
Writing Audit 
Due, along with Domain Design (or alternative) due by May 13, 5:15 pm (the end of exam 
period). Category = writing audit 
The writing  audit (250-500 words) is a chance for you to reflect on your development as a 
reader, writer, researcher, and critical thinker this semester in Literary Analysis. 
 

1. Assemble Your Posts  
● Assemble all of the posts you published on the ENG 220 course website 

● You can access all of your posts from the dashboard of our course 
sites by going to Users, finding your username, and clicking on the 
number in the Posts column, or you can click on an author name 
under Posts to see all posts by that author (yourself, in this case). 

● You can access all your posts from the “outside” of the site by going 
to “Student Work” in the header menu. Click on your username on 
each page to find all your posts. 

● Copy and paste the content of these posts, including dates and titles, into a single 
Word or Google document. 

● Arrange the posts in chronological order. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

About Me – Sam  
January 17, 2019  
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My name is Sam. I am from Miami, Florida. I plan on majoring in Neuroscience (if 

possible) with a minor in English, on the pre-med track. I have one sibling, a younger sister 
named Alexa, who has Down Syndrome. My hobbies include watching Netflix, reading, playing 
video games, sketching, and I’m trying to pick up knitting.  

I’ve also run a book blog for the past four years on wordpress at 
rivermoosebooks.wordpress.com. I chose to start a book blog because I love reading, but not 
many of my friends read the same books, or at the same speed, that I did, so I couldn’t really talk 
to anyone but my best friend about books. 

I’ve loved reading since the second grade, when I first read the Harry Potter books, 
primarily because the librarian insisted they would be too difficult for me, and I very stubbornly 
wanted to prove that I could, even though I was at a first grade reading level at best back then. 
Some of my favorite books are: Crush by Richard Siken, the Harry Potter series by JK Rowling, 
Redshirts by John Scalzi, Good Omens by Neil Gaiman and Terry Prachett, The Martian by 
Andy Weir, Because You’ll Never Meet Me by Leah Thomas, and The Man Who Mistook His 
Wife for a Hat by Oliver Sacks.  
 

Comments 
alex says 
January 20, 2019 at 6:28 pm 
Hey Sam! When I read that you were one of the kids that could read Harry Potter in second 
grade, I giggled. I was always so jealous of that select group of kids that could read that series in 
second grade, because they were the “smart” ones. Granted, I never made an effort to read them, 
but I was still jealous nonetheless. 
 
jonas says 
January 20, 2019 at 8:12 pm 
Like Alex, I am impressed that you read Harry Potter in second grade. I read the series with my 
dad around that age, but most of the time it was him who was reading to me. If you used the 
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sorting hat, which house do you think you would be in? Personally, I think I would be in 
Hufflepuff. Also, I noticed that you listed The Martian. I really enjoyed the movie, but have not 
read the book. How different were they? 
 
samb says 
January 21, 2019 at 1:02 am 
I identify as a Ravenclaw – I have robes and everything back home. 
As for The Martian, I’d say it was a fairly faithful adaptation, the movie just cuts out a lot of 
details – which is to be expected. The only major change I can remember is that in the movie 
Commander Lewis is the one who gets Mark back on the ship, but in the book is the doctor 
Beck. I’d say if you enjoyed the movie, the book is really worth the read. 
 
vivian says 
January 20, 2019 at 10:30 pm 
Hi Sam! 
I am so impressed that you run your own bookclub blog! I started a “book club of two” with one 
of my friends from home but I definitely understand the difficulties that come with different 
preferences and reading pace, even with only one other person to coordinate with. I think your 
blog is a great example of how the internet expands the possibilities of reading and 
communication. What was the inspiration behind your blog’s title, “rivermoosebooks”? 
I also encourage you to keep going with knitting! My mom and I both love knitting and I have 
very fond memories of my grandma patiently teaching me the stitches. It’s a great activity when 
you want to watch Netflix but have trouble sitting still and need something to do with your 
hands. 
 
samb says 
January 21, 2019 at 1:07 am 
The title “RiverMooseBooks” comes from a fairly old joke between me and my best friend from 
back home. The “Moose” part comes from the fact that its Sam Winchester’s nickname is the 
show “Supernatural” which we both love, and its her nickname for me in her phone. The “River” 
part comes from freshman year, when I started making her watch Doctor Who and whenever she 
would ask me anything, would only respond with “spoilers”, which is the sort-of catchphrase for 
a character named “River” so you retaliated by only calling me “River” for a while. So, for a lack 
of other ideas and a more disguising nickname than “Sam”, I used RiverMooseBooks as my blog 
name, since it was already a nickname I used, and it incorporated many of my interests. 
 
 
 
 
 
carowil says 
January 21, 2019 at 5:02 am 
Yes!! Knitting! I love knitting so much, and I’m sad I don’t get to do it more! I want to start a 
knitting club at Davidson because I feel like a surprising amount of people here do it! It’s very 
much a social thing too. Talking to someone while knitting is the best. (open invitation) 
Also – much respect for the premed track stuff. I wanted to do pre-med but instead have decided 



to just pursue a PhD in biology. But it sounds like Physics went well for you so I’m happy about 
that! Physics just didn’t appeal to me and I want to take classes that actually interest me and 
make me the best researcher I can be! 
 
admin says 
January 22, 2019 at 7:06 pm 
You remind me of my son Luke, who is such a voracious reader (and was from the second grade 
on) that I can never keep up with him. In fact, he loves some of the same books you do. And 
oddly enough, he majored in Philosophy, Neuroscience, and Psychology (PNP), which kind of 
matches your interests as well. I wonder if you could track favorite books in relation to other 
intellectual interests? Would be a pretty fascinating study. Meanwhile, read Ian McEwan’s 
Saturday, a brilliant novel where the protagonist is a neurosurgeon! 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Sam’s Story Map for “Girl” by Jamaica Kincaid  
January 26, 2019  
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Map: Traces stages of development (baby – > child – > teen – > woman) 

 

 
Legend: Uses quotes from the story “Girl” by Jamaica Kincaid as evidence for the conclusions 
drawn on the map. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Essay: Perpetuation of Internalized Sexism in “Girl” Jamaica Kincaid 
January 26, 2019  
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“Girl” by Jamaica Kincaid is a girl’s recollection of wisdom and advice passed on to her 
from her mother. “Girl” highlights differing expectations for girls and boys by detailing all the 
housework – such as sewing, and cooking a girl is expected to learn how to do, with emphasis on 
what she can do for a man such as “this is how you iron your father’s khaki shirt” and “this is 
how you behave in the presence of men who do not know you very well” as if what a girl can do 
for the men in her life determines her worth. 

The advice the narrator is dispensing reflects anxiety about societal expectations and 
judgements of woman in society, and the way those anxieties and sexist attitudes are internalized 
and passed down through generations. The way sexist attitudes are internalized is highlighted by 
the repeated phrasing of “slut you are so intent on becoming” and the ending of “after all this are 
you really going to be the type of woman who the baker won’t let near the bread” blaming a girl 
and her behavior, rather than the high expectation, and often double standard, of society. A girl 
could be labeled a slut for behavior such as talking to “wharf-rat boys, even to give directions.” 
This illustrates the way women are labeled and degraded if they do not conform to societal 
expectation, and thus are punished for it. 
 
Works Cited: 
Mays, Kelly J. The Norton Introduction to Literature. Shorter Twelfth Edition., Norton, 1985. 
“Girl” by Jamaica Kincaid, p. 184-185. 
 
Software Used: 
Canva, a graphic design tool website. 
 

Comments 
 

woody says 
January 28, 2019 at 6:20 pm 
I love your story map. I wanted to do a close reading of “Girl” but I couldn’t figure out how to 
give it shape. You do a great job of distinguishing between the chronological story and the order 
in which these concepts are presented in the plot. It makes more sense to me now that this 
process of enforcing femininity is cyclical. 
 
admin says 
January 29, 2019 at 4:14 pm 
Brilliant story map, Sam! I love the way you get at the generational nature of this ideological 
training into gender categories. I think it would highlight the generational connections even more 
if you put your blocks in a circle to emphasize the cyclical nature of the patterns. Your legend 
also shows that the ideologies that define “girl” also define “boy,” “woman,” and “man,” as well 
as mother, wife, and husband, so they’re all caught in an ideological net. So I wonder if the cycle 
could be mapped in a way that acknowledges its position in a larger net! Your map might be a 
good starting point for an investigation of gender and intersectionality in the story! 
Your insights are excellent. Come see me about passive voice, so that your sentences can be as 
strong as the ideas they convey! (Of course, some passive voice is necessary when you are 
discussing the workings of ideology and don’t want to attribute the actions to any individual 
source or agent.) 
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malorie says 
January 30, 2019 at 1:40 am 
This is such a great linear interpretation of “Girl”. It was very hard to visualize and conceptualize 
a clear progression of the story, but you have found a very comprehensive way to do so. I also 
commend you on your pulling of direct quotes and doing such a close reading. Your map really 
could be used as an educational tool to dissecting the story. 
 
emilyt says 
January 30, 2019 at 6:20 am 
I think mapping the story in the way that you did helps one to digest the story in a more critical 
lens. Upon reading it at first, I got lost, in a good way, in the “structure” and the voice and was 
left a little confused on how to analyze the story besides looking at point of view. 
I think something you pointed out, which is especially important, is how the story doesn’t just 
apply to this one girl and her mother, but how it could stand in for any girl; this way of thinking 
of girls is internalized, which you support with the repetition in the story, not just specific to this 
one dynamic. I think another thing to be noted is that besides the direct references to benna or 
specific foods, there’s no details that restrict the story to a specific type of girl. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Essay 1 Draft – The Difficulty of Translating Faith in “Jesus Shaves” by David Sedaris 
February 4, 2019  

 
Language barriers can come in multiple forms, with the most common being not having a 

common language. This is the main reason the students in “Jesus Shaves” by David Sedaris seem 
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to have trouble explaining the concept of Easter to a Moroccan classmate in their shared french 
class – none of them have enough french vocabulary to adequately explain. However, a different 
language barrier may also be at play for these students: a semantic language barrier. Even if they 
were able to communicate effectively in the same language, french or otherwise, they would face 
similar obstacles of explaining Easter as it relies on cultural knowledge and acceptance as much 
as linguistic accuracy. The Moroccan student’s background of growing up in a muslim country is 
the reason Easter makes little sense to her, more than the general language barrier. 

One pivotal observation in “Jesus Shaves” by David Sedaris is that “in communicating 
any religious belief, the operative word is faith” (465). However, the narrator fails to apply this 
understanding in explaining Easter, a Christian holiday, to Moroccan classmate. Faith faith is a 
key component of religion; the Christians of the classroom have faith in Jesus, in the story they 
attempt to convey to the Moroccan student. This foundational faith is what is needed to translate 
the story, far more than the language barrier the students have. He misunderstands the cultural 
barrier in the classroom as a language barrier, misattributing the miscommunican as a language 
barrier rather than a product of different cultures and faiths, despite being affected by the cultural 
barrier himself. The students do not have faith in the Easter Bunny, and they do not believe in its 
existence, but rather the narrator believes that the Easter Bunny is a part of Easter, it is a cultural 
belief. The narrator reads about the french Easter bell in his narrative language, and still does not 
believe in its place in the story of Easter because he does not have the cultural belief for it.  

The true language barrier they faced is not simply one of denotative language, as the 
narrator says “part of the problem had to do with grammar. Simple nouns such as cross and 
resurrection were beyond our grasp” (464) but of connotative language, such as what the cross 
itself means to their faith. But the grammar is a mere part of the problem, the crux of the issue is 
that they are mixing cultural aspects with religious aspects and ending up confused. Even if they 
were all fluent in french, Easter will not make intrinsic sense to someone not of the Christian 
faith – it will always sound absurd, with or without the language barrier, because there is a 
cultural barrier still, as there is to the narrator with the Easter bell. 

