xun attached great importance to Kong 
Yiji is that this novel fully conforms to his philosophy of life, which is “calm and 
effortless”. Lu Xun once commented on his works, The Diary of a Madman is 
“very childish and too urgent. According to art, it should not be”. Lu Xun’s 
evaluation on his novel Medicine is “Shortness of breath and exhausted”, which 
means it is not calm enough. Lu Xun advocated for a “surplus” in life, not “leav-
ing no room”, giving people a sense of “oppression and embarrassment” (Lu, 
2005b). Only when there is plenty in life, “literature can emerge.” “When emo-
tions are strong, it is not advisable to write poetry, otherwise the exposed edges 
will be too sharp and the ‘beauty of poetry’ can be killed (Lu, 2005c).” In this 
way, sensational criticisms such as The Madman’s Diary and The True Story of 
Ah Q seem too “sharp in expression” to give people a sense of “oppression and 
embarrassment”. On the other hand, Kong Yiji is beautiful due to its implicit 
meaning, restrained and composed beauty. 

Kong Yiji’s long shirt not only represents the importance of identity and sta-
tus in society, but also represents Kong Yiji’s independence and self-esteem, and 
reflects the social class gap and wealth differentiation at that time. 

The “fennel bean” is an important descriptive image in Lu Xun’s narrative 
texts that captures the psychological emotions of characters in specific situations 
and completes the shaping of character images. It plays a positive role in pro-
moting the development of the story plot, expressing the theme, and deepening 
the meaning. Taking the “fennel bean” as a clue not only demonstrates Kong Yi-
ji’s kindness and generosity, but also demonstrates his incurability. 

This article reshapes Kong Yiji by exploring his identity identification, spiri-
tual identification, and personality complexity. The gap between cultural identity 
and social identity, the limitations between moral spirit and culture, and the spi-
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rit of the times, as well as the sublation of natural personality and moral perso-
nality, these overlapping details give people a new understanding of Kong Yiji. 

The author arranges “I” to observe and describe Kong Yiji, which is actually a 
pity for the characters in the novel. As a young man, “I” did not have a deep un-
derstanding of what happened at the Xianheng Hotel, but simply felt the happy 
air after Kong Yiji’s arriving at the hotel. Twenty years later, “I” had become a 
middle-aged person. When recalling this past, I took up a pen to record the 
moments of joy that brought me at that time, but I couldn’t feel any joy in the 
laughter. Behind the contrast, “I” had a subtle introspection. 

At first glance, Kong Yiji may seem to be telling a ridiculous story of an ordi-
nary person, but readers will only appreciate the author’s profound meaning and 
the sadness behind the article after repeated reflections. The author aims to ex-
press a complex and profound meaning, but the writing is extremely concise, 
and the narration is also very flexible, without giving people a sense of urgency, 
reaching a very high artistic level. 
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Abstract 
This research aims to examine the entrenched gender-based violence encom-
passing issues such as domestic abuse, societal oppression, and the psycho-
logical toll of gender-based expectations. Simultaneously, it explores the 
emergence of a new female archetype while assessing how female writers en-
gage with prevailing societal norms, deconstruct stereotypes, and redefine the 
portrayal of African women. Rooted in feminist scholarly frameworks, the 
research concentrates on the significant role played by female African writers. 
Notably, Buchi Emecheta’s “The Bride Price” and “The Joy of Motherhood” 
serve as focal points to exemplify how postcolonial female authors engage in 
deconstructing the patriarchal narrative and challenging prevailing stereo-
types. 
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1. Introduction 

The enduring stereotypes of women as the “weaker sex” or the “second sex” 
continue to persist, perpetuating harmful beliefs and expectations. Women are 
often expected to embody fragility, submissiveness, silence, and passivity. Si-
mone de Beauvoir captures this notion by stating: “To be feminine is to appear 
weak, futile, docile (de Beauvoir, 1974).” These stereotypes have been reinforced 
over time, including the colonial era when European powers imposed patriarchal 
values on African societies. Therefore, the exploration of “Resisting Gender- 
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based Violence in Emecheta’s fictions” holds significant merit due to the perva-
sive nature of agony, which profoundly impacts African women.  

Scholarly investigations have focused on the discriminatory experiences en-
countered by African women, as evidenced in Susheila Nasta’s article, “Mother-
lands: Black Women’s Writing from Africa, the Caribbean and South Asia” (Nasta, 
1991). Nasta’s insights further emphasize the urgent need to challenge and dis-
mantle the societal norms that disregard the holistic experiences of women.  

In addition, Lewis & Mills (2003) assert that Emecheta addresses elements of 
Western feminism, exposing gender inequality, sexual differences, and gender 
oppression within Igbo society. She portrayed how women are silenced and op-
pressed by patriarchy in essence, and she critiques how traditional African insti-
tutions define “motherhood”. 

In the analysis by Balavatbhai (2020), Buchi Emecheta’s novel “The Joys of 
Motherhood” is interpreted as a story that sheds light on the marginalization 
and suffering experienced by women in patriarchal African communities. 

Chukwuma’s scholarly perspective, as articulated in the statement, unders-
cores the pivotal role played by Buchi Emecheta in bridging the divide between 
male and female characterization within literary discourse (Chukwuma, 1989). 
He contends that Emecheta’s literary works adeptly portray the multifaceted ex-
periences of women, ranging from the subjugated slave girl archetype to the 
empowered and fulfilled single mother figure.  

Similarly, Cynthia Ward, in her discerning evaluation, commends Emecheta 
for her portrayal of African womanhood, thereby advocating for the recognition 
and empowerment of Emecheta’s female characters and, by extension, African 
women in general (Ward, 1990).  

Specifically, the study explores how the African woman, as depicted through 
the female protagonists in Buchi Emecheta’s narratives, are subjected to in-
stances of violence perpetrated by men. 

African women necessitate resilience and empowerment, embodying traits of 
self-assertion, independence, and resilience, particularly within the patriarchal 
societies. It is crucial to underscore the importance of highlighting women’s 
voices, experiences, and perspectives within narratives, considering the pro-
found impact this emphasis has on their self-assertion.  

The objective of the research is to investigate how Emecheta sheds light on the 
prevalence and impact of gender-based violence within the cultural context por-
trayed in her fiction. It seeks to elucidate the strategic employed by Emecheta to 
empower African women amidst the challenges. 

“The Bride Price” (Emecheta, 1976), represents her first authentic work of fic-
tion following her two autobiographical novels; in the Ditch (Emecheta, 1972) 
and Second Class Citizen (Emecheta, 1974). The novel vividly portrays how the 
practice of paying a bride price has become a significant aspect of the lives of the 
Ibuza people. As Palmer asserts, the patriarchal system functions as a structure 
that seeks to control and subjugate women, limiting their agency in matters of 
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economy, sexuality, marriage, and pregnancy (Palmer, 1982).  
Published in 1979, “The Joys of Motherhood” serves as a potent critique of 

polygamy, patriarchy, and the evolving roles of women within the urban land-
scape of Nigeria. The novel intricately portrays Nnu Ego’s challenging existence 
in Lagos (Emecheta, 1979).  

While Emecheta may resist being labeled as a feminist, her ideas, as conveyed 
through her literary works, undeniably align with feminism on a significant 
scale. Her writings resoundingly and unequivocally express her feminist beliefs. 
Through her portrayal of female characters, Emecheta addresses the sexism and 
oppression experienced by women in patriarchal societies. 

According to Tate, sexism is a valuable theoretical framework for studying the 
dynamics and outcomes stemming from the oppression of women. It involves 
openly antagonistic attitudes and actions directed towards women, encompass-
ing the belief in the inferiority of women and the rationalization of discrimina-
tion and violence based on gender. She writes “Black women suffered violence 
under slavery and racism the same as African American men. They struggled 
together with black men to fight (such) racism but now they struggle with black 
men over sexism (Tate, 1983).” 

In examining gender-based violence, it becomes evident that systemic dis-
crimination, historical injustices, and social constructs have profoundly hin-
dered the empowerment of women. However, their resilience and activism 
against traditional stereotypes are crucial elements in the ongoing struggle for 
equality, self-determination, and socio-economic advancement. 

Our research is centered on the critical examination of issues surrounding vi-
olence against women and the imperative aspects of women’s empowerment. 
Emecheta’s works showcase a significant portion of gendered-based violence and 
self-assertion challenges. Consequently, we deem it essential to analyze “The 
Bride Price” (Emecheta, 1976) and “The Joy of Motherhood” (Emecheta, 1979) 
due to their substantial portrayal of the themes central to our study, encompass-
ing issues of violence against women. Our analysis will adopt a feminist perspec-
tive to examine the lives, challenges, and resilience of African women within a 
predominantly male-centric environment.  

The paper systematically investigates three significant themes within Buchi 
Emecheta’s literary works. Firstly, it delves into the themes of abduction and 
sexual harassment portrayed in “The Bride Price”. This section critically ex-
amines the nuances of these themes, offering a comprehensive understanding of 
their representation in the novel. Secondly, it explores the intricate portrayals of 
emotional and mental violence within the context of “The Joys of Motherhood”. 
By dissecting the narrative, it sheds light on the complexities of these forms of 
abuse, highlighting their impact on mothers and the broader societal implica-
tions. Finally, the paper meticulously outlines the feminist reactions to male ag-
gression as depicted in Emecheta’s works. It analyzes the responses of female 
characters to the prevailing male aggression, providing insights into the ways in 
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which these characters navigate and challenge patriarchal norms and attitudes. 

2. Appraisal of the Sexual Harassment Faced by  
Women in “The Bride Price” 

“The Bride Price”, records the growing pangs of the young African girl, carefully 
delineating the gradual submergence of the central character, Aku-nna, into tra-
ditional society. Despite being an ardent lover of her culture and the ancient 
customs of the land, Emecheta depicts the unpleasant truth while speaking about 
women’s lives in traditional Africa. Even though sociological studies show that 
women were relatively autonomous, “The Bride Price”, presents women as the 
voiceless section of society that must bend to male prerogative as exemplified in 
Aku-nna and her mother Ma Blackie.  

Kidnapping is a grave issue that affects societies globally, and unfortunately, 
Africa is not immune to this troubling phenomenon. It is characterized by its 
brutality and has far-reaching consequences. Girls are targeted for various rea-
sons, such as forced marriage, human trafficking, ransom demands, or ideologi-
cal motivations. These acts not only infringe upon the fundamental rights and 
freedoms of the girls but also leave lasting physical, emotional, and psychological 
scars. Writing about Caribbean slavery, Marisa Fuentes argues: 

Women appear as historical subjects through the form and content of arc-
hival documents in the way they lived: spectacularly violated, objectified, 
disposable, hypersexualized, and silenced. The violence is transferred from 
the enslaved bodies to the documents that count, condemn, assess, and 
evoke them, and we receive them in this condition (Fuentes, 2016).  

Women in Ibuza are depicted in a manner reminiscent of the enslaved women 
examined by Fuentes, where the violence inflicted upon them is portrayed as 
though it had no justification. In Ibuza, where the story takes place, kidnapping 
is legal, and young men who cannot afford the bride price resort to brutalizing 
girls by cutting their hair as a means of asserting ownership. Girls live in con-
stant fear, as they should always be on guard against potential threats. Unfortu-
nately, these frightening encounters often occur when they are alone, vulnerable, 
and on their way to the marsh. Girls in Ibuza are trapped in a perpetual state of 
fear, lacking a reliable support system. Shockingly, their mothers, expected to 
offer guidance during their developmental phases, endorse and sustain the pa-
triarchal system. Emecheta’s depiction of girls’ kidnapping in “The Bride Price”, 
underscores the need to challenge and question societal norms and traditions 
that perpetuate gender inequality and deny girls their basic rights. The author’s 
portrayal of this issue serves as a call to action, urging readers to critically ex-
amine and dismantle oppressive practices that harm girls and limit their agency. 
The author writes:  

In Ibuza young girls must be prepared for anything to happen. Some youth 
who had no money to pay for a bride might sneak out of the bush to cut a 
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curl from a girl’s head so that she would belong to him for life and never be 
able to return to her parents. (TBP, p. 106) 

In Ibuza, instances of physical and sexual violence occur within the context of 
dowry negotiations. It is important to highlight that dowry serves as a means for 
men to enrich themselves. Aku-nna’s father, Okonkwo, sent her to school with 
the belief that her education would increase the value of her dowry, thus bene-
fiting him financially. During the ceremony of the virgins, Okoboshi brutally 
kidnapped her. He is, a young man with a limp, who engaged in a physical al-
tercation with Chike, over the possession of Aku-nna.  

The author portrays Okoboshi as a skilled fighter with a history of victories 
and a physically dominant and aggressive character. Okoboshi possesses the 
strength and ability to overpower Aku-nna physically. His physical prowess 
gives him a sense of entitlement and control over her, perpetuating a power dy-
namic that is rooted in violence and domination. 

In contrast, Aku-nna is depicted as a physically weak and delicate individual 
since birth. Her small and fragile stature earned her the nickname “thin” from 
her mother. Therefore, there exists a physical disparity between Okoboshi and 
Aku-nna, leaving Aku-nna defenseless against his advances. Excited and filled 
with desire, Okoboshi forces himself upon her, coercing her onto a bed while 
tightly gripping her arm, causing numbness. To resist, Aku-nna kicks him in the 
leg, prompting him to deliver a powerful slap. 

The power dynamics depicted in this scene reflect broader societal issues re-
lated to violence based on gender and the oppression experienced by women. It 
highlights the imbalance of power between men and women, where physical 
strength is utilized as a means of dominance and control. By portraying Okobo-
shi’s actions as brutal and coercive, the author condemns such behaviors and 
exposes the injury they cause to women. Additionally, the insults directed at 
Aku-nna by Okoboshi not only demonstrate his physical dominance but also 
reveal the underlying power dynamics influenced by gender. His anger and de-
rogatory remarks further perpetuate the systemic devaluation and objectification 
of women, contributing to a culture of violence and gender-based oppression.  

Through this portrayal, Emecheta brings attention to the widespread issue of 
male violence and its detrimental effects on women’s lives. By highlighting the 
power dynamics, physical disparity, and verbal abuse depicted in this scene, she 
confronts readers with the harsh realities that many women face in patriarchal 
societies. Okoboshi angrily insulted Aku-nna: 

“You dirty animal!” he shouted. Do you think I want to touch you now? 
Slave girl! He hit her again. I never really wanted you anyway! …Soon I 
shall marry the girl of my choice (TBP, p. 64). 

Upon discovering that Aku-nna is not a virgin, Okoboshi harbors contempt 
and subjects her to humiliation. The distressing incident leaves Aku-nna un-
conscious and physically weakened. Upon regaining consciousness, she cannot 
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return to her mother as she has just been disciplined by Okoboshi, so she goes 
back to her new in-laws. However, her mother-in-law, upon learning that she is 
not a virgin, despises her and subjects her to mistreatment. It becomes evident 
that Okoboshi, the perpetrator, shows no concern for Aku-nna’s well-being. He 
physically abuses her, inflicting severe slaps that cause her mouth to bleed.  

Through this passage, Emecheta exposes the cruelty and perversity exhibited 
by certain men when they fail to control their sexual impulses. The author also 
draws readers attention on the power relationship at play, where men possess 
the right to select and manipulate women as they please, while women are ex-
pected to remain silent or risk being rejected. In Ibuza, the physical and emo-
tional wounds inflicted upon women often go unnoticed. Aku-nna’s life was on 
the brink of being lost during a legalized act of rape, yet no one pays attention. 
Her exhausted, bloodied, and battered body is left to heal on its own. Okoboshi 
strikes her once more, causing her to collapse onto the floor and lose conscious-
ness (Emecheta, p. 64). Emecheta points outs the callousness of certain men to-
wards women’s suffering. The author writes: 

She knew that both her eyes must be swollen for she found it difficult to 
lift her eyelids upwards. Her head was still reeling like that of someone 
half-drunk. She allowed herself to shed a few tears into the silent stream. 
(TBP, p. 147) 

The passage above vividly portrays the physical and emotional toll that Aku- 
nna is enduring. The mention of swollen eyes and difficulty lifting her eyelids 
suggests a traumatic experience; her head reeling as if she were half-drunk con-
veys the disorientation and turmoil she is feeling. Aku-nna shedding tears into a 
silent stream is a poignant image, symbolizing her internal struggle. Overall, this 
passage effectively conveys Aku-nna’s inner turmoil and suffering, drawing the 
reader into her emotional journey. 

3. Motherhood and the Perils of Violence in  
“The Joys of Motherhood” 

The concept of male violence in Africa refers to the pervasive issue of violence 
perpetrated by men against women in various forms within African societies. 
This type of violence includes physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, as well as 
harmful traditional practices such as female genital mutilation and child mar-
riage. Male violence in Africa often stems from deeply ingrained patriarchal 
norms and unequal power dynamics between men and women. 

Several contributing factors underpin the prevalence of male violence in Afri-
ca. These factors include gender inequality, rigidly defined gender roles, and so-
cietal attitudes that condone such abusive behavior. 

In Buchi Emecheta’s novels, male violence emerges as a recurring theme, il-
luminating the harsh realities confronted by women within patriarchal societies. 
Her literary works frequently portray the physical and emotional abuse endured 
by female characters at the hands of men, offering a stark commentary on the 
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systemic oppression and gender inequality pervasive in African communities. 
Within Emecheta’s narratives, male violence is depicted as a manifestation of 

deeply entrenched patriarchal norms and societal expectations. Through her ex-
ploration of these themes, Emecheta provides valuable insights into the complex 
dynamics of gender-based violence, urging readers to critically examine and 
challenge these deeply ingrained societal structures. 

For example, in “The Joys of Motherhood”, we can observe instances of psy-
chological harm experienced by the female character Adaku. This occurs when 
Nwakusor and Ubani, friends of Nnaife, intervene to address a disagreement 
between Nnu Ego and her co-wife Adaku. From a male-centered perspective, 
they attribute the conflict to Adaku’s lack of male children for the family. 
Therefore, they argue that she has no grounds to complain about her senior 
wife’s behavior because she not only gives birth to girls for Nnaife but also fails 
to have boys. In this meeting, Nwakusor and Ubani reprimand Adaku, hig-
hlighting the cultural belief that African women secure their husbands’ legacy 
through the birth of male offspring. This is said in the following statement: 

I know you have children but they are girls who in a few years will go and 
help build another man’s immortality. The only woman who is immorta-
lizing your husband you make unhappy with your fine clothes and lucrative 
business. If I were in your shoes, I would go home and consult my chi to 
find out why male offspring have been denied to me. But instead, you are 
here quarreling about your senior wife (TJOM, p. 166).  

Moreover, African societies place significant value on both fertility and the 
birth of male children. This perspective is deeply rooted in cultural and tradi-
tional beliefs and can be seen in various aspects of social life. Fertility is highly 
regarded because it ensures the continuation of family lineage and community. 
The birth of boys is particularly esteemed due to cultural norms, inheritance 
practices, and the perception that male heirs carry on the family name and lega-
cy. These beliefs can vary across different African cultures and regions but often 
reflect the importance of family cohesion, community stability, and the perpetu-
ation of cultural heritage. Lerner contends that the basis for male dominance 
originates from the inherent biological distinctions between genders. She writes: 

The traditionalist explanation focuses on a woman’s reproductive capacity 
and sees motherhood woman’s chief goal in life, by implication defining her 
as a deviant woman who does not become a mother. Women’s maternal 
function is seen as a species necessity since societies could not have sur-
vived into modernity without most women devoting most of their adult 
lives to childbearing and child-rearing. Thus, the sexual division of labor 
based on biological differences is seen as functional and just (Lerner, 1986).  

The passage above underscores the traditionalist viewpoint, which places sig-
nificant emphasis on a woman’s ability to bear children and primarily identifies 
motherhood as her ultimate life goal. It suggests that women who do not fulfill 
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this role are seen as departing from societal expectations. Within this perspec-
tive, a woman’s function as a mother is deemed crucial for the advancement and 
continuity of societies, particularly during their transition into modern times. As 
a result, the division of labor based on biological differences is considered not 
only practical but also ethically acceptable. 

The role of women in terms of productivity is complex and often challenged 
by cultural and societal expectations. While the novel acknowledges the impor-
tance of women’s contributions to both the household and the community, it 
also portrays how these contributions can be undervalued and undermined 
within a patriarchal society. Nnu Ego, the central character, exemplifies the 
struggles of women to be productive within their defined roles as wives and 
mothers. She is expected to bear children, particularly male heirs, to ensure the 
continuity of her husband’s lineage and the prosperity of the family. Nnu Ego’s 
worth is often measured by her ability to fulfill this role, which can lead to emo-
tional and psychological distress as she faces challenges and disappointments. 
She was surprised to hear her husband saying: 

I have no time to waste my precious male seed on an infertile woman. I 
have to raise children for my line. If you want to know, you don’t appeal to 
me anymore you are so dry and jumpy when a man comes to a woman he 
wants to be cooled, not scratched by a nervy female who is all bones 
(TJOM, p. 31).  

Nnu Ego’s life is marked by the heart-wrenching struggle between her inabili-
ty to have children and the burdens imposed by a patriarchal social structure. 
Hannam in her book Feminism provides a concise and accurate description of 
the central tenets of feminism. It highlights key aspects of feminist ideology, 
such as the acknowledgment of gender-based power imbalances and the belief 
that women’s status is a social construct that can be transformed. She comments 
on Feminism: 

A set of ideas that recognize in an explicit way that women are subordinate 
to men and seek to address imbalances of power between the sexes. Central 
to feminism is the view that women’s condition is socially constructed and 
therefore open to change (Hannam, 2014).  

Upon her arrival in Lagos to join her second husband, Nnaife, Nnu Ego expe-
riences emotional distress during their intimate encounter. She had hoped for a 
reprieve, especially on her first night in Lagos, before engaging in such intimacy 
with her new spouse. Regrettably, Nnaife overlooks her emotional well-being 
and approaches her eagerly, further exacerbating her feelings of distress and 
discomfort, as described by the author. 

This one worked himself into an animal passion…this man’s appetite was in-
satiable, and by the morning, she was so weary…O, my dead mother, please 
make this dream come true, then I will respect this man, I will be his faithful 
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wife and put up with his crude ways and ugly appearance (TJOM, p. 44-45).  

These instances of violence against women during intimate encounters 
represent forms of degradation that women commonly endure in African socie-
ties. Through careful analysis, it becomes apparent that men often use such vi-
olence as a way of seeking retribution, revenge, against women. Ultimately, Nnu 
Ego is subjected to a series of psychological violence. Initially, she must come to 
terms with her husband’s decision to marry a younger wife named Adaku. Nnu 
Ego is compelled to endure the presence of her co-wife in the cramped single 
room they share, alongside their children. 

Nnaife embodies the traditional gender roles and patriarchal norms ingrained 
in their society. His viewpoint on marriage and family is molded by cultural ex-
pectations that prioritize male heirs and the continuation of the family lineage. 
While he harbors affection for Nnu Ego, his choices are largely guided by societal 
conventions rather than his wishes. Nnaife’s character shows the difficulties and 
responsibilities placed upon men within the framework of a patriarchal struc-
ture. He is expected to provide for his family, secure their future, and uphold the 
family’s societal standing. These pressures influence the decisions he makes 
throughout the novel. 

The dynamic between Nnu Ego and Nnaife mirrors the wider societal norms 
and gender dynamics that prevail in the Igbo culture of Nigeria during the nov-
el’s timeframe. Their relationship serves as a microcosm that illustrates the in-
tricate interplay between tradition and modernity, gender roles, and individual 
aspirations. Elaborating on those viewpoints, Eustace Palmer writes:  

Male chauvinism is surely at its peak in traditional society where females 
are regarded by males as little better than goods and chattels. If they are 
wives, then their main use is as vehicles for procreating children, thus im-
mortalizing the husband’s name and ensuring the continuity of his line; if 
they are daughters, the fathers’ only interest in them relates to the amount 
of money they will bring into his coffers in the form of bride price (Palmer, 
1982).  

This statement highlights the prevalence of male supremacy within traditional 
societies, where women are often perceived as mere possessions. In such con-
texts, when women are wives, their primary role is seen as facilitating the hus-
band’s legacy by bearing children, which serves to immortalize his name and 
ensure the lineage’s continuation. On the other hand, when they are daughters, 
their value is primarily measured in terms of the financial contributions they can 
bring to their fathers through bride prices, underscoring the materialistic and 
objectifying aspects of gender dynamics.  

4. Ideological Stakes of Emecheta Resistance to  
Violence and Sexist Injustices 

Emecheta emphasizes the role of education as a tool to restore women’s rights 
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and attain self-identification, despite their considerable hardships. Umeh high-
lights: “Education… is the crucial liberating force in the lives of Emecheta’s he-
roine, and in fact, their degree of servitude is inversely proportional to the amount 
of education they receive (Umeh, 1980).”  

One way that Emecheta responds to male violence is by opting to educate her 
protagonist. In her novel, Aku-nna’s mother, Ma Blackie, becomes a powerful 
advocate for her daughter’s autonomy and dreams by sending her to school. 
This act of defiance challenges the patriarchal norms that have kept women op-
pressed for centuries. 

Blackie Aku-nna’s mother held a firm conviction that education and inde-
pendence were fundamental for women. Despite prevailing societal norms that 
discouraged girls from attending school during her time, she actively encouraged 
Aku-nna to pursue education. She emerges as a beacon of strength and inspira-
tion in Aku-nna’s life, empowering her to defy societal expectations and chal-
lenge the oppressive customs that restricted women’s options. Blackie’s deter-
mination to support Aku-nna’s education exemplified her courage to go against 
the grain, demonstrating her strong belief in the importance of women’s educa-
tion.  

Additionally, Emecheta highlights the transformative power of education as a 
means of empowerment for women. Aku-nna’s enrollment in school exposes her 
to new ideas and opportunities, broadening her horizons and challenging the 
traditional roles assigned to women. Through education, she gains a sense of 
self-worth and the tools to envision a different future for herself. Emecheta is 
confirming that women can overcome the challenges they face and achieve their 
goals. She shows that it is possible to be strong and independent, even in a so-
ciety that tells you otherwise. Emecheta writes:  

“What she feared was the type of man who would be chosen for her. She 
would have liked to marry someone living in Lagos so that she would not 
have to work on a farm and carry cassava. She had heard stories of how 
strenuous farm life could be for a woman.” (TBP, p. 51) 

As the story unfolds, Aku-nna’s determination to forge her path becomes in-
creasingly clear. She finds comfort and support in her relationship with her 
childhood friend, Chike, who shares her dreams of breaking free from societal 
constraints. Together, Aku-nna and Chike strive for a love that transcends the 
oppressive traditions surrounding them.  

Emecheta’s response to gender-based violence is also embodied in her charac-
ter Adaku, who epitomizes the contemporary African woman. Adaku’s journey 
portrays a modern woman’s struggle against patriarchy, male dominance, and 
cultural values. She embodies Womanism, acknowledging her equality with men 
and asserting her autonomy in decision-making. She represents progress and 
rebellion against stereotypical social norms, achieving success independently.  

Adaku articulates her determination by stating: “I am not prepared to stay 
here and be turned into a mad woman, just because I have no son.” (TJOM, 189) 
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Hercommitment to education grows as she frees her two daughters from societal 
conventions and male control. She strongly holds the belief that education em-
powers her daughters to break free from male supremacy and traditional pa-
triarchal customs, allowing them to stand on their own and realize their fullest 
capabilities. She expresses her desire by stating: “I want to be a dignified single 
woman. I shall work to educate my daughters; though I shall not do so without 
male companionship.” (TJOM, 191) 

Women who can achieve their dreams and live their lives on their terms are 
more likely to be happy and fulfilled. They are also more likely to be able to 
make a positive impact on the world. By depicting Aku-nna and Adaku’s jour-
ney toward self-discovery and liberation, the author challenges the status quo 
and encourages readers to question and redefine societal norms that hinder 
women’s progress and pursue their dreams.  

Buchi Emecheta’s novels serve as an illustration of the African feminist pers-
pective, firmly grounded in Igbo customs and traditions. Emecheta contends 
that during the transition from the pre-colonial era to the colonial period and 
beyond, women can develop a critical awareness of both the beneficial and op-
pressive aspects of traditional Igbo culture. This understanding would empower 
them to challenge established patriarchal norms while also safeguarding valuable 
elements of Igbo culture that risk erasure in the face of evolving colonial reali-
ties. She defines herself as a proponent of African feminism. She actively engages 
with feminist ideas within the African context, emphasizing her contribution to 
gender equality and women’s rights on the continent. Cornwall writes: 

African feminism is not reactive; it is proactive. It has a life of its own that is 
rooted in the African environment. Its uniqueness emanates from the cul-
tural and philosophical specificity of its provenance. African feminism’s 
valorization of motherhood and respect for maternal politics should not be 
pitted against the demotion of motherhood/maternal politics by radical fe-
minism in the West, rather they should be investigated in the context of 
their place and importance in the African environment (Cornwall, 2005).  