The narrator exemplifies this semantic language barrier being just as strong, if not 
stronger than a general language barrier with his last statements, “I accepted…The virgin birth, 
the resurrection, and the countless miracles…A bell, though, that’s fucked up.” His cultural 
upbringing allows him to have faith in and accept many things, from the religious cornerstones 
of Easter, to the notion of the Easter Bunny, but not have the same intrinsic acceptance or 
understanding of the Easter bell, though surfacely, there is not much difference in the logic of the 
Easter bell versus the Easter Bunny, other than that which you are raised with making more 
sense, shown by “the teacher, assuming [he’d] used the wrong word” (464) and their class’s 
confusion with his mention of the Easter Bunny, which is not a part of their cultural knowledge. 
In a similar vein, the teacher “sadly shook her head, as if this explained everything wrong with 
[his] country” (464) when correcting him that a bell brings chocolate for Easter, not a bunny, 
because for her, the bell is a naturally understood part of her culture, while the rabbit or Easter 
Bunny is the odd foreign tradition that she does not understand. It is not a mistranslation which 
causes their confusion, but a cultural disconnect, because neither of them is explaining Easter to 
the Moroccan woman, they simply have different cultural understanding, and their conflict 
causes the confusion, not a language barrier. 

At the end of the story, the narrator wonders if “without the language barrier, my 
classmates and I could have done a better job making sense of Christianity” (465). The language 
is a part of the problem – it is afterall difficult to explain any concept when you do not have the 
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full vocabulary to do so – but religion is especially difficult because it requires cultural 
understanding as well as linguistic understanding. The Moroccan woman would likely have still 
been confused by Easter, in the same way that the narrator’s thoughts end with “a bell, though, 
that’s fucked up” (465) even if she and her classmates shared a common language, because she 
does not have a cultural understanding Easter.  
 
Works Cited: 
Sedaris, David. “Jesus Shaves.” 1955. The Norton Introduction to Literature, compiled by Kelly 
J. Mays, Shorter Twelfth ed., Norton, 2016, pp. 462-465. 
 
“What Are Semantic Barriers? .” Business Jargons, 9 July 2016, businessjargons.com/semantic-
barriers.html. 
 
 

Comments 
 
vivian says 
February 6, 2019 at 12:41 am 
I had not fully considered the implications of the cultural barriers in “Jesus Shaves” before 
reading this essay. I appreciate Sam’s close reading of the text that illuminates instances in which 
she argues that the narrator confuses language barriers for cultural differences; her analysis 
encouraged me to mull over the ways in which language and culture are often inflated. The 
introduction effectively sets the stage for the essay’s argument: a semantic language barrier plays 
a larger role than that of a traditional language barrier.  
A possible improvement to the essay might be to consider if your thesis applies to the entire 
group of students (and by extension, all of us), not just the Moroccan woman. You make the 
point that the narrator does not accept the Easter bell and perhaps this is also due to the cultural 
barrier that the Moroccan woman also experiences. I think you make this point effectively in the 
second paragraph when you state, “He misunderstands the cultural barrier in the classroom as a 
language barrier, misattributing the miscommunication as a language barrier rather than a 
product of different cultures and faiths, despite being affected by the cultural barrier himself.” I 
think this statement could be your thesis as it strongly and eloquently asserts your position. 
Furthermore, it can be expanded to apply the miscommunication to all the students, not just the 
Moroccan woman. I am also wondering if “intrinsic” is the best term for the position you are 
trying to prove. It could be argued that religion is learned and therefore not intrinsic; perhaps you 
could address this counter argument and refute it to make your claim stronger. A bit of “they 
say/I say” that Dr. Churchill mentioned in class. Grammar wise, I think “French” should be 
capitalized throughout, so just watch out for those occurrences.  
Is there a way to differentiate between culture and religion? Are they two interchangeable? 
Overall, I think this essay offers a persuasive suggestion that the true barrier in “Jesus Shaves” is 
cultural, not that of language. 
 
Suzanne says 
February 6, 2019 at 1:43 am 
Sam, we talked extensively about this essay draft in office hours, and I gave you notes with my 
written feedback. After reading essay drafts all day, I’m too tired to recall my suggestions with 
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precision, and I’m afraid if I attempt to do so, I’ll give confusing and conflicting advice. Please 
send me a photo of the page of notes I gave you, so that I can translate them into something 
consistent and intelligible here! 
 
jonas says 
February 6, 2019 at 5:01 am 
Strength: I have taken multiple French classes at Davidson and I found the dialogues between the 
characters to be quite amusing. You definitely hit the nail on the head with the semantic 
language barrier.  
Work On: I would try to make your thesis either more arguable. It is almost there, but I still think 
most people would agree that functionally a great deal of the miscommunication has to do with 
religion. Also, I would go deeper into the greater significance of the semantic language barrier in 
your conclusion. You start getting there but you should continue to explore its importance in the 
world at large. 
Think About: This is more of a personal thought but I wonder if there are any other symbols in 
holidays that have a similar disconnect between cultures. 
 
woody says 
February 6, 2019 at 2:35 pm 
I really like the argument you are making, that this story portrays a cultural and religious barrier 
in addition to just the language barrier, and it makes me think that the language barrier almost 
serves as a metaphor for these cultural barriers. I also really liked that you made sure to refer to 
the narrator as such, and not equating the narrator’s pov with Sedaris’s. I think that as a writer, 
Sedaris is trying to point out the absurdity of trying to convey culturally specific beliefs to people 
who do not share in our culture. I would maybe explore the irony in the line about the bell flying 
in from rome being fucked up. I think with this line, Sedaris is purposefully exaggerating his 
own cultural beliefs and point of view in order to display their triviality and absurdity. 
 
Suzanne says 
February 7, 2019 at 9:15 pm 
Sorry to take so long typing up my notes from our office hours conversation, Sam, but at least 
it’s given me another opportunity to read your draft more carefully. On second reading, I can see 
that you have an excellent thesis here in the idea that the language barrier is a kind of foil for a 
deeper cultural barrier. You call this barrier different things, from faith, to denotation, to religion, 
to cultural understanding. I think it would be great to come up with one term for this deeper 
divide, and then define it using all the parameters you’ve identified that contribute to it.  
As we discussed, I think the essay could benefit from a more generous exposition, reminding us 
what the story is about. You can set up the language barrier as the thing that generates the most 
humor before exposing it as a way to talk about a deeper barrier of cultural understanding. You 
may want to follow the outline we came up with, or work with what you have here, which is full 
of good ideas, but could use tighter organization. Either way, ask yourself: What is the main idea 
of this paragraph? Do all the ideas and examples relate to that idea? Once you’ve extracted the 
main ideas from the body of the essay, think about what logic order you should deliver them in. 
Try explaining your argument to a real person in order to discover the natural logic of 
storytelling.  
This drafts shows that you have a powerful analytical mind and perceptive literary sensibility, as 
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well as an engaging conversational style. Keep the conversational style, but make sure you slow 
down and proofread your essay out loud, as if you were delivering it as a talk to a real audience. 
Taking the time to read it aloud with expression will help you find some of the passive voice 
constructions and long, Spanish-like sentences (see also my comments on Hypothes.is). 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The Barrier to Translating Faith in “Jesus Shaves” by David Sedaris 
February 8, 2019  

 
The main reason the students in “Jesus Shaves” by David Sedaris have trouble explaining 

the concept of Easter to a Moroccan classmate in their shared French class seems to be that none 
of them have enough French vocabulary to explain the concept. While the narrator explains the 
difficulty as nothing but a simple language barrier, a different barrier is also at play: a semantic 
language barrier. Even if the students were able to communicate effectively in the same 
language, they would face similar obstacles of explaining Easter to a non-Christian student, as 
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the concept Easter relies on cultural knowledge and acceptance as much as linguistic accuracy. 
While a language barrier exacerbates the issue, the true difficulty lies in a barrier to internalizing 
an understanding of a culture not one’s own. 
 The true language barrier they face is not simply one of denotative language, as the 
narrator claims “the problem had to do with grammar. Simple nouns such as cross and 
resurrection were beyond our grasp” (Sedaris 464), but there is an issue as well of connotative 
language, such as what the cross itself means to their faith, which is not as easily translated as the 
noun itself. He misunderstands the cultural barrier in the classroom, misattributing the 
miscommunication as solely due to a language barrier rather than as a product of different 
cultures and faiths, despite being affected by the cultural barrier himself. Even if they were all 
fluent in French, Easter will not make intrinsic sense to someone not of the Christian faith – it 
will always sound absurd, with or without the language barrier, because there is a cultural barrier 
still. 
 The narrator exemplifies this cultural barrier being just as strong, if not stronger than a 
general language barrier with his last statements, “I accepted…The virgin birth, the resurrection, 
and the countless miracles…A bell, though, that’s fucked up.” When the narrator learns about 
the French Easter bell in his native language, and still does not believe in its place in the story of 
Easter because he does not have the cultural belief for it. His cultural upbringing allows him to 
have faith in and accept many things, from the religious cornerstones of Easter, to the notion of 
the Easter Bunny. He does not have this same intrinsic acceptance or understanding of the Easter 
bell; although the logic of the Easter bell and Easter bunny differ little other than that the one you 
are raised with makes more sense, as shown by “the teacher, assuming [he’d] used the wrong 
word” (Sedaris 464) and their class’s confusion with his mention of the Easter Bunny, because it 
is not a part of their cultural knowledge. In a similar vein, when correcting him that a bell brings 
chocolate for Easter, not a bunny, the teacher “sadly shook her head” (Sedaris 464) because for 
her, the bell is a naturally understood part of her culture, while the Easter Bunny is the odd 
foreign tradition that she does not understand.  
 At the end of the story, the narrator wonders if “without the language barrier…[we] could 
have done a better job making sense of Christianity” (Sedaris 465). I do not think a common 
language could have solved all their miscommunication, though it would have helped in some 
ways, because the Moroccan student’s confusion over Easter is emblematic of the larger social 
issue: a language barrier is easy to quantify and explain, while a cultural barrier is not, no matter 
how pervasive it is. Cultural disconnect is repeated throughout the story, highlighting its 
importance to the difficulty the students face, beyond the mere language barrier. The narrator, for 
instance, remarks, “Despite her having grown up in a Muslim country, it seemed she might have 
heard it mentioned once or twice” (Sedaris 463) after being incredulous at the fact that his 
classmate had never heard of Easter before, showing how he has internalized his own culture as 
the default. The cultural barrier colors the narrator’s observations the entire story, most notably 
how he identifies all his fellow classmates by nationality, as an “Italian nanny…chatty Poles, and 
a…Moroccan” (Sedaris 463) rather than by name. He acknowledges the difficulty in crossing the 
cultural barrier with a pivotal observation: “in communicating any religious belief, the operative 
word is faith” (Sedaris 465); though he fails to apply this understanding in explaining Easter, a 
Christian holiday, to his Moroccan classmate. The narrator does not acknowledge the ways the 
cultural barrier affects him, it is something that only applies to the others.This shows the 
disconnect he feels to the other students in his class, and how he is unwilling to understand those 
culturally different from him, resorting instead to stereotypes.  
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 This is why the Moroccan student ends up confused, why the teacher is confused by his 
instance of the use of “Easter Bunny” and the narrator is adamant throughout that the “Easter 
Bell” is dumb; it is a natural inclination to view your cultural experiences as the correct lens with 
which to view the world, but it causes disconnect with other people when you are unwilling to 
acknowledge those gaps and differences, which is precisely the dilemma in “Jesus Shaves”.  
 
Works Cited: 
Back, Kurt W., et al. “Barriers to Communication and Measurement of Semantic Space.”  

 
Sociometry, vol. 35, no. 3, 1972, pp. 347–356. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/2786499. 
 