This comment provides an insightful perspective on African feminism, em-
phasizing its proactive nature and its deep connection to the African cultural 
and philosophical context. African feminism’s distinctiveness emerges from its 
roots in this specific environment. Furthermore, the author advocates for a 
nuanced understanding of African feminism’s emphasis on motherhood and 
maternal politics, suggesting that these aspects should not be viewed solely 
through the lens of Western radical feminism’s critique of them. Instead, they 
should be examined within the unique African context to appreciate their signi-
ficance and complexity.  

5. Conclusion 

Buchi Emecheta’s works extensively delve into the experiences of African wom-
en, meticulously focusing on their lives and delving into the structural inequali-

https://doi.org/10.4236/als.2024.121002


N. Touhou-Diakite, T. S. Blimi 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/als.2024.121002 28 Advances in Literary Study 
 

ties and systemic injustices that disproportionately affect women. The explora-
tion of violence in her fiction serves as a powerful critique of harmful traditional 
practices and societal expectations that detrimentally impact women’s lives and 
well-being.  

Through her narratives, she also showcases the vital themes of empowerment 
and resistance, emphasizing their crucial roles in the face of adversities prevalent 
in their societies. In both “The Joys of Motherhood” and “The Bride Price”, she 
presents characters who actively strive to assert their agency and challenge so-
cietal expectations. Notably, Aku-nna’s mother, Ma Blackie and Adaku who defy 
traditional norms by sending their daughters to school, a decision considered 
unconventional in their community. This act of defiance serves as a potent chal-
lenge to the patriarchal norms that have historically oppressed women for gen-
erations. 

Emecheta, illuminates the urgent need for societal transformation and the es-
sential empowerment of women to liberate themselves from the cyclical patterns 
of violence and oppression. 
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Abstract 
“Cracking the WASP Code: Joan Didion and the Soul Word” is a study in Li-
terature and Language. The “Language” component is the idea of the Soul 
Word, used here as a generic term for words that represent a code of values 
and behavior that is admired and aspired to in various subcultures. Examples 
include “Soul” (African-American), “L’Chaim!” (Jewish), “Genutzat” (Arme-
nian), “Sissu” (Finnish), “Dom” (Serbo-Croatian), “Yamato-Damashi” (Jap-
anese), “Machismo” (Hispanic), and—most important for this essay—“Class” 
(WASP). The “Literature” component of this essay includes definitions and 
literary excerpts to explain these terms. Among the authors of these excerpts 
are such writers as Ralph Ellison, Toni Morrison, Saul Bellow, Oscar Hijuelos, 
Robert Frost, Ernest Hemingway, John Updike, and William Faulkner. The 
main thrust of this essay is to bring this concept (Soul Word) to bear on the 
contradictory portraits of the main character in Joan Didion’s masterpiece, A 
Book of Common Prayer. Charlotte Douglas, Didion’s protagonist, is por-
trayed as a scatterbrain who does not even seem to know whether she and her 
daughter did or did not see the Tivoli Gardens in Copenhagen or the rose 
window in the cathedral at Chartres. In the latter instance, for example, she 
says her daughter cried upon seeing the beauty of the window; elsewhere she 
says a British television crew prevented them from entering the cathedral. Yet 
she sometimes displays exceptional competence and presence of mind, as 
when she saves the life of a man with an emergency tracheotomy. The bridge 
between these two portraits, it turns out, is Didion’s deployment of the WASP 
Code, as I explain in my central argument. 
 
Keywords 
Didion, WASP Code, Soul Word, Class, L’Chaim 

 

1. Portraits of a Lady 

In Joan Didion’s A Book of Common Prayer (Didion, 1977) the protagonist ap-
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pears to be a dimwit. In the opening chapter, she (Charlotte Douglas) is ob-
served composing “Letters from Central America”, intended for the New Yorker 
magazine, claiming nonsensically that the dismal backwater country she is visit-
ing could become “the economic fulcrum of the Americas (p. 14)1”. At the Boca 
Grande airport where she spends much of her time, she “reads” a local newspa-
per with “her concentration apparently passionate, …here a nod of approval, 
there a moue of disagreement; her eyes scanning the Spanish words as if she un-
derstood them”—which she does not (p. 30). Though she is around forty years 
old, she behaves like a child. At an American embassy party, Charlotte “talked 
constantly. She talked feverishly…Every memory was ‘lyrical’, every denoue-
ment ‘hilarious’, and sometimes ‘ironic’ as well…She used words as a seven- 
year-old might (p. 36).” She does not seem to know whether she did or did not 
see the Tivoli Gardens in Copenhagen with her daughter Marin. In one account, 
“they had wandered beneath the colored lights until Marin’s heels blistered.” In 
another, Charlotte says that “because Marin had run a fever all weekend, …they 
had never left the Hotel Angelterre (pp. 47-48).” Likewise, it seems that Char-
lotte and Marin both did and did not see the rose windows at Chartres. In one 
account, Charlotte had “taken Marin to see the glass at Chartres and Marin had 
cried because it was so beautiful”. In another version, Charlotte recounts that “a 
British television crew had been filming inside and she and Marin had been un-
able to see the glass at all (pp. 109-110).” And in the current moment Charlotte 
keeps claiming that she and Marin are “inseparable”, though the teenage girl is 
separable enough to be on the lam from the law after joining a leftwing cult that 
hijacks and then destroys an airliner as a political statement.  

The observer of these and many similar peccadilloes is the story’s narrator, 
Grace Strasser-Mendana, a sixty-ish American expatriate who takes a caustic 
view of this Norteamericana intruder’s nutty behavior, notably including her 
chaotic love life. While still married to and pregnant by her second husband, 
Charlotte has spent some five months touring the South with her first husband 
and, after leaving him and delivering the baby (who soon died), is now engaged 
in affairs with both the narrator’s playboy son and the (married) dictator of Boca 
Grande.  

Yet the narrator also observes in this woman a feature that might redeem the 
whole portrait—various instances of what the writer Eric Hoffer considered the 
most uniquely significant American characteristic, “the diffusion of compe-
tence”. When it counts most, Charlotte Douglas is remarkably tough, resource-
ful, and knowledgeable. In one moment of crisis, this seemingly hare-brained 
woman saves the life of a man who is choking to death by performing an emer-
gency tracheotomy, making sure to first sterilize the knife by plunging it into a 
vat of boiling rice (p. 61). When a cholera outbreak hits the country, Charlotte 
dispenses vaccine for thirty-four hours without sleeping. To protect her own 
health, she displays expertise in pharmaceuticals, correcting the local druggist 

 

 

1These page numbers throughout the text refer to the books in my Works Cited list. 
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who tries to sell her the wrong drug compound (p. 41). And she knows all about 
guns, distinguishing between carbines, M-1, M-3, and M-16 firearms (pp. 
238-239). In the end, she proves heroically tough, standing by her work in a 
birth control clinic in the face of murderous hostility from the new dictator, 
though she had many opportunities to save her life by leaving the country.  

So how do we reconcile the two portraits of Charlotte Douglas? The bamboo 
bridge between them, as Nabokov might say, is the WASP code. To define and 
illustrate the term, we need to address the concept of the Soul word, defining the 
WASP code against the backdrop of other subcultures. We may then come 
around once more to Joan Didion’s masterpiece of fiction. 

2. Soul Words  

I got the idea of Soul words from a Jewish classmate of mine who married a 
Finn.2 One day, when among his in-laws, he hurt himself in a fashion that 
caused serious pain. His first impulse, he told me, was to scream, but there were 
all these Finns about, so he managed to keep a poker face. It was by discerning a 
look of admiration on their part that he learned about sissu—the characteristic 
that the Finnish subculture most admires and aspires to attain. The word implies 
an invincible toughness that will sustain serious pain and hardship while show-
ing no sign of discomfort. The best known instance of it is the common Finnish 
practice of bastu—taking a hot steam bath followed by a dip in ice water or a 
snow bank. In national history sissu seems evident in the Soviet-Finnish war of 
1939-40 wherein the Finns stood off the markedly superior Russian forces 
through a fierce winter campaign, a feat that might help explain why Stalin never 
absorbed the little country the way he took over the rest of Eastern Europe. He 
would have been swallowing a porcupine. 

Having added sissu to his own Jewish Soul word, l’Chaim! (To Life!), my col-
lege classmate speculated that other subcultures may have a similar word of high 
significance. Because Soul is so widely disseminated in works like The Souls of 
Black Folk (1903, by W. E. B. Du Bois), Soul on Ice (1968, by Eldridge Cleaver), 
and My Soul Has Grown Deep (2001, by John Edgar Wideman), it seems rea-
sonable to apply the term to such words in general. In my studies and travels 
abroad I picked up the thread and put together a little necklace of such nomen-
clature as follows: 

Dom—The Serbo-Croatian Soul word. It implies the ultimate worth of home 
in the largest sense, including the sacred soil of the homeland. Conflicting 
dom-based territorial claims dating back to medieval times have caused terrible 
bloodshed in the Balkans, including the 1990s warfare among Serbia, Croatia, 
Bosnia, and Kosovo. Soul words can have a dark side in the hands of demago-
gues. 

Genutzat—The Armenian Soul word, translated as “I give you everything I 
have.” This is an ethic of tribal survival, evoking the necessity of mutual support 

 

 

2The classmate was Gerald (Gershon) Weisenberg. 
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in a population subject to millennia of stigma, persecution, and slaughter, cul-
minating in the 1915 genocide. An engaging example of genutzat occurs in a 
memoir by Vartan Gregorian, who arrived in New York as an impoverished 
youth and rose to become the President of the Brown University and Presi-
dent/CEO of the Carnegie Corporation. Barely conversant in English and with 
empty pockets, he relates in The Road to Home: My Life and Times (Gregorian, 
2003) how a remarkable network of diaspora Armenians helped him at every 
turn—in Beirut, New York, San Francisco and elsewhere. William Saroyan’s hit 
song “Come On A My House” (“I’m Gonna Give You Everything”) is a sort of 
diaspora anthem (available online) for the genutzat principle. 

Yamato-damashi—The Japanese word-literally means “Japanese soul”. It im-
plies extreme self-discipline to the extent that thousands of youths volunteered 
for kamikaze service in WWII, flying planes with just enough gasoline to reach 
and dive into the American fleet. This variation of yamato-damashi, known as 
the Bushido code, signifies “Don’t come back until the job is done.” This ethic 
had some soldiers still fighting decades after the war ended, notably including 
one Hiroo Onada, who stopped fighting in the Philippines only in 1974, after his 
wartime commander, Major Teniguchi, ordered him to do so (He was given a 
spectacular reception in Tokyo soon after). It is noteworthy that even after Hi-
roshima, Emperor Hirohito’s personal intervention was required to overcome 
yamato-damashi and end the war.  

Machismo—An Hispanic Soul word, based on the Spanish word macho, 
meaning male. Soul words often bear a masculine connotation, but machismo 
evokes its pure essence, sometimes to the point of strut or swagger. In A Book of 
Common Prayer, the narrator explicitly ascribes “machismo” to her adult son 
who tools about in an Alfa Romeo and indulges his appetites in the fleshpots of 
Rome, Monaco, and Paris (p. 20). Sexual conquest is a special hallmark of ma-
chismo. In Oscar Hijuelos’s novel The Mambo Kings Sing Songs of Love (Hiju-
elos, 1989), the first book by a Hispanic writer to win a Pulitzer Prize, two 
brothers respond to the challenge of machismo in contrary fashion. The young-
er, Nestor, suffers from “his sense of unworthiness, his fears that he could never 
be a real macho in the kingdom of machos (p. 106).” His brother Cesar, howev-
er, is ultra-macho, with a harem of lovers large enough for an army barracks. 
Here, late in life, he savors some long memories: 

“He fell in love again: Ana and Miriam and Veronica and Vivian and Mimi 
and Beatriz and Rosario and Margarita and Adriana and Graciela and Jose-
fina and Virginia and Minerva and Marta and Alicia and Regina and Viole-
ta and Pilar and Finas and Matilda and Jacinta and Irene and Jolanda and 
Carmencita and Maria de la Luz and Eulalia and Conchita and Esmeralda 
and Vivian and Adela and Irma and Amalia and Dora and Ramona and 
Vera and Gilda and Rita and Berta and Consuelo and Eloisa and Hilda and 
Juana and Perpetua and Maria Rosita and Delmira and Floriana and Ines 
and Digna and Angelica and Diana and Ascension and Teresa and Aleida 
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and Manuela and Celia and Emelina and Victoria and Mercedes and…” (p. 
434) 

That’s machismo, as portrayed by an eminent Cuban-American writer. We 
come now to the three most important such constructions in American usage up 
through the middle of the twentieth century—the Black, Jewish, and WASP Soul 
words. As already indicated, the Black word is Soul itself, defined in Ralph Elli-
son’s classic book Invisible Man (Ellison, 1952) in terms of Soul food (“I yam 
what I am”) and Soul music (Louis Armstrong singing “What ever did I do/To 
be so black and blue”). Emotional expression is the goal. What makes music so 
dominant is that mere words are inadequate. Toni Morrison indelibly affirms 
the singular power of Soul music for the tragic youth Cholly in The Bluest Eye 
(1970).  

The pieces of Cholly’s life could become coherent only in the head of a mu-
sician. Only those who talk their talk through the gold of curved metal, or 
in the touch of black-and-white rectangles and taut skins and strings 
echoing from wooden corridors, could give true form to his life…Only a 
musician could know…that Cholly was free…Free to feel whatever he 
felt—fear, guilt, shame, love, grief, pity (Morrison, 1994: p. 159). 