Sedaris, David. “Jesus Shaves.” 1955. The Norton Introduction to Literature, compiled by Kelly 
J. Mays, Shorter Twelfth ed., Norton, 2016, pp. 462-465. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EC – Monster Thesis 6 
February 10, 2019  

By Malorie and Sam 
 
1) Thesis VI: Fear of the Monster is Really A Kind of Desire 
 
2) Cohen quote: “Escapist delight gives way to horror only when the monster threatens to 
overstep these boundaries, to destroy or destruct the thin walls of category and culture.” 
 
3) Restatement: People are horrified when confronted by their own repressed or counter-culture 
desires. 
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4) We used “St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves” by Karen Russell 
 
5) In “St. Lucy’s” Mirabella cannot conform to the human standards of living, retaining her wolf 
instincts, and the more her sisters conform, the more they resent Mirabella for showing and 
giving into the instinct and desire they have all forced themselves to repress. 
 
6) This repression of desire is shown in many points throughout the story, such as when Sister 
Maria reprimanded Mirabella, “que horror” she frowned, but “looking a little jealous” (270), 
showing she has a desire as well not to conform to society’s standard of propriety, and she 
dislikes being confronted by it. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close Read of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” By T. S. Eliot 
February 14, 2019 

 
Reversing the expectation of a traditional long song or love poem is a main component of 

the content and structure of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” By T. S. Eliot. The poem 
uses images of death, not to shock, but as a fact of life, such as a “patient etherized upon a table”. 
The poem speaks of aging slowly, and yet still having time “for a hundred visions and revisions”, 
a contrast to traditional love poetry,which emphasizes how time is running out and love should 
be acted upon now. “Love Song” keeps a similar structure of consistent rhymes, and speaking of 
life and love and longing throughout. Despite the tone of longing or wishing for love, the speaker 
does not expect it. 
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The last eight lines of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” By T. S. Eliot exemplifies 
many of these reversals, both in the way tone does not match the words, to the way certain 
metaphors or references are not used in the traditional way. 

“I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each. 
I do not think that they will sing to me. 

I have seen them riding seaward on the waves 
Combing the white hair of the waves blown back 
When the wind blows the water white and black. 

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea 
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown 

Till human voices wake us, and we drown.” 
  Sirens – mermaids who sing and bring lustful sailors to their deaths – do not sing for the 
speaker. This line is isolated from the longer stanzas, which may show how despite his instance 
of there being enough time, and enough in his life, the speaker is perhaps disappointed that he 
has outgrown the traditional love songs. He knows the sirens, he knows love, but he does not 
have it.  He does not hear the sirens voices, he hears human voices, but the end result is the same 
– drowning, a lack of love left.  
 The words of the last stanza especially rise and fall in rhythm, like the waves they are 
describing. This rhythm is calming, soothing, like being put to sleep, the opposite of the “wake 
us” in the last line. This opposite rhythm in contrast the words being said is shown throughout 
the poem. Notably here, death is typically seen as being put to sleep, but in this last line, despite 
the rhythm being that of lulling you to sleep, the death comes as waking up, not falling asleep. 

 
Comments 

 
malorie says 
February 17, 2019 at 8:51 pm 
The observation of the rhythm of the poem is a really strong one in your close reading and the 
stanza you picked exemplifies this so perfectly, I like how you really zoom into the concept of 
the sirens, something that I did not put as much emphasis on when I first read it. The only thing 
is I feel you mention two different concepts , the reversal of tradition and the rhythm. I would 
have really enjoyed to see you combine these concepts in another paragraph if space allowed. 
 
 
jonas says 
February 17, 2019 at 10:57 pm 
Your post’s comparison of “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” with a traditional love poem 
is quite strong. I do think it could benefit from having a clearer thesis that argues this 
contradiction. In doing so, you will ease more into your strong analysis of the rhythm and the 
structure of the poem. Also, the differentiation of death’s meaning in the last line was inciteful. 
 
patrick says 
February 18, 2019 at 3:40 am 
Hey, 
I think that rhythm is a very important part of any poem, one of the most important parts, and to 
see you discuss it here like that was a powerful thing to see. To have such an important tool, one 
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that flavors the entire poem, be looked at like this was a great thing to see. To have the poetry 
itself rise and fall like waves, as you described, shows me that the color of the poem is in 
alignment with the content, and it is always striking when that is true. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Close Read of My Bookshelf 
February 17, 2019 
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My bookshelf in my dorm. 

 

 
A section of my bookshelf from home. 

 
College is typically seen as a time and place to reinvent yourself: to find new interests, 

new hobbies, a new image. I know people who have entirely changed sleeping and cleaning 
habits, people whose entire wardrobes have been changed, people how listen to different music 
and have changed their prospective major three or four times, across different departments. A lot 
of these changes seem to have gripped those around me, but have not found me. I however 
haven’t changed my interests, music taste or wardrobe – or even my intended major. I still drink 
too much tea and coffee, and horde mugs on my desk. More than anything – I still amass too 
many books, and stack them perilously when there isn’t any space for them. Back home, I have 
large bookshelves covering two of the walls, and shelves filling the middle of my closet, all filled 
to bursting, causing the wood and metal to bend in the middle under the wait, and even more 
books stacked in boxes against the fronts of shelves and walls for a lack of space, with every 
picture and middle-grade book foisted off onto my sister’s bookshelf. I am aware that it looks 



like the start of a hoarder’s episode. Because of this, the only book I brought with me to college 
is our summer reading “Color and Character”. Yet my shelf is full of books I have amassed in 
my time in college, not even counting the books I took home in cardboard boxes over winter 
break. 
 My bookshelf at school is built into the desk, not the wall. Books are lined up neatly, for 
the time being, and still stacked in weird positions because my books always look like I’m 
playing tetris. The books I need to read soon or am currently reading on top, the others lined up 
underneath. There is an odder mix of genres than my shelf at home which is mostly filled with 
YA (young adult) fiction and mass market paperback sci-fi thrift-store novels. My shelf here is 
full of books for classes this semester, a few from last semester that I forgot to take home, YA 
fiction books, a medical biography, pop culture analyze nonfiction books and two books about 
pokemon. There is a mix of books I bought myself and books which were gifts, books I have 
read and books I haven’t yet. There is a Davidson mug and the same instant coffee I drink at 
home, which I bring from Miami because they do not sell instant cuban espresso in North 
Carolina from what I have found. There is a mix of the old and the new, my roots and what I am 
moving towards. 
 

Comments 
 
vivian says 
February 19, 2019 at 2:24 am 
I can definitely relate to the odd mix of books on my bookshelf here at school! I brought a few 
books from home, naively hoping I would have a bit of free time here and there to enjoy them (it 
hasn’t happened yet). 
I’m wondering if your close reading could be strengthened by examining why your bookshelves 
differ, not just how. I think one of the obvious answers is that we have less room for books here 
at school but perhaps then you could think about how this requires you to be more selective and 
then consider how this becomes a different representation of your current station in life. But then 
also thinking about how you co-exist between these worlds of an abundance of books and more 
academic reading. How does your relationship to the books change depending on whether they 
were gifted to you or you bought them? The read and unread books? 
 
delilah says 
February 19, 2019 at 10:06 pm 
This is a great topic for a close reading. I agree with Vivian that you should go more into the 
content of the books, and if you think that will ever change while at college. My bookshelf is the 
same, half books for school half books I brought and am still trying to find time to read. 
Unfortunately I don’t have much space left. Anyway, I wonder if you believe that looking at 
one’s bookshelf can tell you anything about the person? 
 
 
coleman says 
February 20, 2019 at 2:56 am 
I noticed Incarceron on your bookshelf from home-I read that book! Have you read the sequel, 
Sapphique? Catherine Fisher’s Relic Master series is also really good. I’m a total YA fantasy 
nerd so if you ever want to talk about your favorite books let me know.  
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In terms of your close reading I think an interesting change between the shelves is the presence 
of the physics books. Do you feel the Davidson workload has changed the way your bookshelf 
looks in an important way? I certainly feel that way about my own bookshelf-it’s full of assigned 
school reading! I’ve recently made the effort to add more pleasure reading to my shelf, though. I 
will say, I’ve always tried to maintain at least some presence of my love for fantasy on my 
bookshelf while at Davidson, like my small collection of graphic novels. Your Pokemon book, 
front and center, reminded me of this. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“This Be The Verse” by Philip Larkin As A Nursery Rhyme 
February 25, 2019 

 
The poem “This Be The Verse” by Philip Larkin offers, at its surface, a cynical view of 

the world, in which the only way to escape the perpetuation of cycles of pain and misery is to 
simply stop trying for the good things, like having children. The iambic rhymes and the form of 
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the poem, give the sense that “This Be The Verse” is a sort of nursery rhyme – with easy to 
remember rhythm and a lesson to be learned. If “This Be The Verse”, published in 1971, is read 
as a modern nursery rhyme, you could see the poem, not as a warning to never have kids at all, 
but not to have them simply for the sake of following old patterns, which is bolstered by the 
many traditional structures of nursery rhymes found in the poem, but also how Larkin 
completely deviates. If nursery rhymes are a sort of instruction, than Larkin’s poem shows are 
with time, those instructions may have to change. 
 “This Be The Verse” has a song-like quality due to its alternating rhythm of iambic 
tetrameter. This iambic syllables invokes a feeling of being moved across on a wave, up and 
down, pulled along. This is found in the poem’s visual form, as every other line is indented, so 
your eyes move in and out for the start of each line. The side of the poem is not a straight line – 
just as the lives Larkin is describing is not a straight line. He is describing the cycle of having 
children and growing up.  
 Nursery rhymes typically have two functions: to entertain or to teach a lesson. Larkin 
follows most traditions of nursery rhymes except for emphasizing the difficult – he puts it on 
display, even highlighting the uncomfortable by using shocking “child inappropriate” language 
such as “fuck” which adds an entertainment factor that forces you to listens to what he is saying, 
rather than simply getting swept along by the rhythm.  His use of the word “fuck” also plays on 
the nursery rhyme tradition of using “strong stresses” to put emphasis on certain words or lines 
(Britannica).  
 Nursery rhymes are seen as intended for children, and this poem could be seen as for 
children – a warning to those coming out of adolescents not to repeat the cycles which seem as 
inescapable as the waves the iambic rhyme conjures. But the poem could also be seen as for 
adults, who were also once children, and after all nursery rhymes were likely “originally 
composed for adult entertainment” (Britannica). The poem could be for adults not to be 
complacent, to be aware of the past, and so as to not repeat, but also to let go of guilt – no 
parents are perfect, and also to let go of blame, parents are often seen as infallible in their 
children’s eyes until they aren’t, the current is harmless until it takes you out to sea, you cannot 
have the good without the bad, but you can minimize the bad if you are aware of where it comes 
from. “Hush A-Bye Baby” tells about the sometimes inevitability of a child’s death, “Ring 
Around The Rosie” teaches about the plague, “London Bridge” teaches children about tragedies. 
It is a harsh truth, the kind nursery rhymes impact on children so they will be better prepared 
adults.  
 The first two verses of “This Be The Verse” lay out the cycle the rhythm mimics.  The 
first verse speaks of “your mum and dad” and the way they pass down their negative traits. The 
second verse moves forward in space, but backwards in time, speaking of “fools in old-style hats 
and coats” meaning the grandparents, the generation of parent’s before your own, who passed 
their faults to your own parents. In true nursery rhyme fashion, there is an emphasis on that 
which can harm, rather than the positive. Most nursery rhymes, like fairytales, are warnings, are 
knowledge, something else which is passed down parent to child, but something which is 
helpful. The third verse is markedly different. The third verse moves from the direct and second-
person which speaks to the reader, to the abstract, a consolidation of the message the speaker 
wants to send, written in the third person, as if intended to broader consumption than the first 
two, which read as more personal. The last verse speaks of misery, which is handed down from 
parent to child, and which “deepens like a coastal shelf” reaching the conclusion that the only 
way to break the cycle of misery, which wears of person down the way waves wear down the 
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shore, is to simply stop trying. The third verse itself is a break in the cycle – to stop dwelling on 
the mistakes of the past, and reach a call to action to prevent the passing on of misery. 
 You can take Larkin’s poem at his final line “And don’t have any kids yourself.” or you 
can see it as a nursery rhyme warning: do not have kids, unless you are willing to take the 
consequences just as well as the rewards. Nursery rhymes show that even that which is lovely or 
worth knowing is sometimes painful, and Larkin’s poem shows child rearing is no different.  
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Comments 
 
Suzanne says 
February 26, 2019 at 3:28 pm 
(Edit) 
I’m excited by your thesis that the poem is a warning not “to never have kids at all, but not to 
have them simply for the sake of following old patterns,.” This idea opens up a paradox: If 
Larkin is saying we should follow old patterns simply by thoughtless habit, why is he adopting 
the highly patterned form of a nursery rhyme to deliver his message? Indeed, the nursery rhyme 
is patterned into our brains from early childhood, making it most difficult to resist! This paradox 
is, I would argue, the crux of your argument. 
My recommendations for improvement include: 
• quote more generously from the poem, including a block quote to give us the nursery rhyme 
feel 
• bring other voices into the conversation, including Dubrow, who not only gave you the nursery 
rhyme idea, but also in her essay makes cogent remarks about form that you might engage in 
conversation. Get rid of Britannica–which signals to readers that the writer took the path of least 
resistance (Google)–and use an authoritative scholarly source for information on nursery rhymes. 
You are as good as the company you keep! 
• Use the fish skeleton method to break your argument down into key ideas, then arrange them in 
a logical order. 
• address what’s at stake in this argument. Why this poem? What kind of appeal does it have for 
you, as a generation Z-er? 
Reply 
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samb says 
February 26, 2019 at 4:57 pm 
(Edit) 
Thesis is interesting – “This Be The Verse” is a warning, not to never have children, but to not 
blindly follow tradition. Nursery rhymes are a foothold of tradition especially when it comes to 
children. Perhaps its ironic – if your going to take your advice solely from tradition, from nursery 
rhymes, do not continue to do so, do not have children just to continue the cycle you follow 
blindly. If you choose to have children, then you are choosing to break the cycle inherently, 
because you are not listening to the nursery, in which case, you should have children, you will 
not blindly do them wrong.  
The introduction needs strengthening. Introduce Dubrow’s thoughts on why “This Be The 
Verse” mimics a nursery rhyme. Context matters: the poem came out in 1971 – in the middle of 
Gen-X, when there was a rise in divorces and latchkey children being unsupervised, which may 
lend to thoughts of being “fucked up” by mum and dad, as the traditional family unit was 
becoming less traditional. The poem could also be an acknowledgement that trying to hold onto 
traditional structures which aren’t working, which are inevitably ending can be harmful/painful 
something Baby Boomers and Gen-X has had trouble with, but later generations like Millennials 
(starting 1981) have more fully embraced. Millennials are also having children later in life and 
not feeling as pressured to have children they do not want, as earlier generations were, which is 
an interesting way to see how people have “listened” to Larkin’s poem. 
Reply 
 
richmond says 
February 27, 2019 at 4:26 am 
(Edit) 
I think you have lots of good sonic and visual evidence as to how this poem exhibits the qualities 
of a nursery rhyme, as well as defining it. The good news is that you have the “how”, you just 
gotta add some “why”. I would suggest that you put more analysis on how and why the nursery 
rhyme format is juxtaposed with this message of not following tradition. There’s an incredible 
nuance there that needs to be explored. 
Also I would suggest cutting up some of your sentences. For example the 2nd to last sentence in 
your first paragraph could easily be broken up, making your points clearer and more palatable. 
The same goes for the 3rd sentence in your 4th paragraph. 
Great job on your rough draft! 
Reply 
 
carowil says 
February 27, 2019 at 1:18 pm 
(Edit) 
Hi Sam,  
I thought your idea about “This Be The Verse” as a nursery rhyme was really insightful – I 
would’ve never thought to characterize it like that! I especially appreciated your discussion of 
the cyclical nature that it calls to, In that case, I think focusing on that point would help support 
the paradox that Dr. Churchill pointed out, plus it would give your essay a lot more focus and 
allow for a closer engagement with the text, as well as with Dubrow.  
Richmond makes a good point, why do you think he’s warning against having kids? You get at it 
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in the end – most people can’t deal with the good and the bad in order to properly raise a kid, but 
you should outright say it and don’t just save it for a surprise at the end. You’re right! Context 
does matter, and exemplifying that might help your with your “why”. 
Reply 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“This Be The Verse” by Philip Larkin As A Nursery Rhyme 
March 1, 2019 

 
The poem “This Be The Verse” by Philip Larkin offers, at its surface, a cynical view of 

the world, where the only way to escape the perpetuation of cycles of pain and misery is to 
simply stop trying for the good things, like having children. Jehanne Dubrow makes the claim 
that “as with any nursery rhyme, ‘This Be the Verse’ privileges musicality” and takes the 
similarity to nursery rhymes as a given, amidst her wider argument (Dubrow). I argue that 
Larkin’s poem can be seen as a nursery rhyme not only on a surface level of “musicality” but in 
its form and meaning as well. “This Be The Verse” is more of a nursery rhyme than Dubrow 
realizes. The iambic rhymes and the form of the poem give the sense that “This Be The Verse” is 
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a nursery rhyme – with easy to remember rhythm and a lesson to be learned. If Larkin’s poem 
(published in 1971) is read as a modern nursery rhyme, the poem can be seen, not as a warning 
to never have kids at all, but not to have them simply for the sake of following old patterns. If 
nursery rhymes are an instruction, than Larkin’s poem shows how with time, those instructions 
may have to change. Traditions should not be blindly followed, because as times change, they 
can become harmful rather than helpful.  

“This Be The Verse” has a song-like quality due to the “iambs [which] reassure, while 
tetrameter gives the poem momentum” which invokes a feeling of being moved across on a 
wave, up and down (Dubrow).  This wave-like motion is also found in the poem’s visual form, as 
every other line is indented. Take the first verse for example:  

They fuck you up, your mum and dad.    
They may not mean to, but they do.    

They fill you with the faults they had 
And add some extra, just for you. 

(ll. 1-4) 
The first two stanzas of “This Be The Verse” lay out the cycle the rhythm mimics.  The 

first verse speaks of “your mum and dad” and the way they pass down their negative traits. The 
second verse moves forward in space, speaking of “fools in old-style hats and coats” meaning the 
grandparents, who passed their faults to your own parents. This cycle shown in the form shows 
the cycle of family and passing down faults as well as genetics. 
The third stanza is markedly different, moving to the abstract from the direct and second-person 
which speaks to the reader. There is a consolidation of the message the speaker wants to send in 
the third stanza, written in the third-person, as if intended for broader consumption than the first 
two stanzas, which read as more personal.  

Man hands on misery to man. 
It deepens like a coastal shelf. 
Get out as early as you can, 

And don’t have any kids yourself. 
(ll. 9-12) 

This last stanza speaks of misery, which is handed down from parent to child, and which 
“deepens like a coastal shelf” reaching the conclusion that the only way to break the cycle of 
misery, which wears a person down the way waves wear down the shore, is to simply stop trying 
to have kids all together. The third verse is a break in the cycle; to stop dwelling on the mistakes 
of the past, and reach a call to action to prevent the passing on of misery. Larkin follows most 
traditions of nursery rhymes except for euphemizing the difficult; he puts it on display, even 
highlighting the uncomfortable by using shocking “child inappropriate” language such as “fuck” 
which forces you to listen to what he is saying, rather than simply getting swept along by the 
rhythm.   

You can take Larkin’s poem at his final line “And don’t have any kids yourself.” Or you 
can see it as a nursery rhyme warning: do not have kids, unless you are willing to take the 
consequences just as well as the rewards. You can prevent the passing on of misery by not 
passing on power structures or ideas which perpetuates that misery, rather than simply giving up 
on having children by viewing the passing on of misery as inevitable and hopeless. Nursery 
rhymes show that even that which is lovely or worth knowing is sometimes painful, and Larkin’s 
poem shows child rearing is no different. 
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Nursery rhymes are seen as intended for children, and this poem could be seen as a 
warning to those emerging from adolescence not to repeat the cycles which seem as inescapable 
as the waves the iambic rhyme conjures. The poem is a message for adults not to be complacent 
about blindly following traditions for tradition’s sake. Nursery rhymes have always been 
warnings; for example,  “Hush A-Bye Baby” tells the occasional inevitability of a child’s death 
and “London Bridge” teaches children about tragedies which are sometimes manmade 
(Denslow). These are harsh truths, the kind nursery rhymes impart on children, that sometimes 
adults must hear too.  

“This Be The Verse” is a warning, not to never have children, but to not blindly follow 
tradition. This blind faith in tradition can lead to complacency and the perpetuation of harmful 
ideas. For example, Millennials are also having children later in life and not feeling as pressured 
to have children they do not want, as earlier generations were, which is an interesting way to see 
how people have headed Larkin’s warning not to blindly follow tradition (DeSilver). Nursery 
rhymes are a foothold of tradition especially when it comes to children, so why does Larkin 
invoke such a cornerstone of tradition to warn against their following? To make a point: if you’re 
going to take your advice solely from tradition, from nursery rhymes, then listen to this poem, do 
not have children just to continue the cycle you follow blindly. If you choose to have children, 
then you are inherently choosing to break the cycle, because you are not listening to the nursery 
rhyme of the poem, in which case, should you have children, you will not blindly do them 
wrong.  
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SSRs for “Raisin in the Sun” 
March 18, 2019 

 
Matthews, Kristin L. “The Politics of “Home” in Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun”. 
Modern Drama, Vol. 51, Num 4, University of Toronto Press, Winter 2008, pp. 556-578. 
  
Thesis: “Re-centring the play allows a vision of Raisin’s ideological complexity – a complexity 
found not only in its external use- value but also in its value as a thing itself. The play stresses 
the necessity of finding a solid home where one might house and express oneself; at the same 
time, Raisin insists that individuals must be willing to join with other voices and the larger 
community in order to change oppressive social systems – even if that means singing harmony 
instead of a solo.” (p.558) 
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Restated Thesis: This article centers on the play itself, allowing for its complexity to be seen for 
itself, not only for its external value. The play emphasizes the concept of what makes a home a 
home, and how communities are built together, and not by diserperate houses.  
 
Structure: 
Matthews begins by giving a truncated  history of racial violence, especially when it came to 
housing and moving into white neighborhood, “ In post-war Chicago, bombings, demonstrations, 
and assaults on blacks attempting to move east into predominantly white neighbourhoods were 
on the rise…” (p. 556). MAtthews then details Hansberry’s history and experience this this 
violence growing up, and moves into how these now historical events shape the world of “Raisin 
in the Sun” with, “In Raisin, neighbour Mrs. Johnson’s comment upon hearing the Younger 
family has purchased a home in the all-white Clybourne Park points towards the cultural 
assumption that violence would continue…” (p. 557).  
In the section “WHAT HAPPENS TO A DREAM DEFERRED?” Matthews compares the 
diverse possibilities of the poem to the diverse attitudes of the Younger family, “Walter’s belief 
in the “American Dream” to Ruth’s pragmatism, Mama’s spirituality, and Beneatha’s Pan-
Africanism. Because none of these four characters is “central,” the play and its audience weigh 
and measure all responses equally and participate in the process of community building.” (558). 
The home of the Younger’s is a microcosm of the tensions across their nation, “Mama and her 
family have the potential to be “reborn” in their new house…the play shows that the Younger 
family’s possible means of hope and resistance are located in a new home comprised of various 
parts of their old “homes.” The Younger family is weakest when it is a house divided against 
itself” (566-567) and everyone is trying to find what home is meant to be, and how to get there. 
The section “HOME OF THE BRAVE” analyzes the Younger’s final decision to move into the 
white neighborhood. Homes are not given, or allowed, sometimes, you have to force out a space 
for yourself, because “from their earliest days of “residence” in America, African Americans 
have built and sustained others’ American Dream, but like Big Walter, have been denied their 
own dreams.” (569). The Younger’s build their own house, “A Raisin in a Sun demonstrates that 
the “house” as it now stands is not only divided, but run-down and in need of reconstruction. 
Thus, Hansberry’s play calls for committed builders – those who will tear down the broken 
house and put up a new one in its place” (571). 
 