L’Chaim!, the Jewish Soul Word, carries implications beyond its immediate 
meaning of a celebration of, and gratitude for, the gift of life. To begin with, it 
defies the history of stigma, persecution, and wholesale massacre that has af-
flicted Jewish life for four millennia, summoning each generation to celebrate 
life anyway. But it is crucial to understand that we are speaking of life as it ac-
tually is, not winnowed and idealized but admitting its full measure of both 
horror and glory. Another way of defining l’Chaim!, then, is “To Reality!” Or, to 
take the term to its final stage, we can say it means “To Truth!” This embrace of 
the Reality principle arguably helps to explain the extraordinary range of Jewish 
achievement—in science, business, the humane arts, philanthropy, and, where 
permitted, politics. George Bernard Shaw wrote that most of our revolutionary 
thinkers have been Jews—Spinoza, Marx, Freud, Einstein. If so, the primacy of 
truth ensconced in l’Chaim! may be a factor.  

In literature, Jewish-American writers like Saul Bellow, Philip Roth, and Allen 
Ginsberg have opened new vistas of candor while trying to tell the truth about 
their own subculture and American culture at large. Ginsberg and Roth went to 
the extraordinary length of endorsing the example of the French writer Louis- 
Ferdinand Celine in the name of unconstrained Truth. Celine, a fanatically ve-
nomous Jew-hater and Holocaust-denier, had written in 1937 of the Jew as “the 
swindler, the traitor, the felon…their filthy kike grins, boorish, slimy, …the very 
outline of a sucking snout, the Vampire…”, and during the war he was a fer-
vently anti-Jewish Vichy collaborator. Nonetheless, in 1958 Ginsberg visited Ce-
line in Paris, and Roth declared Celine “a great liberator. I feel called by his 
voice.” The great liberation was the Frenchman’s gonzo style that dispensed with 
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all politesse, an example that apparently freed Ginsberg and Roth to proceed 
with their graphic truth-telling in verse and fiction. Kurt Vonnegut stated pre-
cisely the rationale of this new freedom:  

[Celine] discovered a higher and more awful order of literary truth by ig-
noring the crippled vocabularies of ladies and gentleman…Every writer is 
in his debt…By being so impolite, he demonstrated that perhaps half of all 
experience, the animal half, had been concealed by good manners. No hon-
est writer or speaker will ever want to be polite again. (Kaplan, 2022: p. 21) 

Alice Kaplan, in her essay “The Master of Blame” ((Kaplan, 2022)—my source 
for this Celine material), cites Morris Dickstein’s forceful argument that the 
great turning point of Roth’s career, the then scandalously carnal Portnoy’s 
Complaint (1969), was written under Celine’s influence. In these instances, 
l’Chaim! shares with Soul an innate antipathy to the final entry in our little 
necklace of special words. 

3. The WASP Code 

At the end of our list, we come at last to the WASP Soul word, which is best 
identified with the idea of “class”, not in the sense of a class hierarchy but in the 
sense of “she’s got class” or “that was a class act”. In this usage, class invokes two 
equally strong imperatives: first, one must always maintain one’s dignity in front 
of other people; and second, one must always allow other people to have theirs. 
To that end, the WASP code stands in contrast to both Soul and l’Chaim! Whe-
reas Soul elicits emotional expression, class imposes emotional discipline. It is all 
right to cry when alone, for example, but never in front of other people—as Jake 
Barnes illustrates in The Sun Also Rises. And unlike l’Chaim!, the WASP code 
subordinates truth, or reality, to the strictures of dignity. If maintaining either 
one’s own or anyone else’s dignity involves ignoring reality or pretending not to 
know something, so be it. Robert Frost’s “The Death of the Hired Man” (Frost, 
1969) renders a perfect example of this ethos when the frail old hired man seeks 
to offset his plea for his former employer’s help with a promise to “ditch the 
meadow” (drain its rainwater). Both he and the employer, along with the em-
ployer’s wife, know full well that the old man is too feeble to ditch the meadow, 
but all three pretend to believe it. The hired man dies as the poem ends, but what 
matters most is that he has preserved his dignity.  

If Frost’s homeless man embodies the lowest end of the social hierarchy, Ern-
est Hemingway brings on the highest end in his portrait of deposed royalty. But 
class hierarchy crumbles to nothing when measured against the other meaning 
of class—the dignity that king and beggar share. The king and queen in 
“L’Envoi” (1925) might be hauled out and shot at any moment, but they appear 
exquisitely at ease during the ordeal:  

“The king was working in the garden. He seemed very glad to see me. We 
walked through the garden. This is the queen, he said. She was clipping a 
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rose bush. Oh how do you do, she said. We sat down at a table under a big 
tree and the king ordered whiskey and soda…The revolutionary committee, 
he told me, would not allow him to go outside the palace grounds. Plastiras 
is a very good man I believe, he said, but frightfully difficult. I think he did 
right, though, shooting those chaps. If Kerensky had shot a few men things 
might have been altogether different…It was very jolly. We talked for a long 
time.” (Hemingway, 1995: p. 233)  

One other feature of class merits scrutiny: maintaining the dignity of either 
oneself or the other often requires the practice of reticence. Traditional WASP 
writing, therefore, abhors the confessional mode and disapproves much talk 
about the self in general, especially about one’s sorrows and sufferings. The cru-
cial resource in this respect is the social mask or veil that serves as a shield for 
the private inner being. Nathaniel Hawthorne set the standard in his “Cus-
tom-House Essay” (1850): “we may prate of the circumstances that lie around 
us, and even of ourself, but still keep the inmost me behind its veil.” (Haw-
thorne, 1969: p. 4) That inmost Me is the central focus of the WASP code. Its in-
violable cocoon of privacy is a special requisite for the artist, according to Haw-
thorne’s “Mosses from an Old Manse” (1846): 

“So far as I am a man of really individual attributes I veil my face; nor am I, 
nor have I ever been, one of those supremely hospitable people who serve 
up their own hearts, delicately fried, with brain sauce, as a tidbit for their 
beloved public.” (Hawthorne, 1970: p. 581) 

Robert Frost codified the stricture in a letter to his friend Louis Untermeyer as 
follows (Untermeyer, 1964): 

I’d impose it as a penalty on you that you shouldn’t wax literary on what 
you’ve been through, or turn it to account in any way. It must be kept way 
down under the surface where you must confine yourself to everything else 
in the world but your own personal experience. (Untermeyer, 1964: p. 19) 

Capping it off, in the Modern period, is the “Impersonal theory of poetry” 
promulgated by T. S. Eliot in “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919): 

“The progress of an artist is… a continual extinction of personality…Poetry 
is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the 
expression of personality, but an escape from personality.” (Eliot, 1964: p. 10) 

Before proceeding further, three constraints about Soul words must be noted: 
First, none of these words are exclusive property of any cultural community: 
Jews have Soul, Blacks have l’Chaim!, Armenians have sissu, and everybody’s got 
class. The point is that the Soul word defines for its community what is most 
admired and striven after, at the top of their ethnic totem pole. The second con-
straint is that, like the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount, the 
Soul word promotes an ideal that is not always observed in practice. The impor-
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tant thing is that, practiced or not, it persists across generations. And last, as 
those generations pass, cultural changes may weaken, strengthen, or otherwise 
modify the Soul word. 

There remains the other main thrust of the WASP code. One must maintain 
one’s dignity, yes, but it is equally imperative to allow other people to have their 
dignity, aka their sense of worth. No purer example of this precept exists than 
John Updike’s widely anthologized story, “A & P” (1961). Narrated by Sammy, a 
young clerk, the story opens with three teenage girls, led by “Queenie”, entering 
the store wearing bathing suits. The manager cites store policy: “Girls, this isn’t 
the beach…We want you decently dressed when you come in here.” Queenie’s 
protest (“We are decent”), accompanied by a deep blush, suffices to evoke the 
WASP code in Sammy: 

“Did you say something, Sammy?” 
“I said I quit.” 
“I thought you did.” 
“You didn’t have to embarrass them.” 
(Updike, 2002: pp. 609-610) 

It is a steep price to pay—Sammy can’t afford to lose the job, but “remember-
ing how [his boss] made the pretty girl blush” makes him drop his apron and 
walk out. Defending the girl’s dignity is paramount. He’s got class. 

William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying (1930) renders an exquisite version of the 
WASP code among the lowliest folk in the social scale—uncouth, impoverished 
hillbillies. Consisting of fifty-nine interior monologues, the book portrays a 
community so committed to the concept of dignity that even within her inner-
most mind, a long-married wife thinks of her husband as “Mr Tull” (p. 5) and 
the book ends with Anse Bundren introducing his new bride to his children as 
“Mrs Bundren”. And if dignity gets violated, grave consequences may ensue, as 
when someone reacts to the stench of Addie’s decaying corpse in the wagon. 
Darl Bundren records his brother Jewel’s reaction: 

When we pass the negroes their heads turn suddenly with that expression of 
shock and instinctive outrage. “Great God,” one says, “what they got in that wa-
gon?” 

Jewel whirls. “Son of a bitches,” he says. As he does so he is abreast of the 
white man, who has paused….  

The man moves. He begins to edge around me, watching Jewel, the knife low 
against his flank. “Cant no man call me that,” he says. (Faulkner, 1987: p. 212) 

From this point forward, the protocol of defusing the encounter is as elaborate 
as a peacock’s dance. Both parties understand precisely the difference between 
volunteering an apology, an acceptable option, and being forced to say one, 
which is unacceptable:  

“He thought you said something to him,” I say. 
“I never said nothing to him. I never see him before.”… 
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“I know,” I say. “He never meant anything. He’ll take it back.” 
“Let him take it back, then.” 
“Put up your knife, and he will.” 
The man looks at me. He looks at Jewel. Jewel is quiet now. 
“Put up your knife” I say. 
The man shuts the knife…. 

Jewel’s apology, when it comes, includes a sharp warning about observing 
boundaries. The stranger understands that the dignity of both men must be 
honored: 

“Tell him you didn’t mean anything. Jewel” I say. 
“I thought he said something,” Jewel says. “Just because he’s…” 
“Hush,” I say. “Tell him you didn’t mean it.” 
“I didn’t mean it,” Jewel says. 
“He better not,” the man says. “Calling me a…” 
“Do you think he’s afraid to call you that?” I say. 
The man looks at me. “I never said that,” he said. 
“Dont think it, neither,” Jewel says. 
“Shut up,” I say. “Come on. Drive on, pa.” (Faulkner, 1987: pp. 213-214) 

In this instance, the conflict affects two men who share the same Soul word. 
The conflict assumes a different tone when the combatants subscribe to different 
words. 

4. When Soul Words Collide 

In a large, diverse population, it is highly desirable to understand one another’s 
cultural heritage. Otherwise, conflict can ensue. In The Sun Also Rises (1926), 
Ernest Hemingway provides a memorable example of cultural friction between 
WASP and Jew, with a pronounced slant in Hemingway’s favor.3 The occasion is 
Robert Cohn’s homage to l’Chaim! He has already dumped his fiancée because 
“he’s decided he hasn’t lived enough” (p. 46), and now he ups the ante: “I can’t 
stand it to think my life is going so fast and I’m not really living it.” (p. 11) In-
evitably, Cohn’s pursuit of l’Chaim! violates the WASP code of reticence. He 
states a truth that we all know but must not mention: 

“Listen, Jake,” he leaned forward on the bar. “Don’t you ever get the feeling 
that all your life is going by and you’re not taking advantage of it? Do you 
realize you’ve lived nearly half the time you have to live already?” 
“Yes, every once in a while.” 
“Do you know that in about thirty-five years more we’ll be dead?” 

 

 

3In this instance, Hemingway had no class. Robert Cohn was based on Harold Loeb, a drinking 
buddy, tennis partner, and presumable friend who stirred Hemingway’s malice when he bedded 
Lady Duff Twysden, the woman on whom Lady Brett is based. Twysden had rejected Hemingway 
because he was married. Hemingway told Loeb’s ex-girlfriend that “I’m tearing those bastards apart. 
I’m putting everyone in it, and that kike Loeb is the villain.” ((Meyers, 1985), Hemingway: A Bio-
graphy, p. 158) 
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“What the hell, Robert,” I said. “What the hell.” (Hemingway, 1954: p. 11) 

It is not surprising that later on Cohn will cry copiously in front of other 
people. After all, he is not a WASP and has no reason to place dignity above the 
truth of his ruined love life. But for Jake Barnes, who cannot have a love life be-
cause of his wound in the war, emotional discipline prevails. When, on the last 
page, Lady Brett issues an invitation to self-pity (“Oh, Jake, we could have had 
such a damned good time together”), Jake ends the conversation (and the novel) 
with a call for emotional discipline: “‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Isn’t it pretty to think so.’” 

A contrary version of the WASP-l’Chaim! conflict occurs in Saul Bellow’s Se-
ize the Day (Bellow, 1956), which opens with this sentence: “When it came to 
concealing his troubles, Tommy Wilhelm was not less capable than the next fel-
low…He had once been an actor…and he knew what acting should be.” This is a 
Jewish man adopting the WASP code of reticence, hiding his suffering behind a 
mask. Bellow’s entire plot line consists of putting mounting pressure on Wil-
helm so as to rip off the mask and allow l’Chaim! (in the sense of To Truth!) to 
emerge. The initial pressure comes from losing his job, which Wilhelm conceals 
from his father by getting dressed up and pretending to go off to work each 
morning. Other pressures come from his estranged wife, who will not grant a 
divorce so he can marry his girlfriend. She also turns his boys against him and 
demands increasing amounts of money he does not have. In fact he does not 
have enough for this month’s rent in the hotel, and his well-to-do father turns 
down his plea for help with brutal contempt.  

Across the whole narrative the tension tightens mostly around Wilhelm’s in-
vestment of his last thousand dollars in the stock market under the guidance of a 
con man. The final pages verge into sadism as Bellow turns the screws ever tigh-
ter to make Wilhelm crack. First, he gets wiped out on the stock market, but the 
mask stays put. To the question “You get hit?” he pretends it’s no big deal:  

Wilhelm, quite coolly, said “Oh, it could have been worse, I guess.” …The 
lie helped him out—for a moment, he was afraid he would cry…His need to 
cry, like someone in a crowd, pushed and jostled him…He said to himself, 
“I will not cry in front of these people. I’ll be damned if I’ll break down in 
front of them like a kid…” (p. 104) 

Next, his final appeal to his father for help triggers a terminal rupture: “Go away 
from me now. It’s torture for me to look at you, you slob!” (p. 110) Yet, up to the 
last page, Wilhelm will not crack. But in the final paragraph l’Chaim! breaks 
through. When Wilhelm gets caught up in a crowd that moves into a synagogue, 
he finds himself attending a stranger’s funeral, and his mask clatters to the floor. 
In the book’s closing words, his inner me pours out for the world to see:  

The great knot of ill and grief in his throat swelled upward and he gave in 
utterly and held his face and wept. He cried with all his heart. He alone, of 
all the people in the chapel, was sobbing…One woman said, “Is that per-
haps the cousin from New Orleans they were expecting?”…He sank… dee-
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per than sorrow, through torn sobs and cries toward the consummation of 
his heart’s ultimate need. (p. 118) 

Bellow’s main purpose in Seize the Day was to remove Wilhelm’s WASP-like 
mask, and it took him the whole novel to do it. But at the last he let the truth 
prevail: l’Chaim!  

In Invisible Man (Ellison, 1952), Ralph Ellison depicts a similar contest be-
tween WASP and Soul values among his Black protagonists. In New York City 
Black men who are janitors and messengers dress like Wall Street bankers, “with 
their Brooks Brothers suits and bowler hats, English umbrellas, black calfskin 
shoes and yellow gloves, …[and] the Wall Street Journal carried beneath the left 
elbow.” (pp. 223-224) This is effective satire, perhaps, but it fell to Toni Morri-
son to take on the WASP code with a flamethrower. In her first novel, The Blu-
est Eye (1970), Morrison’s pours harsh contempt on “brown girls” who live by 
false white values. The sarcasm begins with their work ethic: “Such girls live in 
quiet black neighborhoods where everybody is gainfully employed.” (p. 82) Next 
comes their penchant for neat, well-kept homesteads:  

“Where there are porch swings hanging from chains. Where the grass is cut 
with a scythe, where rooster combs and sunflowers grow in yards, and pots 
of bleeding heart… line the steps and windowsills…”(Morrison, 1994: p. 82)  

Their genteel manners are likewise intolerable, along with their belief in col-
lege education. It is these white (WASP) values that turn Black girls brown: 

They do not smoke, drink, or swear…They sing second soprano in the 
choir…They go to land-grant colleges, normal schools, and learn how to do the 
white man’s work with refinement. 

…Here they learn the rest of the lesson begun in those soft houses with 
porch swings and pots of bleeding heart: how to behave. The careful devel-
opment of thrift, patience, high morals, and good manners. (Morrison, 
1994: pp. 82-83) 

It stands to reason that these brown girls will prove sexless, even in the married 
state. When “she senses some spasm about to grip [her husband], she will make 
rapid movements with her hips…and pretend she is having an orgasm.” (p. 84)  

The brown girls’ denial of Soul gives Morrison the occasion to render her own 
version, which she renames funkiness—the “funkiness of passion, the funkiness 
of nature, the funkiness of the wide range of human emotions” (p. 83). Passion, 
nature, emotion—there is the essence of Soul, in sharp contrast to WASP mask 
and its inhibitions. To express feelings, not suppress them, is the role of the 
Black artist. For Joan Didion, however, the WASP code still holds sway. Its role 
in her best novel solves the mystery of her protagonist’s contradictions. 

5. Conclusion: Lost Splendor  

In A Book of Common Prayer, the woman who talks like a seven-year-old and 
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does not seem to know whether she did or did not tour the Tivoli Gardens with 
her daughter is wearing the WASP mask, retaining her dignity through emo-
tional discipline. And what a magnificent false front it is. To understand why, we 
must take account of her losses—griefs far deeper than anything suffered by 
Wilhelm in Saul Bellow’s novel. First, she has recently buried her newborn child, 
a hydrocephalic baby with terminal liver failure doomed to a very short life span. 
But true to the “Occupation: Madre” tag stamped on her passport, Charlotte 
takes the baby on her Caribbean flight and mothers it through its final hours: 

Merida was where she had taken the baby to die…Toward the beginning of 
the two weeks she waited for the baby to die she moistened its lips with tap 
water and told it about the places they would see together…. The night in 
Merida when the diarrhea finally came Charlotte held the small warm de-
hydrating creature in her arms all night…The baby had gone into convul-
sions and projectile vomiting and Charlotte…walked with the baby… and 
sang to the baby…in her arms, trusting at last, its vomit spent… (Didion, 
1977: pp. 147-150) 

“Occupation: Madre” also explains why Charlotte came to Boca Grande. Pre-
sumably, the little country does not have an extradition treaty with the United 
States, so she spends her days at the airport, “reading” Spanish language news-
papers while waiting for her outlaw daughter to fly in. It is obvious to the narra-
tor that Marin will never come here, having sent an audiotape to a TV station 
that displays radical militant brainwashing. (Marin’s motive for militance began 
with her rejection by Stanford, where her friend Lisa was admitted.)4 (Didion, 
1977: p. 74) But the WASP code makes truth secondary to a higher value, in this 
case the role of motherhood in Charlotte’s sense of worth. So she and Marin re-
main “inseparable”, because—though physically apart—“I have Marin in my 
mind” and “Marin has me in her mind.”  

Half of that formulation is verified. Charlotte does have her remaining child in 
her mind, obsessively and even sacramentally: “Charlotte adored her, …believed 
that when she walked through the valley of the shadow she would be sustained 
by the taste of Marin’s salt tears, her body and blood.” (p. 69) And when she 
does enter that valley, on the night she is shot, “Charlotte cried not for God but 
for Marin.”  

When she arrives in Boca Grande, then, this avatar of Occupation Madre has 
lost both of her children. She has also lost both husbands. The first husband, 
Warren, with whom she has recently spent five months on the road, is in the fi-
nal stage of death by cancer, and her second husband, Leonard, had earlier lost 
his battle with Warren over possession of this woman. The moment of transfer 
occurred during a single blunt sentence uttered by Leonard: “I want you. I don’t 
need you.” (p. 139) The distinction matters: everyone wants to be wanted, but 
that is not enough. The need to be needed goes even deeper, and that need is 

 

 

4Like Marin, Joan Didion herself was rejected by Stanford and had to settle for Berkeley. 
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what drove Charlotte back to Warren, her first lover as well as first husband. His 
need for her, attested by his three-thousand-mile trip to see her, makes the flame 
of past love flare up again.  

So Charlotte Douglas comes to Boca Grande as a broken woman, immersed in 
hopeless grief. But how splendidly she conceals her pain. As she comes for her 
evening meal at the Hotel Caribe, no one could ever guess that her heart has 
been ripped out: 

An hour or so after the sunset one could see her walking through the empty 
casino at the Caribe, nodding pleasantly at the idle croupiers and the national 
police assigned to the casino…After this ritual turn through the casino she 
would walk on out through the lobby, her step buoyant, purposeful. Later one 
could see her eating alone on the porch, …read[ing] the Miami Herald, 
reading the classified as attentively as she read the front page, reading both as 
avidly and thoroughly as she ate the spiny lobster. (Didion, 1977: pp. 24-25) 

As the plot unfolds, her WASP mask comes under increasing pressure. In a 
flashback, Charlotte is at a Hollywood party soon after Marin’s disappearance. 
An actress who had visited Hanoi (based on Jane Fonda) “spoke of the superior 
health and beauty of the children there” and she declares the reason: 

“It’s because they aren’t raised by their mothers,” the actress said. “They 
don’t have any of the bourgeois personal crap laid on them…No ma-
ma-papa-baby-nuclear-family bullshit,” the actress said. “It’s beautiful.” (p. 
130) 

The mask slips precariously: ‘“I know why you are crying,’ the actress said af-
ter a while.” (Didion, 1977: p. 131) But a moment later, when a Vogue photo-
grapher snaps her picture, Charlotte has her feelings under control: “The flash 
bulb blazed. Charlotte smiled.” The WASP code prevails. Vogue readers will see 
only the mask. 

The next test occurs when she learns that Warren’s death, back in New Or-
leans, seems imminent. Her verbal response is denial— “He is not dying”—but 
the mask cannot keep her eyes from talking. “The tissue around Charlotte’s eyes 
was reddening,” the narrator observes, but, importantly, “she did not cry.” (p. 
235) The final, most excruciating test happens near the end of the novel when 
Leonard comes to Boca Grande with terrible news. First, Warren is dead; Leo-
nard attended his funeral. Second, Leonard has discovered Marin’s hideout in 
Buffalo, but when he visited her she rejected his offer to get her to Boca Grande. 
She does not want to see her mother. They are terminally separable. 

Now the question is whether Leonard will see her cry. He is still her husband, 
after all, and would not take it amiss if she broke down. But Charlotte is re-
sourceful to the end. As they stand in the clinic where she works, she states a re-
quest:  

“Would you go to the [front] desk for me… Would you tell them I can’t see 
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anyone for a few minutes. Twenty minutes.” 
“I’ll call.” Leonard picked up the telephone and jiggled it. “How do you 
call?”… 
“Would you please go to the desk?” 

Twenty minutes—enough time for a really good cry, but only while alone. A 
class act. 

In the end one character does penetrate Charlotte’s mask—the narrator, Grace 
Strasser-Mendana. Like Nick Carraway, whose view of Jay Gatsby changes from 
“unaffected scorn” to admiration, Grace changes her mind about the scatter-
brained norteamericana newcomer. A secret sharer, as it were, of the WASP 
code, Grace takes charge after Charlotte’s murder, shipping her body back to 
America for burial and reclaiming Marin to her mother’s memory in a superbly 
realized scene. Initially, while visiting “that dirty room in Buffalo” where Marin 
and her gang are hiding out, Grace is stonewalled by the girl’s revolutionary 
babble. Remembering Charlotte’s tennis skirt, for example, is enough to set Ma-
rin off: “Tennis…is just one more mode of teaching an elitist strategy.” To cut 
her off Grace asks for a glass of water. Then she has a sudden flash of clair-
voyance:  

Marin Bogart…stood up and turned to the sink full of dirty dishes. 
“Did you like the Tivoli Gardens,” I said suddenly. 
“The water runs lukewarm. I better get you some ice…” 
As she spoke she opened the refrigerator and took out some ice. Her 
movements were jerky and the tray was not frozen and the water splashed 
on the floor. 
“I said did you like the Tivoli Gardens.” 
“Goddamn people around here, someone took it out last night and never 
put it back, I mean I had to put it back this morning…” 
She was speaking very rapidly… 
“Tivoli,” I said. 
Marin Bogart turned suddenly, and she put the tray on the table, and her 
face was tight, and\then she broke exactly as her mother must have broken 
the morning the FBI first came to the house… (259-260) 

In this case, breaking through the girl’s mask was, on Grace’s part, a class act.  
In an essay titled “On Morality”, Joan Didion launched an insight relevant to 

Soul words. “For better or worse,” she says, “we are what we learned as child-
ren.” (Didion, 1968: p. 158) For better or worse, to incorporate that insight, a 
Soul word learned during childhood may induce a Hiroo Onada to perform ya-
mato-damashi for thirty years in the Philippines or propel a Vartan Gregorian to 
the top tier of success via genutzat.  

Among various subcultures in America, the WASP Soul word may be more 
imperiled than most, not only because of the end of the WASP ascendancy since 
the 1950s but because of internal rot in what remains of that subculture. Given 
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the coarsening of the culture at large on the Internet and the barbarian crudities 
of current political discourse, the genteel constraints of a Hawthorne or Frost or 
even the very notion of dignity may seem quaintly archaic. Didion foresees as 
much in her portrait of Warren Bogart, who violates the WASP code with per-
verse relish at every turn in A Book of Common Prayer. But, notwithstanding 
his domineering personality, he is not the main character. Charlotte Douglas, a 
woman with class, is the protagonist throughout. 

It seems apparent that Joan Didion, born in 1934, was harking back to her 
childhood in construing her finest novel. But even if she wrote in the farewell 
mode, saying goodbye to all that, she is true to the prophetic role of the art-
ist—to tell the truth of her own time as best she knows and believes it. And in 
her telling, there was something grand in the constraints of the WASP code, in 
the strength and discipline expended in maintaining it. Through her portrait of 
Charlotte Douglas, Didion made A Book of Common Prayer her testament to 
that lost splendor. In doing so, she also provided a poignant instance of an im-
portant feature of American literature at large—the often deployed but little stu-
died Soul Word, whose multvarious presence so greatly enriches our national 
culture. 
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Abstract 
This paper explores the progression of women through the medium of social 
capital within the extant works of Euripides, with an aim to ascertain the level 
of influence social capital held in the progression of the Euripidean female. In 
order to achieve this, we take into consideration how traditional perceptions 
and behaviours of femaleness were adjusted by Euripides to combat social 
conventions, and empower his female characters. We also examine how Euri-
pides used audience familiarity to implement female progression, whilst 
simultaneously maintaining an adequate level of androcentrism that would 
appease the contemporary audience and retain a positive reception. After 
considering the traditional roles of women, and the familiar, we conclude that 
as a mechanism for change, progression, and the empowerment of the Euri-
pidean female, the use of social capital was a crucial agency of influence. 
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1. Introduction 

Fifth century BCE Athenian society was based on inequality, a patriarchal struc-
ture where women were, as Gomme (1925: pp. 1-25) surmises, powerless in law, 
remained mainly indoors, and were systematically treated with contempt, occu-
pying a far lower societal position than in other parts of the Greek world. How-
ever, given the changing discourse surrounding the study of ancient Greek cul-
ture, which was in part driven by changing European attitudes towards the free-
doms afforded to women, Gomme’s argument could be taken as more of reflec-
tion of the time in which he was writing. In truth, a comprehensive and more 
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importantly unbiased depiction of the societal role of fifth century Athenian 
women is hard reached, due in the main to the fact that “there is very little lite-
rature of any kind that comes from the middle or lower classes of society. [And] 
[t]he view of women in Athens literature comes from writings of males from the 
upper economic class” (O’Neal, 1993: p. 116). That said, during this so-called 
golden age a societal shift began to emerge: “[t]here is, in fact, no literature, no 
art of any country, in which women are more prominent, more important, […] 
than in tragedy, sculpture, and painting [than that] of fifth century Athens 
(Gomme, 1925: p. 4).” And a front runner in the altered representation of 
women in Greek tragedy was Euripides, who as Gomme also argues, should be 
considered as the first playwright to give a voice to the women of the stage. 