Rhetorical Strategies: 

1. Matthews sets up the article by giving very detailed context about Hainsberry and 
how deeply “Hansberry’s family was personally acquainted with the violence 
inherent in property ownership in Chicago” (556). I appreciated this, as it shows 
how to incorporate the author into the article. 

2. Matthews also gives historical context about the dangers of a black family moving 
into a white neighborhood at the time, which is an unspoken presence throughout 
the play. She states, “Between the years 1956 and 1958 alone, there were over 250 
reported incidents of racial violence – a total that included at least thirty- eight 
arson cases” (556).  

3. Matthews mentions her fellow critiques and also talks about “Reading Raisin’s 
unique brand of pluralism allows one to engage questions of individuality, 
community, particularity, and universality without embracing reductive either/or 
constructions or allowing the play’s scholarly use-value to overshadow its 



content.” (558). Matthews makes a point about keeping “Raisin” important onto 
itself and not getting bogged down just as a scholarly work.  

  
Orem, Sarah. “Signifyin(g) When Vexed: Black Feminist Revision, Anger, and A Raisin in the 
Sun.” Modern Drama, vol. 60, no. 2, 2017, pp. 189-211. 
 
Thesis: “This essay reads Beneatha Younger as a black feminist reworking of the “Angry Young 
Man” figure. I am not arguing that Raisin straightforwardly constitutes an “Angry Young Man” 
play, nor do I claim that Beneatha is an“Angry Young Man” who happens to be a woman.2 
Instead, I propose that Beneatha appears to mimic the anger performed by her brother Walter Lee 
in order to critique and undermine him. Her “[r]epetition” of Walter Lee’s anger with a “signal 
difference” (Gates 56) is a hallmark of the uniquely black mode of artistic expression termed 
Signifyin(g) by Henry Louis Gates, Jr. According to Gates, Signifyin(g) allows a speaker to 
repeat and alter language patterns, imitating a specific discourse but in a way that is shot through 
with“indeterminacy, open-endedness, ambiguity, [and] uncertainty” (7).” (p. 190) 
 
Restated Thesis: This essay argues that Beneatha is a black feminist interpretation of the 
“Angry Young Man” traditional role. It is not that she fulfills the role, and happens to be a 
woman, she instead mimic the anger of the main male figure, her brother Walter, undermining 
his supposed power as the man of the household.  
Structure: 
This article begins with context about how Orem relates the play to the convention of the “Angry 
Young Man”, as “though Britain’s “Angry Young Men” playwrights were white, male…black 
feminist playwright Lorraine Hansberry looked to them to conceive of her own anger at racism 
and sexism in the United States…Hansberry eager to pen a “bitter epic of the black man in this 
most hostile nation” (Hansberry, “May 12, 1959” 95, 94). In many ways, Raisin reads like an 
“Angry Young Man” drama. It depicts working-class life in a domestic context, much like the 
kitchen-sink realisms associated with Britain’s“Angry.” (p. 189-190). Then Orem establishes 
“Beneatha Younger as a black feminist reworking of the “Angry Young Man” figure.” (190). 
She claims “The shape of Beneatha’s anger has profound ramifications…Beneatha criticizes 
capitalism, the inequality of the sexes, and racist discrimination, but her expressions of 
frustration are often unclear to her listeners. Her anger is also open-ended, never diminishing 
over the course of the play.” (191). These become the basis for her sections of her argument.  
The first section of the main argument is “All Her Own”. Orem points out that “A Raisin in the 
Sun positions Walter and Beneatha as equivalent figures suggests that scholarship should assign 
more significance to Beneatha’s emotions than has been done in the past.” (192).  Beneatha is 
often viewed through the way she interacts with Walter and her suitors, and in this section Orem 
defines her actions and attitudes as about her own self. 
In “A Moving Target” Orem discusses how Beneatha is often misunderstood by those around her 
and uses this as an advantage to speak her mind without having her full thoughts or intentions 
known. “Beneatha deploys her anger while “remaining dynamic” – a strategy that makes it 
difficult for her family members to discern her emotional position with certainty since, according 
to Collins, “a moving target” is harder to hit (Black Feminist Thought 41).” (203). 
In “A Play at Play” Orem explores the larger structures of the play itself, and the ways it uses 
and ignores conventions of the stage. “Because Beneatha’s anger never resolves properly – it 
remains open-ended even at the play’s denouement – Raisin Signifies on the theatrical realism 



that it seemingly deploys. By appearing to mirror the kitchen- sink realism associated with 
Britain’s “Angry Young Men” and then resisting this realism with Beneatha’s anger, Raisin 
engages in “aesthetic play” (Gates243). Hansberry is “play[ing] on” a well-known theatrical 
form (243).” (203).  
 
Rhetorical Strategies:  

1. Orem begins the essay with the argument almost that of what the reader would 
expect, laying out the easy interpretation of Walter as the “Angry Young Man” 
figure, before continuing on to show how Beneatha’s fulfilling of the role is that 
much more impactful than the easier interpretation. 

2. The three major sections “All Her Own”, “A Moving Target”, and “A Play at Play” 
organize the essay in a sort of three act structure in and of itself, mirroring the play 
it is analyzing, and giving a visual feel for the progression and organization of the 
argument with the use of subheading. 

3. Orem draws parallels to other stories in order to make her argument for “Raisin” 
easier to understand, one notable one is with “in folkloric tales the Monkey tricks 
and insults the Lion, the “King of the Jungle,” by repeating others’ insults back to 
him (61). The rhetorical play the Monkey uses to relate insults to the Lion results in 
the Lion being unable to “read” the Monkey’s “utterance[s]” (68). Beneatha’s 
performance of strategic illegibility allows her to critique subtly the oppressions 
she encounters daily and still maintain a measure of protection for herself.” (p. 
190-191). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Hollywood’s Ageism Problem Persists: How All About Eve Undermines Its Own 
Combating of Ageism Through The Reinforcement of Sexist Narratives 

March 23, 2019 
 

Abstract: 
The intersectional relationship between ageism and sexism is ultimately reinforced by the 
emphasis on conformity to traditional roles by woman. Ageism and the preferred emphasis of 
youth is primarily directed towards woman, who are persecuted and pressured into more 
acceptable roles as they age. Margo Channing (Bette Davis), the main character of All About 
Eve, is ultimately pressured into marriage and homemaking when she begins to be too old for 
traditional theater roles, which are considered exclusively for young beautiful woman.  
  

All About Eve (1950), is a movie about aspiring actress Eve Harrington (Anne Baxter), 
who inserts herself into the life of her idol, aging actress Margo Channing (Bette Davis), with 
less than good intentions, intending to steal her roles and her fiance, despite her innocent 
demeanor. As Eve threatens to overtake Margo’s career by virtue of youth and beauty, All About 
Eve was ahead of its time when it comes to Margo’s honest expression of how ageism in theater 
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negatively affects her self-worth and emotional state. This expression however, is undercut by 
the sexist narratives through the movie, and are used to reinforce the prevalence of ageism in 
theater.  

The term “‘Ageism’ was coined in 1969…[with] forty as the lower bound” (New 
Yorker). Ageism is defined as “stereotyping and discrimination…on the basis of their age” by 
the World Health Organization (WHO).The fact that ageism’s lowest age by definition begins at 
forty is interesting when you take into account: 

MARGO 
…Lloyd, I’m not twenty-ish, I’m not thirty-ish.  

Three months ago I was forty years old. Forty. Four O. 
Margo herself has just turned forty, and is facing being replaced by Eve – who is the first 

young, pretty girl with the guts to walk into Margo’s spotlight. Margo has expected ageism as a 
part of her life: actresses, no matter how talented or adored, cannot escape ageing.  
Ageism is felt most acutely by woman, and is internalized to the point that men are expected not 
to think of it, and woman are expected to be ashamed of aging. Later she confides in Karen: 

KAREN 
[Bill]’s in love with you.  

MARGO 
More than anything in this world, I love Bill. And I want Bill. I want him to want 
me. But me. Not Margo Channing. And if I can’t tell them apart – how can he?  

Margo wants to be seen as a whole person, because she knows her time as an actress is 
quickly coming to a close. Fame, much like youth, is fleeting. She does not want to feel as if her 
relationship has an expiration date just as her career does. The pressures of theater’s sexist 
ageism has seeped into her real life. 

MARGO 
Bill’s in love with Margo Channing…but ten years from now – Margo Channing 

will have ceased to exist. And what’s left will be… what? 
KAREN 

Margo. Bill is all of eight years younger than you. 
Margo has one of her most vulnerable moments here, she is showing how the ageism of 

the theater cuts her deeply. Decades of being told that to be “old” is to be undesirable makes her 
frightened it may be true in more than just theater. Her concerns about marrying Bill were valid, 
considering it is implied that he has cheated on her with younger woman before, when Eve 
throws herself at him, and he replies:  

BILL [to Eve]  
What I go after, I want to go after. I don’t want it to come after me. 

Older men are typically attractive to younger woman, but the reverse is seldom true, 
making Margo real insecure in her relationship.  
Though Margo speaks out against ageism, Bette Davis is a victim herself – as soon as Margo 
declares her intention to be married, she does not speak again, and only appears when Eve 
receives an award briefly and silently. Margo’s insecurities about age vanish suddenly when she 
decides to get married, as if one moment of overcoming her fears and insecurities erases them, 
which undercuts the message about the harm of ageism. 
These types of sexist narratives are used to reinforce standard practice ageism in theater, by 
Margo’s claiming that she need not play the role of Cora because she is getting married. This 
reinforces the idea that woman of a certain age should not focus on their careers, but be 
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homemakers, and that woman of a certain age are no longer attractive to the general audience 
and should settle while they can. Take Margo’s monologue: 

MARGO 
Funny business, a woman’s career – the things you drop on your way up the ladder 
so you can move faster. You forget you’ll need them again when you get back to 

being a woman. That’s one career all females have in common, whether we like it or 
not: being a woman…nothing’s any good unless you can look up…and there he is. 

Without that, you’re not a woman…Slow curtain, the end. 
Sexist ageism is allowed through the reinforcment of general sexist attitudes in the 

theater business. One particularly salient moment is a brief conversation between Eve and Miss 
Caswell: 

EVE 
I’m afraid Mr. DeWitt would find me boring before too long. 

Miss Caswell 
You won’t bore him honey. You won’t even get a chance to talk. 

Miss Caswell is telling Eve, that Eve’s youth and looks will get her farther in this business than 
anything she says. Caswell is introduced one of the young actresses coming to New York to 
replace Margo and company when they are forced out by ageist practices. Caswell expresses this 
attitude throughout her brief presence, shrugging off her coat before talking to the men, and 
leaning forward in her strapless dress. When Max goes to get her a drink, Mr. DeWitt tells her 
“good job”, because she is playing the game. Sexism, just like ageism, is portrayed as the way 
things are in this world. Some, like Margo, get upset and speak out, and others, like Miss 
Caswell, use it to move ahead. 