2. Literature Review 

The volume of works that have survived into modernity has meant that Euri-
pides has been and continues to be one of the more researched Greek tragedians, 
as scholars continually try to comprehend the Euripidean world. These years of 
scrutiny bring a vast array of research areas to the fore, but a relatively new addi-
tion is the application of gender and mobility. One of the main barriers to the 
study of gender, particularly in regards to women, within the ancient world is 
that “it lurks beneath the radar […] [and] rarely address[es] gender as an orga-
nising principle directly” (Foxhall & Neher, 2013: p. 2), and of course the male 
bias that permeates surviving sources. However, this has not stopped research 
into the social positioning of women from emerging. Konstantinou (2018) for 
instance, approaches gender mobility from the perspective of space, arguing that 
mobility is the movement between spaces with public spaces assigned as mascu-
line, and private spaces (domestic settings) being feminine. Using Cresswell 
(2006) to form the basis of his theoretical approach Konstantinou concludes that 
mobility is a socially generated motion and that its representation and practices 
are what equip it with meaning. James & Dillion (2015) also approach gender 
mobility from the perspective of space, focusing on the physical ability of wom-
en to move from one space to another.  

Chong-Gossard (2008) also considers space but in relation to the creation of 
gendered conversational space, a space in which men converse with men and 
women with women, and how the interaction between the different genders 
affects the space Euripides creates. Chong-Gossard concludes that Euripidean 
women are more likely to be apologetic when entering a male space, and create a 
gender solidarity as they are more aware of their social setting into which they 
have been placed. 

Stravrinou (2014) presents an argument that utilises Euripides’ crossover from 
drama to real life scenarios, translating this as Euripides’ game with the social 
norms through a juxtapositional contrast. Segal (1992) on the other hand con-
centrates on a visual critique of the gendered roles of men and women within 
Alcestis, highlighting the domestic setting for both genders and the interplay 
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between excepted roles, and surmising that there is a paradox of domestic he-
roism, that is both reassuring yet unsettling to the audience.  

The women of Euripidean drama have also inspired a wealth of research from 
characterisation to their place within society. Adams & Adams (2015) apply 
their focus on the beauty of Euripides’ Helen of Troy concluding that the skilful 
deployment and performance of beauty offers women tangible benefits. Rabino-
witz (1993) and Dellner (2000) consider Alcestis’ act of self-sacrifice, arguing 
that her act supported “Athenian social goals1 by defining female excellence as 
dying on behalf of men and the family” (Rabinowitz, 1993: p. 68) and that “Al-
cestis has radically redefined the obligation of a wife” (Foley, 1992, cited in 
(Dellner, 2000: p. 8)). Gabriel (1992) critiques Medea in conjunction with Freud 
to find a juxtaposing relationship between textual narratives of fiction and its 
transference to real life. For Devereux (1970) and Segal (1986), however, Agave’s 
conversation with Cadmus (Eur. Bacch. 1264-97) Euripides (2008), offers an in-
sight into modern day psychotherapy. Devereux suggests that: “unless one is 
prepared to credit Euripides with the invention of the principles of genuine 
psychotherapy, the scene in question must be viewed as an important document 
in the history of human culture (Devereux, 1970: p. 35)”, and Segal suggests that 
the scene is somehow “a mirror of the dramatic art itself in its power to reveal 
the hidden dimensions of the self […] between unconscious and conscious 
knowledge” (Segal, 1986: p. 296).  

But despite the breadth of scope, a theme that has been lacking in the treat-
ment of Euripides, and in particular the Euripidean female, is how social capital 
impacts women and how influential it is to their overall progression. This is not 
to say that social capital has never been considered; Thompson (2006) for in-
stance uses the concept to analyse modern performances of Euripides but steps 
away from considering social capital in the context of fifth century Athens. 
Therefore, this gap in the application of social capital as a means of female pro-
gression is the reason behind this paper’s focus. 

3. Theoretical Framework 

For all Gomme suggests a rebirth in female representation within the arts, the 
process of actually altering the suppositions of Athenian women, from a drama-
tised perspective, was a more gradual affair, as playwrights tussled with how best 
to portray the female within a deeply embedded androcentric culture. The pro-
gression of the Euripidean female, as we shall discuss, twists and turns, but 
where he could, Euripides championed the female character, empowering them 
beyond the social norm. The ability to present a more complete female character 
was intricately entwined with a character’s ability to collect, hold and, when re-
quired, dispense social capital.  

Several theorists have offered an insight into how social capital should be de-

 

 

1Alcestis, as Rabinowitz (1993) points out was written as Athens was on the verge of the Peloponne-
sian War and on the back of Pericles’ Funeral Speech were he indicated that the model of male ex-
cellence should be defined as dying for democracy, dying for others. 
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fined. Putnam (1995, 2001) leaned towards an economics based discourse, a 
narrative also suggested by Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1990). The premise is 
that conceptually, social capital is essentially supported by three principal pil-
lars; relationships, reciprocated trust, and resources. Relationships incorporate 
the networks created between individuals and groups, trust characterises the 
strength of these bonds, and resources are the benefits gained through social ties 
and from active participation within those networks. However, Field (2003) cri-
tiquing Putnam, suggests an ambiguity of conceptual definition when social cap-
ital is removed from an economic setting and placed within the social sphere. 
Addressing this conceptual vagueness and one-directional narrative of his pre-
decessors, Field (2003) puts forward that social capital can and should also be 
considered as a source of social inequality, as one group or individual will in-
evitably hold more power over the other, prompting the phrase “the darker side 
of social capital”2. It is therefore social capital’s application to the social sphere 
that is of concern here. Adhering to the fundamentals of social capital (relation-
ships, reciprocated trust and resources) we can demonstrate how important so-
cial capital was to the overall progression of the Euripidean female.  

4. Playing with Convention 

One of the main problems facing Euripides was how to represent female charac-
ters in a way that demonstrated social progression but also achieved a positive 
audience reception; how could he redress the contemporary narrative and bring 
forth a new understanding, and acceptance, of femaleness whilst simultaneously 
adhering to the expected androcentrism? Euripides’ answer was to subtly include 
acts that chipped away at patriarchal authority. Euripides understood the need to 
refrain from trite matriarchal inclusion, a gesture that would detract from the 
importance of the female role, which is why the Euripidean female always joins 
the stage with a distinct narrative purpose. Their inclusion had to be of sound 
reason and hold meaning, even if that was to be inferred on an unconscious 
plane, if Euripides was to undertake the pursuit of changing and challenging the 
contemporary narrative of femaleness.  

This subliminally inferred importance first becomes evident through Euri-
pides’ title selections: Alcestis, Hecuba, Andromache, Medea, Iphigenia at Aulis, 
Elektra, The Trojan Women, and Helen are among Euripides’ extant works. And 
if we were to compare the titles of what are essentially the same take on an Oe-
dipus tale, we see a rival playwright, Aeschylus, opt for the more generic sound-
ing Seven against Thebes whereas Euripides opts for Phoenician Women, which 
is all the more interesting from a subliminal context considering Jocasta has little 
narrative involvement. This illustrates the intrepidness of Euripides’ pursuit to 
alter an audience’s perception of the dramatised female.  

On stage the Euripidean female takes on many guises: victim, murderer, lost, 

 

 

2The imbalance of power that results from the misuse of social capital is referred to as the “darker 
side” of social capital; see Field (2003)’s Social Capital, where this angle of inquiry is discussed fur-
ther. 
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weak, insightful, misunderstood, to name but a few. So in relation to how best to 
present a different form of femaleness, Euripides uses two overarching themes: 
the traditional, and the familiar.  

The traditional embodies female characteristics and behaviours that fall 
into line with the conventions of social functionalism, and are then presented 
through imagery that is sympathetic towards the male gaze. In essence, contem-
porary audience members were, arguably, more receptive to female characters 
that mirrored similar traits to those found within their own lives, which goes 
some way to explain the genre’s tendency to gravitate towards gender stereo-
types.  

The familiar focus was upon situational behaviours that were not necessarily 
driven by functionalism, but still sought to retain an element of relatability. In 
other words, the how and why of how women acted based upon the scenarios 
that they found themselves in.  

Social capital is omnipresent within all aspects of our everyday lives, irrespec-
tive of whether or not we consciously make the connection. We still have a ten-
dency to subconsciously revert back to economics and think of social capital 
from a business perspective; the work place networks that could help with a 
promotion, or the partnership with a fellow business that boosts financials, and 
forget about our constant exposure to the more mundane interactions. There-
fore, by considering Euripides’ use of these lesser consciously registered connec-
tions (through the traditional and the familiar) we can gain a greater under-
standing of how and why social capital grows, and once that growth is unders-
tood we can come to appreciate how influential social capital was to the progres-
sion of women in the context of Euripidean drama. Additionally, given that Eu-
ripides was renowned for his fictional/factual thematic crossovers we can then 
also better comprehend how social capital could function as a progressive tool 
for enabling women offstage. 

5. The Traditional 

Alcestis (Euripides, 2003) (J. Davie, Trans.) Euripides’ first extant play, is anoth-
er example of where the title could have arguably been taken by another charac-
ter, given Alcestis’ early exit and the ensuing male focal dominance. That said, 
Alcestis does offer an insight into how a female character, with limited onstage 
presence, can embody this idea of Euripides shifting the expectations of drama-
tised femaleness and play with social conventions.  

From the outset Alcestis assumes a domiciliary tone, with the eponymic Al-
cestis portrayed as an exemplar of the traditional female Athenian: wife, mother, 
homemaker, dutiful, respectful and subservient to a fault, a picture that Euri-
pides wastes no time in embedding into the minds of the audience through his 
use of domestic staging. Descriptions of how Alcestis prepared the household for 
her death, from the laying out of clothes, hanging garlands, praying to Hestia, all 
add to the traditional female narrative. Even the act of dying in her husband’s 
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stead expresses marital subservience first and foremost. But before Alcestis’s un-
timely death Euripides embarks on his subtle play with social conventions via 
Alcestis’ challenge to the status quo. A simple request is made by Alcestis, but 
one that would not have sat too comfortably within the male-centric society:  

Do not marry again and give them a stepmother to  
ill-treat them, your children and mine […] 
I beg you! A stepmother approaches the children she  
inherits like an enemy, yes, a viper would show them more 
affection.  
(304-310)  

Do not marry, a simple yet provocative request by Alcestis, given the social 
expectation for Admetus to take another wife, coupled with the fact that Adme-
tus, her husband, is under no obligation to conform to her request. So why does 
Euripides include it? By having Alcestis take such a stance, circumstances aside3, 
Euripides can begin to challenge those social norms, and alter the audience’s 
perception of relational power dynamics. Positioning Alcestis in such a fashion 
challenges the entrenched social order of male authority, and gives the contem-
porary audience an alternate perspective from which to view Alcestis; as some-
thing more than the stereotypical wife; a new, nonconforming, and empowered 
woman now stands before them. So when Alcestis says “I beg you!” (307) it is 
not a request but a demand; the inference is not “I beg”, but “I am telling you, 
you will not remarry”. To strengthen her demand Alcestis brings their children 
into play, and it is with this inclusion that we can see further the influence of so-
cial capital.  

Alcestis draws upon the most important social capital relationship at her dis-
posal, her marriage. It is a relationship that has developed over time and been 
tempered with the addition of children; and as Euripides gives no indication to 
the contrary we can take the strength of that marital bond at face value. The 
marriage itself creates a harmonious environment in which further collection of 
social capital can be readily achieved; opportunities to make new alliances, im-
mediate access to wider networks, the opportunity to gather direct and indirect 
resources, and the option to nurture reciprocity. Marriage, in terms of social 
capital, is a relationship that is mutually beneficial for as long as it holds true. 
The breakdown of that union and trust is Alcestis’ opening. 

Having broken both union and trust, Admetus may well feel compelled to 
comply with Alcestis’ wishes, so to reinforce the point Alcestis brings their other 
shared relationship to the fore, one that she knows Admetus holds dear, their 
children: “Children, you heard your father, you heard him say that never would 
he marry another woman to be second mother to you, never would he disho-

 

 

3From a modern perception an argument could be made that because Alcestis is forfeiting her life 
Admetus should be willing to do anything; but when viewed with an Athenian lens we know that 
Admetus has no reason to do anything that his wife demands; such is the social and gender imbal-
ance. 
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nour me (371-373).” Alcestis’ inclusion of all the family members reiterates the 
connective bonding of social capital that exists within a family unit. And al-
though addressing the children, Alcestis’ subtext is clearly instructive towards 
Admetus: do not remarry and do not dishonour me; the children’s presence 
provides Alcestis with an emotional pressure to further leverage Admetus into 
acting accordingly. Euripides has Alcestis ask to not be dishonoured, which is 
rather ironic given the run of play; nevertheless, the addition transfers the au-
dience’s attention back to Admetus’ own dishonourable act (sacrificing his wife), 
an inclusion that again upsets the power dynamics by questioning Admetus’ 
virtues. Admetus’ dishonourable act could be taken as weakness by the audience, 
a slight on his masculinity; whereas Alcestis’ self-sacrifice resonates only vir-
tuous strength.  

The importance of Alcestis’ transition from dutiful wife to empowered mother 
has a tendency to be trivialised, brushed aside as nothing more than expected 
motherly behaviour. Despite that, we need to remember context, and appreciate 
that for women such as Alcestis to question and challenge the functionalism of a 
rigidly male-centric society was no mean feat. It is a feat that Alcestis achieves 
through the use of social capital as a mechanism for her empowerment; demon-
strated through her ability to ensure that Admetus abides by her wishes, and 
does not remarry and takes on the responsibility for their children’s care, two 
decisions that, societally speaking, Admetus didn’t have or need to make. Alces-
tis’ use of their social capital bond allows her to place such demands, and playing 
upon their mutual capital connection to their children reinforces the point. Eu-
ripides, in a short space of time, gives the audience an alternate female persona; 
one that challenges the social norms by simply tweaking the traditional image of 
femaleness. 

Euripides’ Hecuba (Euripides, 2012) (D. A. Svarlien, Trans.) also adopts a 
similar stance to the traditional projection of the female form witnessed within 
Alcestis. However, one of the main differences to be found is within spatial al-
lotment; Alcestis, having died early on in the play, returns briefly for the play’s 
conclusion (although no dialogue is assigned to her), whereas Hecuba is ever- 
present in a plot that centres around her; we could, given the chronology, put 
this down to Euripides’ own artistic growth and increasing comfort with spot-
lighting the female character. To maintain Hecuba’s onstage presence, with 
sound reasoning, the play is effectively divided into two halves: the first half 
concerns Hecuba trying to save her daughter Polyxena’s life; and the second half 
shifts focus onto Hecuba’s son Polydorus, and her quest to avenge his murder. 
This son and daughter combination by Euripides gives Hecuba a genuine reason 
to be spatially dominant.  