This interplay of sexism and ageism has been demonstrated through a statistical analysis 
of major films from the last century of Hollywood films, it was shown that “being female, being 
older…clearly have significant, negative main effects on the careers of actors…older female 
actors are subjected to the “double jeopardy” effects of age and gender and [are] disadvantaged, 
both in terms of number of film roles and in terms of average star presence, compared to older 
male actors.” (Allen 623) 

 
The above figure shows how from “1943 to 1999, female stars were not especially 

disadvantaged to male stars when they were young, but they became disadvantaged as they 
aged.” (Allen 625) 
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The issues of ageism prove clear in both genders, but prove worse for woman. Ageism has also 
increased in prevalence since 1942, almost doubly so for woman. The way All About Eve shuts 
down Margo’s complaints of ageism reinforces the practice as the new standard in theater, as 
cameras become advanced enough to capture more detail, those behind the camera clamour for 
even more inhuman perfection to complete their illusions. 

Accepting these structures only allows them to persist, this is why sexist ageism, and 
particularly in hollywood, are just a prevalent, if not more so, today as they were in 1950. 
Problems of sexist ageism that are demonstrated in All About Eve have only worsened over time; 
for example “Maggie Gyllenhaal, at thirty-seven, was told she was ‘too old’ to play the love 
interest of a fifty-five-year-old man.” (New Yorker). Unless these problematic truths are 
questioned and actively worked against, internalized biases will shame us into silence and 
acceptance of the status quo; much like Margo, who believed who insecurities would vanish 
once she quieted down and got married, and the audience never gets to see how that worked out 
for her. Because that is the narrative that is often enforced: the end goal is her acceptance, her 
silence, not what she becomes after.  
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Comments 
 
samb says 
March 26, 2019 at 1:15 am 
(Edit) 
I’m considering replacing the paragraph: 
Sexist ageism is allowed through the reinforcment of general sexist attitudes in the theater 
business. One particularly salient moment is a brief conversation between Eve and Miss Caswell: 
EVE 
I’m afraid Mr. DeWitt would find me boring before too long. 
Miss Caswell 
You won’t bore him honey. You won’t even get a chance to talk. 
Miss Caswell is telling Eve, that Eve’s youth and looks will get her farther in this business than 
anything she says. Caswell is introduced one of the young actresses coming to New York to 
replace Margo and company when they are forced out by ageist practices. Caswell expresses this 
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attitude throughout her brief presence, shrugging off her coat before talking to the men, and 
leaning forward in her strapless dress. When Max goes to get her a drink, Mr. DeWitt tells her 
“good job”, because she is playing the game. Sexism, just like ageism, is portrayed as the way 
things are in this world. Some, like Margo, get upset and speak out, and others, like Miss 
Caswell, use it to move ahead. 
with: 
Sexist ageism is allowed through the reinforcment of general sexist attitudes in the theater 
business. Sexism reinforces the narrative permissiveness of ageism through Margo’s acquience 
of stereotypical femininity and her supposed happiness once she has compiled with the 
traditional structures around her. This is mirrored in the way the man of the play treat Margo: 
… 
LLOYD 
…Just when exactly does an actress decide they’re her words she’s saying and her thoughts she’s 
expressing? 
… 
LLOYD 
It’s about time the piano realized it has not written the concerto! 
The men are the playwrights, the directors. They write the lines, decide the story, Margo is the 
actress whose job it is to be pretty and do as she is told. Margo’s job is to follow her script, and 
as actresses get older, they get good at reading audiences, at doing their jobs, and begin to have 
opinions on what makes a script or show better. Sexism, just like ageism, is portrayed as the way 
things are in this world. The men what to reinforce the structures that keep their ideas the 
dominant ones heard, manifesting in a sexist reinforcement of ageism.  
If you could let me know which supports my argument more, I’d appreciate it. 
Reply 
emilyt says 
March 27, 2019 at 2:17 am 
(Edit) 
Hi, Sam! 
I’ll post my overall comment in my reply to you. First, I think that the paragraph with Miss 
Caswell might be better for your argument because as you’ve pointed out, she’s younger than 
Margo and is willing to engage in the sexist structures of the acting world and it shows how 
intertwined ageism and sexism is. I think you’ve found a lot of good evidence for your ideas, 
both in the movie and in outside sources. For me, your thesis seems to be that while Margo 
seems to be calling Hollywood out for its practices in ageism, this is undercut by her willingness 
to engage in a sexist society that silences her previously loud voice and literally erases her from 
the movie. I think that at some places, such as “Margo’s insecurities about age vanish suddenly 
when she decides to get married, as if one moment of overcoming her fears and insecurities 
erases them, which undercuts the message about the harm of ageism. 
These types of sexist narratives are used to reinforce standard practice ageism in theater, by 
Margo’s claiming that she need not play the role of Cora because she is getting married.” there 
needs to be more of a transition or connecting piece to your statements. I think you’re getting at 
it, but maybe because they’re separate paragraphs is what’s confusing me/making them feel more 
distant? 
Overall, I feel like the evidence you pull is convincing and compelling and used well, the 
argument you’re making is interesting, and this is something you clearly care about in some way. 
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My main thing is think about how you can tighten/incorporate your arguments more closely 
(whether that be explicitly stating the connections or reorganizing your paragraphs) so that by the 
end, the reader is like, wow you are right about this. Hope this helps and feel free to shoot me an 
email if you have any questions. 
Emily 
Reply 
 
malorie says 
March 27, 2019 at 5:01 am 
(Edit) 
Hey Sam! I am going to take a page out of your book (or a code out of your website? Whatever 
the phrase that applies to this class would be), and point out things as I seem them 
– Excellent use of evidence and block quoting. 
-I LOVE that you point out Margo does not speak after deciding to be a wife. This is something 
that I had not picked on before and speaks to so many elements about the movie. 
-We discussed your paper before, but once again, I really enjoy your use of social statistics for 
this essay 
I think your thesis is along the lines of showcasing how the film fits exactly into the same ageism 
of Hollywood at the time (and still is today). 
I know you mentioned that you wanted help on word count and maybe that could like replacing 
the larger block quotes with more of your analysis. 
Reply 
 
coleman says 
March 27, 2019 at 5:17 am 
(Edit) 
Hi Sam!  
I liked your essay! The textual references were spot on and the historicity came through with 
special relevance at the end. The graph worked well to show the prevalence of sexism and 
ageism in the industry over time and your explanation clarified its relevance to All About Eve.  
I think my main sticking point in the paper is that the thesis is confusing. First you say that All 
About Eve combats ageism, but its clear in the paper that this really isn’t happening. 
Furthermore, sexism and ageism seem to be intrinsically linked in your argument. It’s not clear 
to me that sexism prevents ageism from being combated in All About Eve. Rather ageism itself 
does since it is part of the movie, and it is intrinsically tied to sexism. I hope I’m making sense 
here…the thesis was just confusing to me. 
Reply 
 
Suzanne says 
March 29, 2019 at 12:52 pm 
(Edit) 
This is an excellent, original, analytical, and sophisticated argument, grounded in sociological 
research and supported with evidence from the film. Your peer readers have made some great 
suggestions about things you can clarify, and I’ve also made comments on Hypothesis. My 
comment here is short, because at this point, I think your primary work is clarifying and fine 
tuning. I’m not sure where you stand with the word count, but you can continue to trim, 
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eliminating passive voice and empty pointers along the way. Also work on quotation 
sandwiches! 
As far as more substantive tightening, it feels like you spend a lot of time showing ageism and 
sexism at the same time, particularly in relation to Margot. You can deliver your argument more 
efficiently by following the roadmap set up in your intro. First briefly show how the film 
ostensibly makes an argument against ageism, showing us how attractive, vital, and powerful 
Margot is, despite the fact that she’s just turned 40. Then show how the movie undercuts its own 
message, reinforcing sexist attitudes about women’s roles. Because your thesis wasn’t fully clear 
to Coleman, you may need to repeat the claim in different words, coming back to the idea that 
ageism intersects with sexism to disproportionately affect women. 
Reply 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

All About Ageism: The Interplay of Sexism and Ageism in All About Eve 
March 30, 2019 

 
Abstract: 
The film All About Eve (1950) follows aspiring actress Eve Harrington (Anne Baxter) as she 
idolizes, and attempts to usurp, aging actress Margo Channing (Bette Davis). Margo is pressured 
into conformity of traditional femininity through marriage and homemaking when she begins to 
be considered too old for traditional theater roles, which are considered exclusively for young 
beautiful woman like Eve. This demonstrates the intersectional relationship between ageism and 
sexism, and they each reinforce the emphasis on conformity to traditional roles by women, and 
are reinforced by conformity in turn, in a cyclical feedback loop. Ageism and the preferred 
emphasis of youth are primarily directed towards women, who are persecuted and pressured into 
more acceptable roles, both on-stage and off-stage, as they age.  
  

All About Eve (1950), is a movie about aspiring actress Eve Harrington (Anne Baxter), 
who inserts herself into the life of her idol, aging actress Margo Channing (Bette Davis), 
intending to steal Margo’s roles and fiance, despite Eve’s innocent demeanor. As Eve threatens 
to overtake Margo’s career through virtue of youth and beauty, All About Eve simultaneously 
focuses on Margo’s honest expression of how ageism in theater negatively affects her self-worth 
and emotional state. This expression however, is undercut by sexist narratives that are used to 
reinforce the acceptability of ageism, particularly towards woman, in theater.  

Ageism is defined as “stereotyping and discrimination…on the basis of their age” by the 
World Health Organization (WHO). The term “‘Ageism’ was coined in 1969…[with] forty as 
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the lower bound” (New Yorker). The fact that ageism’s lowest age, by definition, begins at forty 
is interesting when you take into account Margo’s complaint to friend and playwright Lloyd: 

MARGO 
…I’m not twenty-ish, I’m not thirty-ish. 
Three months ago I was forty years old. Forty. Four O.  

Margo herself has just turned forty, and is facing being replaced by Eve – who is the first 
young, pretty girl with the guts to walk into Margo’s spotlight. Margo is resigned to ageism as a 
part of her life: actresses, no matter how talented or adored, cannot escape ageing. The sexist 
reinforcement of ageism is expressed in how women are pitted against each other, specifically 
Margo and Eve. 

In All About Eve, ageism is felt most acutely by women, and is internalized to the point 
that women are expected to be ashamed of aging. Later, Margo confides in Karen: 

KAREN 
[Bill]’s in love with you.  
MARGO 
More than anything in this world, I love Bill. And I want Bill. I want him to want 
me. But me. Not Margo Channing. And if I can’t tell them apart – how can he?  

Margo Channing, the actress, is an image of beauty and fame, who will no longer exist once 
Margo Channing, the person, has aged past the theater’s standards. Margo wants to be seen as a 
whole person, not divided into separate personas; she knows her time as an actress is quickly 
coming to a close. Fame, much like youth, is fleeting. She does not want to feel as if her 
relationship has an expiration date just because her career does. The pressures of theater’s sexist 
ageism has seeped into her real life. 

MARGO 
Bill’s in love with Margo Channing…but ten years from now – Margo Channing 
will have ceased to exist. And what’s left will be… what? 
KAREN 
Margo. Bill is all of eight years younger than you. 

Margo has one of her most vulnerable moments here, she is showing how the ageism of the 
theater cuts her deeply. Decades of being told that to be “old” is to be undesirable makes her 
frightened it may be true beyond the theater.  

Though Margo speaks out against ageism and is determined to continue acting despite 
her age, Bette Davis, as an actress herself, is a victim as well. As soon as Margo declares her 
intention to be married, she does not speak again, and only appears when Eve receives an award, 
briefly and silently. Margo’s insecurities about age vanish suddenly when she decides to get 
married, as if one moment of overcoming her fears and insecurities erases them, which undercuts 
the message about the harm of ageism. These types of sexist narratives reinforce the standard 
practice of ageism in theater, by Margo’s claiming that she need not play the role of Cora 
because she is getting married.  