The traditional female form becomes instantly recognisable as Euripides’ 
Hecuba dons the motherly mask, and akin to Alcestis, both women seek to 
protect their children. But this is where the similarities between the two plays 
begin to dissipate. Euripides’ Hecuba is considerably more forthright despite 
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being a spoil of war, a slave for all intents and purposes, and as such having no 
discernible social bearing, yet Euripides gives her a far more dominant pres-
ence both physically and conversationally than Alcestis who was a free woman; 
a transition that supports the artistic strengthening of the Euripidean female.  

That said, Hecuba’s first half sees Hecuba adopt a similar tactic to Alcestis and 
stealthily challenge male authority. Odysseus is the subject of that challenge, and 
what is of interest is that to engineer Hecuba’s stealthy advance, Euripides 
switches around the traditionally female act of supplication; and to achieve this 
anomaly Euripides takes the bold decision to distort Homer’s Odyssey, an alte-
ration that would have been instantly recognisable to the original audience:  

Hecuba: You were humbled, and took hold of my knees? 
Odysseus: I gripped your robe so hard my hand went dead. 
Hecuba: Well, then. I saved you, and sent you from our land? 
Odysseus: Because of that, I live to see this daylight. 
(244-247) 

This alternative version4 of Homer’s Odyssey allows Euripides to then man-
ufacture Hecuba’s empowerment through the assertion that a debt is indeed 
owed, a tally that dramatically alters the power dynamics in Hecuba’s favour. 
Secondly, from a social capital perspective, the debt also implies a formed 
bond, and with any social capital bond a certain amount of reciprocal trust is 
then presumed, a power shift that is confirmed through Odysseus’ recollection 
of the supplication5 (“I gripped your robe so hard my hand went dead (245)”), 
a seemingly simple dramatic inclusion by Euripides, but one that carried sig-
nificant ramifications nonetheless. As aforementioned, the dramatised act of 
supplication was traditionally reserved for female characters and came from a 
position of weakness; so by reversing the usual gender roles of supplication, 
Euripides can firmly place Hecuba into a position of strength, a transference of 
power that elevates Hecuba’s standing, confirms the presence of social capital 
(through the debt owed), but also, and more importantly, alters the audience’s 
perception of male power; a hero of Troy needing to offer supplication to a 
woman in order to save his life would surely have been a slap to the face of so-
cietal masculinity.  

Having drawn out Odysseus’ confirmation of debt owed and the subsequent 
relational bond created, Hecuba has secured a greater conversational flexibility 
in which to assert herself against Odysseus; she can now converse as a projection 
of her former self, the queen of Troy, and not as the captive she is: “Listen: you 
must pay me back; I’ll tell you what I’m asking in return. […] And your prestige, 
even if you don’t speak well, will strengthen your appeal (271-296).” Hecuba’s 
use of social capital has been an effective tool in negotiating a stronger conversa-

 

 

4Within Homer’s Odyssey, Helen, not Hecuba, recounts the tale of how she recognised Odysseus 
when he came to Troy as a spy and did not give him away. 
5Within supplication, the supplicator would touch the chin and kiss the hand of the supplicated, 
thus seeking protection from Zeus. 
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tional position, and the suggestion that Odysseus’ very own social capital6 could 
grow is another clever interjection to help support her argument and try to sway 
Odysseus’ decision. Unfortunately, Odysseus’ prior social capital bond created 
with Achilles proves too strong to overthrow, thus sealing Polyxena’s fate: 
Odysseus’ assertion that “I will not take back the proposition I made […] we 
should offer to the army’s greatest man the sacrifice he asks for: your child” 
(307-311), draws the play’s first half to its conclusion and reinstalls a sense of 
homosocial unity.  

Hecuba’s request for revenge, the second theme of Hecuba, is delivered to her 
captor Agamemnon (785-873) in a run of play that concludes with Agamemnon 
becoming agreeable to her demands: “I’ll help you out, your struggles are mine, 
I’ll run to your side (890-891).” But how did Hecuba come to achieve this? How 
did Hecuba, as a slave, manage to directly influence a king? The answer, again, 
stems from the collection and usage of social capital.  

Firstly, Hecuba begins by reclaiming the traditional role of supplication: “O 
Agamemnon, I beg you by your knees and by your beard, and by your right 
hand, which is blessed by fortune (780-782).” She then lays out Polymestor’s 
wrongful deeds: taking gold from herself and Priam in exchange for the safe-
keeping of their son Polydorus, Polymestor then “killed him and cast him 
out…to drift on the sea” (pp. 810-811). In a quite deliberate move, Hecuba 
firstly draws attention to the fact that Polymestor has broken the bonds of xenia7 
before telling of her son’s death. Polymestor’s disregard of this socioculturally 
significant construct, an ancient construct that is directly relatable to modern 
day social capital insomuch as both concepts are built around relationships, re-
sources and reciprocated trust, is the act that Hecuba gambles will turn Aga-
memnon to her cause. 

Agamemnon, although accepting, remains unconvinced of Hecuba’s ability to 
actually carry out her vengeance: “Agamemnon: But you’re women. What use is 
the female race? Hecuba: What—? Didn’t women kill Aegyptus’ sons and every 
male on the isle of Lemnos (917-919)?”8 The deliberate inclusion of the tale of 
Lemnos by Euripides reinforces the underestimated strength of women in gen-
eral to the audience, and coupled with Hecuba rising from supplication as she 

 

 

6Odysseus’ renown is built upon the relationships and networks he has forged during the course of 
the Trojan conflict, amassing social capital along the way. And just as Hecuba is playing upon the 
bond created between the two Odysseus could in turn use his collected capital to the same effect. 
7Xenia—the concept of hospitality and guest-friendships that played an important part within 
Athenian culture. Agamemnon went to war with his brother Menelaus over Paris’ disregard for xe-
nia, and knowing the importance placed upon following xenia is what Hecuba is seeking to exploit. 
8The fifty daughters of Danaus, son of Belus, king of Egypt, were forced to marry the fifty sons of 
Aegyptus; instructed by their father the daughters—with the exception of Hypermestra—killed their 
husbands on their wedding night; see also The Daughters of Danaüs in Morford et al. (2010) Clas-
sical Mythology, p. 555. 

As punishment for neglecting to worship Aphrodite the women of Lemnos were made unattrac-
tive to their husbands. When the men took Thracian concubines the women murdered them all bar 
one in revenge. The king Thoas was spared by his daughter Hypispyle. The tale of Hypsipyle is re-
told in Euripides Hypsipyle, of which only a fragment survives—see also Hypsipyle and the Lem-
nian Women in Morford et al. (2010) Classical Mythology, pp. 617-8. 
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replies, further adds to the symbols of female empowerment. This exchange, al-
beit brief, substantially transforms the power dynamics between captive and 
captor, creating bonds of social capital in the process.  

Hecuba, having regained some of her lost social capital, sets about her re-
venge: lured by Hecuba’s promise of more riches, Polymestor is taken to meet 
his fate. After losing his children and being blinded by the gouging brooches9 of 
Hecuba and her co-conspirators, Polymestor returns to Agamemnon seeking 
justice. In a reversal to Hecuba’s first half social capital bond with Odysseus that 
broke down, Hecuba’s bond with Agamemnon remains strong, and Polymestor 
is left wanting.  

The empowerment of Hecuba came through the understanding of how best to 
utilise her social capital. Hecuba began by calling upon a preformed social capi-
tal bond with Odysseus; when that failed she adopted the traditional role of sup-
plicant to soften Agamemnon, and in the process created a social capital bond 
that gave a slave the ability to act as the queen she once was.  

Euripides’ subtle play on the traditional representations and associated beha-
viours of women within Alcestis and Hecuba demonstrates how patriarchal au-
thority can be and was chipped away, and behind Euripides’ reimagining of what 
traditional femaleness should look like lurked social capital, operating as an im-
portant and influential medium to the overall process of female progression.  

6. The Familiar  

The Athenians had an affinity for rhetoric and oration, and this love of cleverly 
crafted discourse provides us with our first example of how the familiar can 
empower the Euripidean female. We will turn first to Helen’s defence within Eu-
ripides’ The Trojan Women (Euripides, 2012) (D. A.Svarlien, Trans.). 

Helen begins with an interesting merger of dialectic and rhetoric in a speech 
(Troj. 938-96) that displays epideictic rhetoric qualities (one of the three genres 
of rhetoric highlighted by Aristotle (Rhet. 1366a23-1368b1) (Aristotle, 2018) (R. 
Waterfield, Trans.), deliberative and judicial being the other two) wherein the 
audience are asked to refrain from making formal judgement and just observe. 
Furthermore, Helen employs a familiar Greek custom (most notably used within 
courts of law) to ask that she receives a fair trial: “I know that, whether I speak 
well or badly, you may not answer; you consider me your foe (938-940).” This 
gesture demonstrates a profound level of social astuteness, and through Helen’s 
adoption of this familiar cultural norm, Euripides can present her as more 
Greek, and therefore more acceptable to the audience, shaking off the stigma of 
Spartan barbarism in the process. All of this provides the perfect means to soften 
Helen’s persona and draw the audience in. 

 

 

9The blinding of Polymestor with the brooches of their dresses echoes Sophocles’ Oedipus Tyrannus 
in which Oedipus uses Jocasta’s dress pins to blind himself: “And when he saw her, with dread deep 
cry he realised the halter by which she hung. And when the hapless woman was stretched out on the 
ground […] he tore from raiment the golden brooches […] and lifting them struck his own eye- 
balls” (1265-1270). Trans. R. Jebb (1887) The Oedipus Tyrannus of Sophocles. 
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As with Alcestis, Helen also draws upon the relational social capital found 
within marriage to press an advantage. Although for Helen it is not about mak-
ing demands of her husband per se, it is all about framing an argument that al-
lows her to reapportion blame: “But you—you really are the worst—hopped on a 
boat, sailed off to Crete10, and left him [Paris] in your home (969-971)!” Helen 
insinuates that Menelaus failed in his husbandly duty by leaving her alone with 
Paris, which becomes an apt point for Helen to continue the misdirection and 
push for forgiveness: “Go punish Aphrodite—then you’ll be more powerful than 
Zeus! He rules over all the other gods, but he is a slave to her. I think I can be 
forgiven (976-979).” This sophist11 line of argument by Helen, would have also 
been familiar and applauded for cleverness of premise by the original thero-
ros/spectators, who would have been no stranger to Gorgias’ Encomium of He-
len12, within which Gorgias presents an argument13 that Critchley (2020: p. 109) 
summarises as the ability to use speech to defend the seemingly indefensible.  

The use of the gods to excuse and/or rationalise behaviour was prevalent 
throughout the genre so Helen drawing upon this commonplace notion held au-
dience appeal. The crux of Helen’s argument rests on accountability and if she 
was guided by fate or the gods then she cannot be held to account. Furthermore, 
if Helen had succumb to the uncontrollable emotion of love then should she not 
also be forgiven like Paris? Love being an emotion that held “the divine power of 
the gods” (Dillon, 2003: p. 83) so how was Helen, a mere mortal, ever going to be 
able to withstand it? Therefore, by Euripides’ insertion of these typical beha-
vioural traits Helen can align herself more closely to the male characters, and 
adopt their default reasoning of “what will be, will be”. And if defaulting to the 
whims of gods is good enough for male characters, then by the same logic it is 
also applicable to female characters; and if this holds true with an audience, then 
Helen has empowered herself through the claiming of equality via this subjective 
reasoning.  

In conclusion Helen offers: “My new husband Deiphobus14 restrained me by 
force, the Phrygians would have let me go. How then would it be just for me to 
die at your hands, my husband? How would that serve justice (989-92)?” Helen’s 
tactic is to draw Menelaus’ attention to her more recent indiscretion and ques-
tion the justice of that (having conveniently forgotten about her escapade with 
Paris). By concentrating on her forced marriage, Helen positions herself as the 
victim, and therefore more worthy of her husband’s sympathy and forgiveness. 

 

 

10In the epic Cypria—attributed to Stasinus of Cyprus or Hegesias of Salamis c.6 BCE-Menelaus 
went to Crete whilst Paris was his guest, leaving him alone with Helen, an element that the original 
audience would have been aware of. 
11Sophists were higher education experts who travelled throughout the Greek world delivering lec-
tures and specialised training in various subject. Their form of rhetoric argument was to turn a 
weaker argument into the stronger one through fallacious means. 
12Gorgias of Leontini (c485 - c380 BCE) one of the most influential sophists. 
13Gorgias explains by listing the possible reasons for Helen’s behaviour: “For either it was by the will 
of Fate, and the wishes of the Gods, and the votes of necessity that she did what she did, or by force 
reduced, or by words seduced, or by love possessed” (Dillon, 2003: p. 78). 
14Deiphobus, another son of Hecuba and Priam, married Helen following the death of Paris. 
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But moreover, through her own victimisation, Helen is seeking to reignite their 
relational social capital. And by calling upon Menelaus to take her life, Helen is 
subconsciously asking Menelaus to recollect the fonder memories of yeste-
ryear—a manipulative, yet effective manoeuvre that seeks to provide Helen with 
a possible path towards absolution for her infidelity.  

Helen’s understanding of how and when to draw upon the social capital bonds 
of marriage grants the opportunities for her to gain self empowerment. But 
alongside the short, Helen is also playing the long game even though her life 
hangs in the balance; because reestablishing trust and the marital bond offers 
Helen a resurgence of social capital; the ability to reassume her position as the 
queen of Sparta, sitting at the pinnacle of social stratification; and once there the 
possibilities for social growth and dominance would be without limit. Even in 
the face of death Helen continues to use and collect social capital, a key resource 
to empowerment, demonstrating an awareness by Helen of how to successfully 
navigate a male oriented society in order to progress.  

Alongside oration, civic duty was another cultural aspect that resonated with 
the contemporary audience, and within Euripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis (Euripides, 
2008) (J. Morwood, Trans.) we see the play’s namesake adopt both to great effect 
within her patriotic speech, a conversational space where Euripides challenges 
the audience’s perception of women through the medium of age.  