Margo’s sudden change of heart reinforces the idea that women of a certain age should 
not focus on their careers, but be homemakers, and that women of a certain age are no longer 
attractive to the general audience and should settle while they can. The traditional role of 
feminity is incompatible with her career. Take Margo’s monologue, when she is resigned to 
having Eve perform as her understudy, thus finally being replaced by Eve, in Margo’s eyes: 

MARGO 
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Funny business, a woman’s career – the things you drop on your way up the ladder 
so you can move faster. You forget you’ll need them again when you get back to 
being a woman. That’s one career all females have in common, whether we like it or 
not: being a woman…nothing’s any good unless you can look up…and there he is. 
Without that, you’re not a woman…Slow curtain, the end. 

When no on-stage roles are left viable, Margo accepts the off-stage role, embracing the last role 
she feels available to her: the traditional role of woman and wife. She refuses to give up her 
acting entirely, a rebellion against ageism, but by accepting this role of traditional subservient 
femininity, she is reinforcing the structures which have trapped her into that role.  

Sexist ageism is allowed through the reinforcment of general sexist attitudes in the 
theater business. Sexism reinforces the narrative permissiveness of ageism through Margo’s 
acquience of stereotypical femininity and her supposed happiness once she has compiled with 
the traditional structures around her. This is mirrored in the way the men of the play treat Margo, 
before she gives up acting to marry Bill: 

LLOYD 
… Just when exactly does an actress decide they’re her words she’s saying and her 
thoughts she’s expressing? 
… 
It’s about time the piano realized it has not written the concerto! 

The men are the playwrights, the directors; they write the lines, decide the story. Margo’s job is 
to follow her script, and as actresses get older, they get better at reading audiences, and begin to 
have opinions on what makes a script better. Actresses lack agency over their lines, just as 
women lack agency in their lives. Sexism, just like ageism, is portrayed as the way things are in 
this world. The men want to reinforce the structures that keep their ideas the dominant ones 
heard, manifesting in a sexist reinforcement of ageism. 

A statistical analysis of the last century of Hollywood films shows an interplay of sexism 
and ageism, and concluded that 

being female, being older…clearly have significant, negative main effects on the 
careers of actors…older female actors are subjected to the “double jeopardy” effects 
of age and gender and [are] disadvantaged, both in terms of number of film roles and 
in terms of average star presence, compared to older male actors. (Allen 623) 
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The above figure shows how from “1943 to 1999, female stars were not especially 

disadvantaged to male stars when they were young, but they became disadvantaged as they 
aged.” (Allen 625) 
Ageism has increased in prevalence since 1942, almost doubly so for women, showing how, 
while ageism negatively affects both genders, ageism disproportionately affects women. The 
way All About Eve shuts down Margo’s complaints of ageism reinforces the practice as the new 
standard in theater (in 1950). Though today this practice has transferred from theater to film 
leading to harsher ageism; as cameras become advanced enough to capture more detail, those 
behind the camera clamour for even more inhuman perfection to complete their illusions.  
Problems of sexist ageism that are demonstrated in All About Eve have only worsened over time; 
for example “Maggie Gyllenhaal, at thirty-seven, was told she was ‘too old’ to play the love 
interest of a fifty-five-year-old man.” (New Yorker). Though All About Eve acknowledges 
ageism as harmful, it reinforces the notion that acceptance and conformity is the proper course. 
Unless actively acknowledged, internalized biases will shame us into silence and acceptance of 
the status quo. Instances, onstage and offstage, where women are silenced, for either their age or 
gender, perpetuate the cycle of sexist ageism.  
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In “Citizen: An American Lyric” Claudia Rankine makes reference to the medical term 

“John Henryism” (p.13), to explain the palpable stresses of racism. The narrator hopes to be 
“bucking the trend” of the physical tolls racism imposes by “sitting in silence” and refusing to 
engage with racists (p.13). Medically, “John Henryism, which was coined by Professor Sherman 
James of Duke University, [defines] the pressures of systematic racism [which] can harm the 
body…making it significantly more susceptible to both depression and heart-related disease.” 



(Roison). Various studies show increases in blood pressures and death rates in African-American 
men between ages 18-60, particularly those from low socioeconomic backgrounds (Hudson). 

The reference to John Henryism speaks to more than just the medical facts, which 
Rankine mentions herself. John Henryism is named for American folk hero John Henry, “a child 
born destined to be “a steel-driving man.” The child would grow to have Samsonian strength, 
working his days on the railroads during the Southern Reconstruction period” (UFCW). John 
Henry is a symbol of strength, of being able to bear the burdens but also a reminder, not to waste 
your breathe arguing with those who will never listen. 
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Tippett, Krista. “Claudia Rankine – How Can I Say This So We Can Stay in This Car Together?” 
The On Being Project, 10 Jan. 2019, onbeing.org/programs/claudia-rankine-how-can-i-say-this-
so-we-can-stay-in-this-car-together-jan2019/. 
  
Thesis: 
“Claudia Rankine says that every conversation about race doesn’t need to be about racism. She’s 
revelatory for me, as a white American, about pain points that are woven into the fabric of the 
American everyday. She models how it’s possible to bring this out into the open, not in order to 



fight but in order to draw closer. She shows how we can all do this hour by hour, encounter by 
encounter, in ordinary times and spaces.” (1-2) 
  
Restated Thesis: 
Tippett interviews Rankine about her book, Citizen: An American Lyric, and how she handles the 
conversation about race, and experiences in everyday life.  
  
Structure:  
Krista Tippett interviews Claudia Rankine, the author of Citizen: An American Lyric. There is a 
brief introduction to the book and Rankine’s philosophy about how “all of us — and especially 
white people — need to find a way to talk about it, even when it gets uncomfortable” (1). Then 
the article transitions to a transcript of the interview itself. 
The interview begins with background information on Rankine: her teaching credentials, and 
why her book is seen as an authoritative work. Moving then to her background, Rankine explains 
how she immigrated from the Caribbean as a child.  
The interview then transitions to Rankine’s book, and her goals for Citizen, how “the writing of 
Citizen was really a project in how do you get language to mark the unmarked?” (4). Rankine 
discusses the use of language, and the role faith plays in your interactions with people. How 
racism is still very prevalent, but much less structured in today’s world. Rankine also discusses 
how she gathered stories from different people, “The examples in Citizen aren’t — some of them 
are mine, but for the most part, they’re not mine, intentionally, because I didn’t want people to 
say, “You should get new friends.” (5). 
They then discuss specific passages of the book, with Rankine reading: “Do you feel hurt 
because it’s the ‘all black people look the same’ moment, or because you are being confused 
with another after being so close to this other?’ Thank you. That last line, I have to say, was the 
hardest line to write in the book, because the original version of that piece was something like — 
I was trying too hard to come up with the language in my head.” (5-6). They discuss the 
psychological effect of being “othered”, especially when it is unexpected.  The rest of the 
interview is a discussion of Rankine’s other works, and works she was inspired by. 
  
Rhetorical Strategies:  

1. Rankine phrases the goal of Citizen as figuring out “how can I say this so that we 
can stay in this car together, and yet explore the things that I want to explore with 
you?” (2). By this, she means, how do we speak about this difficult, hurtful topic, 
and still want to continue the conversation with each other when we are finished. 
This way of rephrasing a difficult to grasp concept or theme can be useful for 
making sure reading understand what you are trying to get them to understand.  

2. Tippett says to Rankine, “you write about this exhaustion of constantly — not just 
having the experience, but asking yourself, did he say that? Did I hear that? Did 
she mean that? Is this racism or not?” (4). The emphasis hear is that racism is not 
as clear cut as it once was – it isn’t always conscious or intentional, but that doesn’t 
mean we can ignore it just because it is less pointed.  

3. Rankine breaks down the way microaggressions differ from traditional racism, and 
how is some ways they are more difficult to navigate, clearly sharing where she is 
coming from before she even speaks about the specifics of her book. “I was 
interested in this idea that we had entered a new time, and yet, I was seeing the 



ways that racism — we know about structural racism. We understand how it goes 
top-down, institutionally, structurally. But when you understand that it’s coming 
from your friends, your so-called friends, and it’s coming from your colleagues, 
and it’s so unmarked — so the writing of Citizen was really a project in how do 
you get language to mark the unmarked?” (4). Rankine emphasizes the particulars 
of language, and how you must be conscientious of what you say, and how it is 
said.  

  
  
  
Chan, Mary-Jean. “Towards a Poetics of Racial Trauma: Lyric Hybridity in Claudia Rankine’s 
Citizen.” Journal of American Studies, vol. 52, no. 1, Feb. 2018, pp. 137–63. Cambridge Core, 
doi:10.1017/S0021875817000457. 
  
Thesis: 
“I contend that Citizen is a work that extends the lyric’s possibilities through creating a hybrid 
text containing lyric essays, photography, public art and video scripts, which are juxtaposed for 
intertextual and polyphonic effects. I argue that Rankine uses lyric hybridity to create a poetics 
of racial trauma that meditates on the effects of racial injustice as it manifests in the bodies of 
traumatized individuals. Lyric hybridity appears crucial to Rankine’s project, since it allows for 
complex subjectivity and intimate address amidst a clarity of language that enables the reader to 
perceive how we easily we fail one another in our daily pursuit of relationality, community and 
citizenship.” (137) 
  
Restated Thesis: 
In Citizen, Rankine uses lyric hybridity (in both double meaning, and multimedia text) to fully 
express the complexities and intimacies inherent to the subject of race and racial trauma.  
  
Structure:  
The article is divided into subheadings, which I will be using.  
WHAT ARE POETS FOR IN A RACIST TIME?  
CITIZEN AND LYRIC HYBRIDITY 
“I argue that Citizen is Rankine’s attempt at creating a poetics of racial trauma which meditates 
on the effects of racial injustice as it manifests in the bodies of traumatized individuals.” (138). 
Chan begins by explaining how she views Rankine’s book, and ultimate themes, and then going 
into listing other writers she will use to support her thoughts. She defines “lyric” itself, and how 
the hybrid nature of a lyric bolsters the hybrid nature of Rankine’s work, as she “refashion[s] the 
lyric in response to the tribulations of being a black citizen in contemporary America” (139). 
Chan then goes into a fairly lengthy analysis on Rankine’s use of “you” versus the use of “I’, as  
“whilst conventional uses of the lyric tend to feature a singular poetic voice at work, Rankine 
chooses to emphasize the relationality of the lyric “I” vis-à-vis the second or third person in 
order to accentuate the unequal power relations that exist between racialized bodies” (140).  
  
WHITHER THE RACIALIZED AVANT-GARDE?  
CITIZEN AND THE POLITICS OF AMERICAN HYBRID POETICS 



“Citizen is inherently a political work of art given its thematic concerns, yet it is Rankine’s 
poetics that deserves deeper scrutiny, not least because of its ability to offer incisive commentary 
on the contemporary politics of American avant- garde poetry. In situating her work among such 
figures as Ralph Ellison, Frantz Fanon and James Baldwin, Rankine signals to the reader that 
Citizen is a book that “extends infinitely into a poetics of politics.” (142). Chan then goes into 
discussing the politics of Rankine’s book, invoking both Toni Morrison’s arguments for reading 
literature with full awareness of the way implicit and unconscious racial biases may affect it, and 
discussing historical events such as church shootings and Brown vs The Board of Education.  
Chan also discusses Rankine’s willingness for open discussion of racism, in her own work, as 
well as the work of others: “Conference, Rankine began an open dialogue with Tony Hoagland, 
accusing him of expressing racist sentiment in his poem “The Change,” wherein lines such as “I 
couldn’t help wanting / the white girl,” this “tough European blond,” “to come out on top, / 
because she was one of my kind, my tribe, / with her pale eyes and thin lips” were juxtaposed 
with phrases such as “so big and so black,” “big black girl from Alabama” with “cornrowed hair 
and Zulu bangles on her arms.” While “The Change” can perhaps be read sympathetically as a 
work that serves to reveal the insidious nature of white liberal racism, the problem with the poem 
remains that it lies too uncomfortably close to racist speech.” (143).  
  