Euripides builds up to the patriotic speech (1368-1402) by first giving Iphige-
nia a voice reflective of her tender years; wishing she had the vocal qualities of 
Orpheus15 Iphigenia laments: “But as it is I shall offer the only skill that I pos-
sess, my tears. They are my only resource (1214-1215).” “Do not kill me before 
my time. It is sweet to see the light of day. Do not force me to look on the un-
derworld (1217-1219)”, and even though Iphigenia’s voice is one of downhear-
tedness, Euripides instils an eloquence that belies those tender years: 

What do I have to do with the marriage  
of Helen and Paris? Why must I die because he came to 
Sparta? look at me, turn your eyes this way, and kiss me so  
that as I die I may have this at least as remembrance of  
you, if my words cannot persuade you. 
(1238-1240) 

By referencing Helen and Paris, Iphigenia can emphasises her own innocence, 
but moreover via the inclusion of “look at me, turn your eyes this way” what 
Iphigenia is actually petitioning for, is for her father to acknowledge and take 
accountability for the decision that he has undertaken. A small interjection, but 
one that outperforms her mother Clytemnestra’s prior argument emphasising 
the juxtapositional play between maturity of mind and immaturity of years. 

 

 

15Orpheus is the type of singer, musician and poet who played the lyre and cithara—which he is of-
ten credited with inventing. Orpheus could sing so sweetly that beasts would follow him, plants and 
trees would bow to him and the wildest of men would become gentle. As part of the Argonauts he is 
said to have calmed the crew and waves of the sea during a storm. 
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Iphigenia’s concise oration (1211-1252) combines a meekness of oral delivery 
with the power of audile messaging given over to the audience. Iphigenia’s po-
werful and thought provoking oration exploits the emotions of the audience and 
the ruinous nature of events yet to unfold.  

Having come to terms with her father’s decision Iphigenia begins her patriotic 
speech and constructs a case as to why she should be sacrificed:  

Mother, you must listen to my words. For I see 
that you are angry with your husband for no reason. […] 
His reputation among the army  
must not be destroyed. We should be no better off and he 
would be ruined.  
(1368-1374) 

Iphigenia’s loyalty towards her family is admirable and far removed from the 
male fidelity Euripides has on display. Although this switch from pleading for 
one’s life to acceptance did prove problematic for Aristotle (Aristotle, 2012) (A. 
Kenny, Trans.), who commented that “the girl who pleads to be spared is not 
like her later self.” (Arist. Poet. 1454a) suggesting an inconsistency in Euripides’ 
character depiction, and noted that there was nothing prior to indicate that 
Iphigenia would herself choose death. That being said, within Iphigenia’s song 
(1283 ff) Euripides does offer the audience brief snippets of where a change in 
attitude can be detected: “Artemis has won her sacrifice” (1311), “for others 
there is sorrow, and for others the clamp of necessity” (1329), Iphigenia’s 
acquiescence apparent.  

Iphigenia’s final address is also the point where we see the full impact of social 
capital as a mechanism for female empowerment and a means by which Euri-
pides can allow all of Iphigenia’s subtle rhetorical nuances thus far to culminate 
in a flourish that recasts the dramatised female into something beyond the typi-
cal: 

Greece in all its greatness16  
now looks to me and no one else, on me depends the  
voyage of the ships across the sea and the overthrow of the  
Phrygians […] Through my death I shall secure all this and  
My fame as the liberator of Greece will be for ever blessed.  
(1378-1384)  

Iphigenia indicates an immediate feeling of responsibility as she echoes her 
father’s feelings towards the importance of upholding the PanHellenic motif. 
However, we have to question the sincerity of Iphigenia’s support. We could, for 
instance, argue that the inclusion of words and phrases like “I shall”, “fame”, 
“liberator”, and “ever blessed” actually indicates one last act of defiance directed 

 

 

16“Greece in all its Greatness”—Iphigenia here echoes her fathers’ sentient; “Unhappy Greece, it is 
for her above all I myself lament, for she wishes to do something good” (370-371), the idea being 
that all parts of Greece should unite to defeat their common foe—the Trojans 
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towards her father Agamemnon, who as appointed leader of all Greeks, would be 
expecting that kudos; an honour that is being removed by his young daughter. A 
single line (1384), twelve words that reshape female perception for the audience; 
Iphigenia, having outmanoeuvred Agamemnon for the prestige, is now firmly 
positioned as the saviour of the Greeks.  

By shouldering the responsibility Iphigenia demonstrates a maturity that far 
exceeds her years, which in itself demonstrates female empowerment, and 
moreover accentuates Euripides’ ability to place female characters into key posi-
tions that challenge an audience to reassess their expectations of how the female 
narrative should evolve. Euripides subtly nudges the audience towards accepting 
the importance of the female role.  

There is a modern concurrence (Boeck et al., 2006; Edwards et al., 2003; 
Schneider et al., 1997) that children who have had less exposure to social capital 
are more inclined to make poorer choices. Iphigenia’s privileged social position, 
as a princess, has allowed for a healthy exposure to social capital and its influ-
ence can be seen in the maturity of her reasoning: “You bore me for the com-
mon good of the Greeks, not for yourself alone […] Greece is wronged, and shall 
my life, my single life, prevent all this” (1386-1390). Iphigenia’s self-awareness 
adds to her maturity; born into royalty Iphigenia recognises that she belongs 
first and foremost to Greece, on both a symbolic and physical plane. And with 
that comes the need to carry out one’s civic duty, a need that stems from the so-
cial capital associated with belonging (or feeling that you belong) to the larger 
network, the need to fit with the collective and uphold the ideals and aspirations 
of that group.  

Membership in a large network brings access to a wider range of resources 
and more opportunities to collect social capital. However, on a more negative 
side, membership simultaneously yields certain exceptions and levels of com-
mitment. The feeling that one should act for the sake of the group, irrespective 
of whether or not those actions sit comfortably on a moral level, relates directly 
to Field (2003)’s notion of the darker side of social capital, in that a single mem-
ber of a collective wields less power and is therefore more susceptible, either 
consciously or unconsciously, to the pressures of collective compliance—a pres-
sure that PanHellenic membership has brought to bear upon Iphigenia.  

Iphigenia understands that she must be sacrificed for the good of Greece and 
her parting remarks demonstrates further strength of character: “This shall be 
my lasting monument, this shall be my children, my marriage and my glory 
(1399).” Iphigenia declares that through her death she will live on in the hearts 
and memories of the people. Her self-sacrifice is on par with Alcestis’ own, but 
the central motivation behind Iphigenia’s decision is the need to fulfil one’s civic 
duty, in addition to the obligation felt towards her father.  

Relational bonds emerging from the social capital that encapsulates the family 
unit combined with the strength of bond that PanHellenic membership instils 
becomes the influential agency that steers Iphigenia towards empowerment. And 
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if we were to consider social capital as an entity for either good or bad, then 
Iphigenia’s situation is demonstrative of both; for Agamemnon, the social capital 
found within the PanHellenic motif helped to achieve his goal (offering Iphige-
nia up for sacrifice), with the relational bonds of family applying further influ-
ence to the outcome. For Iphigenia those two same strands of social capital con-
spired to seal her fate. And for all the negative outcome, Iphigenia’s journey was 
one of empowerment, a journey that demonstrates how Euripides actively de-
bunks narrative expectations of femaleness, and can, through the medium of so-
cial capital, progress his female characters into something more.  

7. Conclusion 

The dramatised female undoubtedly suffered from the genre’s instinct to stereo-
type, and although other playwrights tinkered with representation none were as 
forthcoming as Euripides when it came to actively challenging the contemporary 
mindset, whether that was through title selection, plot, narration, spatial allot-
ment, conversational intricacies or subtle inferences. Euripides pushed to dem-
onstrate a progressive woman, pushed to show that women could be as empo-
wered as men; pushed to have women viewed as more than society allowed, all 
through his dramatisation of femaleness. And at the very heart of the Euripidean 
female’s ability to progress lay social capital. Understanding how and when to 
collect and use social capital was key to enabling women and challenging pa-
triarchal authority, which Euripides achieved through his treatment of the tradi-
tional and the familiar. Euripides used the intricacies of relationships, trust and 
resources to dispute the on and offstage contemporary narrative of how female 
representation should be considered; and left in his wake an empowered and 
progressive collection of women. 

Acknowledgements 

Authorship: (Craig Potts) denotes author and (Susan Philip) denotes co-author, 
both parties affiliated with Universiti Malaya. 

Conflicts of Interest 

The authors declare no conflicts of interest regarding the publication of this paper. 

References 
Adams, C., & Adams, T. (2015). Female Beauty Systems: Beauty as Social Capital in 

Western Europe and the United States, Middle Ages to the Present. Cambridge Scho-
lars Publishing. 

Aristotle (2012). Poetics. Oxford University Press.  
https://doi.org/10.1093/oseo/instance.00258601 

Aristotle (2018). The Art of Rhetoric. Oxford University Press. 

Boeck, T., Fleming, J., & Kemshall, H. (2006). The Context of Risk Decisions: Does Social 
Capital Make a Difference? Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung Forum: Qualitative So-
cial Research, 7. https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-7.1.55  

https://doi.org/10.4236/als.2024.121004
https://doi.org/10.1093/oseo/instance.00258601
https://doi.org/10.17169/fqs-7.1.55


C. Potts, S. Philip 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/als.2024.121004 61 Advances in Literary Study 
 

Bourdieu, P. (1986). Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education. 
Greenwood Press.  

Coleman, J. S. (1990). Foundations of Social Theory. Harvard University Press. 

Cresswell, T. (2006). On the Move: Mobility in the Modern Western World. Routledge. 

Critchley, S. (2020). Tragedy, the Greeks and Us. Profile Books. 

Dellner, J. J. (2000). Alcestis’ Double Life. The Classical Journal, 96, 1-25.  
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3298032  

Devereux, G. (1970). The Psychotherapy Scene in Euripides’ Bacchae. The Journal of 
Hellenic Studies, 90, 35-48. https://doi.org/10.2307/629752 

Dillon, J. (2003). The Greek Sophists. Penguin Classics. 

Edwards, R., Franklin, J., & Holland, J. (2003). Families and Social Capital: Exploring the 
Issues (p. 1). South Bank University. 

Euripides (2003). Medea and Other Plays. Penguin Classics. 

Euripides (2008). Bacchae and Other Plays. Oxford University Press. 

Euripides (2012). Andromache, Hecuba, Trojan Women. Hackett Publishing.  
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226309354.001.0001 

Field, J. (2003). Social Capital. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203634080 

Foxhall, L., & Neher, G. (2013). Gender and the City before Modernity. John Wiley & 
Sons. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118234471 

Gabriel, A. H. (1992). Living with Medea and Thinking after Freud: Greek Drama, Gend-
er, and Concealments. Cultural Anthropology: Journal of the Society for Cultural 
Anthropology, 7, 346-373. https://doi.org/10.1525/can.1992.7.3.02a00040 

Gomme, A. W. (1925). The Position of Women in Athens in the Fifth and Fourth Centu-
ries. Classical Philology, 20, 1-25. https://doi.org/10.1086/360628 

James, S. L., & Dillon, S. (2015). A Companion to Women in the Ancient World. John 
Wiley & Sons. 

Kim Chong-Gossard, J. H. (2008). Gender and Communication in Euripides’ Plays: Be-
tween Song and Silence. Brill Academic.  
https://doi.org/10.1163/ej.9789004168800.i-263 

Konstantinou, A. (2018). Female Mobility and Gendered Space in Ancient Greek Myth. 
Bloomsbury Academic. https://doi.org/10.5040/9781474256797 

Morford, M. P. O., Lenardon, R. J., & Sham, M. (2010). Classical Mythology (9th ed.). 
Oxford University Press. 

O’Neal, W. J. (1993). The Status of Women in Ancient ATHENS. International Social 
Science Review, 68, 115-121. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41882108  
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819100040146 

Putnam, R. (2001). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. 
Simon & Schuster. https://doi.org/10.1145/358916.361990 

Putnam, R. D. (1995). Bowling Alone: America’s Declining Social Capital. Journal of 
Democracy, 6, 65-78. https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.1995.0002 

Rabinowitz, N. S. (1993). Anxiety Veiled: Euripides and the Traffic in Women. Cornell 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.7591/9781501737565 

Schneider, M., Teske, P., Marschall, M., Mintrom, M., & Roch, C. (1997). Institutional 
Arrangements and the Creation of Social Capital: The Effects of Public School Choice. 
The American Political Science Review, 91, 82-93. https://doi.org/10.2307/2952260 

https://doi.org/10.4236/als.2024.121004
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3298032
https://doi.org/10.2307/629752
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226309354.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203634080
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118234471
https://doi.org/10.1525/can.1992.7.3.02a00040
https://doi.org/10.1086/360628
https://doi.org/10.1163/ej.9789004168800.i-263
https://doi.org/10.5040/9781474256797
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41882108
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0031819100040146
https://doi.org/10.1145/358916.361990
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.1995.0002
https://doi.org/10.7591/9781501737565
https://doi.org/10.2307/2952260


C. Potts, S. Philip 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/als.2024.121004 62 Advances in Literary Study 
 

Segal, C. (1986). Interpreting Greek Tragedy: Myth, Poetry, Text. Cornell University 
Press. 

Segal, C. (1992). Admetus’ Divided House: Spatial Dichotomies and Gender Roles in Eu-
ripides’ Alcestis. Charles Segal, No. 28, 9-26. https://doi.org/10.2307/40235997 

Stravrinou, A. S. (2014). Inside and Out: The Dynamics of Domestic Space in Euripides’ 
“Andromache”. Hermes, 142, 385-403. http://www.jstor.org/stable/43652946  
https://doi.org/10.25162/hermes-2014-0024 

Thompson, R. (2006). Witnessing, Weeping and Outrage: Modern Contexts and Ancient 
Woes in Euripides’ the Trojan Women at the State Theatre Company of South Aus-
tralia, November 2004. https://rune.une.edu.au/web/handle/1959.11/1420  

https://doi.org/10.4236/als.2024.121004
https://doi.org/10.2307/40235997
http://www.jstor.org/stable/43652946
https://doi.org/10.25162/hermes-2014-0024
https://rune.une.edu.au/web/handle/1959.11/1420


9 772327 403000 10




	Front Cover
	Inside Front Cover-Editorial Board
	Table of Contents
	Journal Information
	1-The Long Shirt and Fennel Bean: The Artistic Charm of the Detail Portrayal in “Kong Yiji”
	17-Resisting Gender-Based Violence in Buchi Emecheta’s Fictions: The Joys of Motherhood and The Bride Price
	30-Cracking the Wasp Code: Joan Didion and the Soul Word
	46-Women in Greek Tragedy: Progression of the Euripidean Female through the Medium of Social Capital
	Inside Back Cover-Call for Papers
	Back Cover