LYRIC “I” OR LYRIC EYE?  
RACE, SPECTATORSHIP AND POSITIONALITY IN CITIZEN 
Chan summarizes this section better than I could attempt to: “This section seeks to examine how 
Citizen bears witness to racism and racial trauma, with particular attention to how Rankine 
reinvents the American lyric to convey an embodied understanding of the way micro-aggressions 
structure the daily lives of black Americans. In what follows, I shall analyse Rankine’s use of 
color and visual images in Citizen as a form of social commentary on race and racial dynamics in 
contemporary America, as well as discuss her adoption of the second-person perspective as a 
way of exploring how one’s position- ality crucially determines the way one negotiates the world 
as a racialized being. That Rankine is a poet and scholar from an upper-middle-class background 
is evident within Citizen, yet one does not feel trapped within her particular experience.” (146). 
  
DID YOU SEE THAT?  
REPRESENTATIONS OF RACIAL TRAUMA THROUGH TEXT AND IMAGE 
This section discusses the historical trauma of both black and white individuals, and how white 
anxieties manifest, as “for white individuals, proximity to a black person is therefore likely to 
trigger a certain cultural trauma that remains entrenched within the nation’s psyche.” (148). Chan 
analyzes Rankine’s use of artwork to illustrate the sharp contrasts and dependance of white on 
black.  
  
RACING THE SUBJECT: 
“BLACKNESS AS THE SECOND PERSON” 
This section analyzes how the use of the second person can cast the reader into different roles in 
each situation: “The lyric’s focus on subjectivity renders it seemingly ahistorical and 
decontextualized, yet its usage throughout the centuries by much of Western civilization 
(beginning with Sappho in Greece and Horace in Rome) points to the fact that the lyric “I” is 
often assumed to be white unless otherwise stated. This presumption about the speaker’s race (or 
lack thereof) is of great interest to Rankine, who seeks to reinvent the lyric to allow for the 



emergence of racialized subjects within Citizen, subtitled “An American Lyric.” Rankine’s lyric 
essays invoke a multitude of voices and positionings (“I,” “he,” “she,” “they” and “we”) in 
support of the second-person perspective (“you”), such that the reader can never be sure where to 
place oneself vis-à-vis the speaker and other cast members, all of whom revolve around one 
another in a shifting constellation of “linguistic reciprocity patterns.” In an interview, Rankine 
reveals her intention to rely primarily on the second-person perspective in Citizen as a way to 
“disallow the reader from knowing immediately how to position themselves” within a particular 
scenario.” (152-153). “Judith Butler calls for “the decentering of the first-person narrative … to 
consider the ways in which our lives are profoundly implicated in the lives of others.” (154). 
Rankine is arguing, not just for sympathy, but for empathy, physically putting yourself into 
another’s situation, which cannot be felt as deeply in the first person narrative.  
  
TOWARDS A POETICS OF RACIAL TRAUMA: 
TONE, SYNTAX AND REFERENCE IN CITIZEN 
“In an interview, Rankine states that “the scripts in chapter six seemed necessary to Citizen 
because … I don’t think we connect micro-aggressions … to the creation and enforcement of 
[racist] laws.” Indeed, Butler notes that the racist is merely a part of the wider apparatus of white 
power which “operates without a subject, but … constitutes that subject in the course of its 
operation,” as evidenced by the perpetuation of racism through systems of legal enforcement that 
routinely police, harass and imprison black bodies.” (155). In this section, Chan analyzes the 
ways Rankine’s work has implications beyond the personal, into the structural and political, 
because those individual moments are symptoms of a larger issue.  
  
WHAT POETS ARE FOR IN A RACIST TIME:  
“TELL ME A STORY” 
“In the last few pages of Citizen, Rankine writes, “I want to interrupt to tell him her us you me I 
don’t know how to end what doesn’t have an ending.” For the longest time, to even speak about 
racism seemed to run contrary to what we are told as citizens in a multicultural world: “Come on. 
Let it go. Move on.” (159). Chan analyzes what Rankine leaves us with at the end. What do we 
do with the knowledge Rankine has imparted? 
The last words of Citizen are: “it wasn’t a match, it was a lesson”. There are two ways to view 
this, Chan argues. “Does the speaker imply a lesson learnt by all parties, or simply one which the 
black body learns over and over, since he/she is always the one who has more to lose?” (159). 
There is no match, because there is no equality, but is the lesson one of reaching ever closer to 
equality, or one to widen the gap? 
  
Rhetorical Strategies: 

1. Chan begins with a quote from“then Senator Barack Obama spoke eloquently 
about the continual plight faced by most African Americans, stating that ‘for all 
those who scratched and clawed their way to get a piece of the American Dream, 
there were many … who were ultimately defeated, in one way or another, by 
discrimination … Even for those blacks who did make it, questions of race and 
racism continue to define their worldview in fundamental ways.’” (137). This sets 
up Chan’s position on Rankine’s work, as necessary in today’s political discourse 
about racism.  



2. “In Citizen, Rankine eschews the use of rhyme and enjambment for a plainer and 
more prosaic form of lyricism that embodies her search for a form adequate to 
conveying the particularities of trauma caused by systemic racism in contemporary 
America.” (139). Chan not only analyzes the language choices Rankine makes, but 
gives varied explanation and reasoning for it throughout.  

3. “Throughout the book, Rankine is also in conversation with writers, theorists and 
artists whose inclusion effectively challenges the locus of lyric authority within 
Citizen, thus situating the text as a lyric hybrid that claims its distinctiveness by 
worrying “at the boundary between public and private.” (139). Chan uses multiple 
other authors and works to support her argument, much in the way Rankine 
integrates many voices and many stories. 

  
  
  
Hudson, Jenise, et al. “Interview with Claudia Rankine.” CLA Journal, vol. 60, no. 1, 2016, pp. 
10–14. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/44325513. 
  
Thesis: 
“We asked Rankine to consider how her perspective on these affective experiences-in particular 
their impacts on racially marked bodies – gives us a path for interpreting and processing such 
moments as private individuals and scholars.” (10). 
  
Restated Thesis: 
The interview with Rankine focused on how hearing these narrative accounts can give us an 
avenue to understand instances of microaggression, both personally and academically. 
  
Structure:  
Rankine speaks about her work, and the work of others with two interviewers. Rankine discusses 
how, in general, part of the problem white audiences experience is that racist pasts have not been 
mourned nor made amends for, instead, they are ignored in a sort of collective amnesia which 
benefits white people, whether they recognize it or not, and being confronted by the past creates 
feelings of guilt. Rankine sees Citizen as a way of speaking out, because silence is a sort of 
“acceptance” (11).  
Rankine goes on to explain her use of the term “John Henryism” (11), explaining the burden of 
people, particularly African-Americans, who have to work twice as hard to achieve the same as 
someone else, usually a white person. The language she uses is then analyzed. Citizen is not 
aggression, it is matter of fact, highlighting the way these experiences are no each revelatory 
moments but small, innocuous things which build until they boil over, but happening every day.  
 
Rhetorical Strategies:  

1. Rankine goes into detail about her use of the term “John Henryism” – a concept 
almost all people of color are familiar with, even colloquially, even if they are not 
aware of the term itself. She doesn’t assume this same familiarity for a white 
audience, and explains the definition and the meaning of the definition. 



2. Rankine uses the philosophies of Brian Stevenson and Martin Luther King Jr. to 
support the way she analyzes and goes about explaining her views, giving 
additional authority to what she says. 

3. Hudson and Price preface the interview with a paragraph about who Rankine is, 
and her credentials, to explain to a possibly unfamiliar audience why it is important 
or relevant to listen to what she says.  
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How Does Claudia Rankine’s Citizen Fit With Modern Racial Tensions? 
How Does The Use Of The “Lyric” Work To Relate To The Audience? 

  
Primary Sources 

Hudson, Jenise, et al. “Interview with Claudia Rankine.” CLA Journal, vol. 60, no. 1, 2016, pp. 
10–14. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/44325513. 
The interview with Rankine focused on how hearing these narrative accounts can give us an 
avenue to understand instances of microaggression, both personally and academically. Rankine 
speaks about her work, and the work of others with two interviewers. Rankine discusses how, in 
general, part of the problem white audiences experience is that racist pasts have not been 
mourned nor made amends for, instead, they are ignored in a sort of collective amnesia which 
benefits white people, whether they recognize it or not, and being confronted by the past creates 



feelings of guilt. Rankine sees Citizen as a way of speaking out, because silence is a sort of 
acceptance. 
  
“Citizen: An American Lyric.” NEA, 31 May 2017, https://www.arts.gov/national-
initiatives/nea-big-read/citizen-an-american-lyric. 
The National Endowment for the Arts collects short reviews of Citizen from multiple papers and 
websites and also has a collection of photographs and stories for how Citizen has impacted or has 
been used in personal lives and communities. 
  
Lee, Felicia R. “Claudia Rankine on ‘Citizen’ and Racial Politics.” The New York Times, 21 Dec. 
2017. NYTimes.com, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/29/books/claudia-rankine-on-citizen-
and-racial-politics.html 
This New York Times piece is a combination of a review of Citizen, a discussion of Rankine’s 
other works, an interview, and a commentary on Citizen itself. The main focus of the 
commentary is how Citizen weaves together the personal and the political, and how Citizen is 
less focused on intentional activism and is instead a sharing of experience, weaving together 
what we see on a personal level and the ramifications of microaggressions on a larger scale.  
  
O’Rourke, Kenna . “On Citizen: An American Lyric, by Claudia Rankine.” The Adroit Journal, 
The Adroit Journal, https://theadroitjournal.org/issue-twelve-kenna-orourke/.  
O’Rourke reviews Citizen, emphasizes what she sees as Rankine’s goal, “to articulate the 
contradictory state of invisibility and hypervisibility, of aggressions and microaggressions”. Her 
review focuses on Rankine’s use of the second person “you”, forcing the reader into the shoes of 
a presumably black narrator, faced with relentless indifference, ignorance, and outright 
aggression. O’Rourke sees Citizen as a recounting of modern racial history, forced to remain in 
the collective memory, written down so it cannot be dismissed as a thing of the past.  
  
Tippett, Krista. “Claudia Rankine – How Can I Say This So We Can Stay in This Car Together?” 
The On Being Project, 10 Jan. 2019, onbeing.org/programs/claudia-rankine-how-can-i-say-this-
so-we-can-stay-in-this-car-together-jan2019/. 
Tippett interviews Rankine about her book, Citizen: An American Lyric, and how she handles the 
conversation about race, and experiences in everyday life. Rankine discusses the use of language, 
and the role faith plays in your interactions with people. How racism is still very prevalent, but 
much less structured in today’s world. Rankine also discusses how she gathered stories from 
different people. They discuss the psychological effect of being “othered”, especially when it is 
unexpected. Rankine breaks down the way microaggressions differ from traditional racism, and 
how is some ways they are more difficult to navigate, clearly sharing where she is coming from 
before she even speaks about the specifics of her book. 
  

Secondary Sources 
Chan, Mary-Jean. “Towards a Poetics of Racial Trauma: Lyric Hybridity in Claudia Rankine’s 
Citizen.” Journal of American Studies, vol. 52, no. 1, Feb. 2018, pp. 137–63. Cambridge Core, 
doi:10.1017/S0021875817000457. 
In Citizen, Rankine uses lyric hybridity (in both double meaning, and multimedia text) to fully 
express the complexities and intimacies inherent to the subject of race and racial trauma.  Chan 
begins by explaining how she views Rankine’s book, and ultimate themes, and then going into 



listing other writers she will use to support her thoughts. She defines “lyric” itself, and how the 
hybrid nature of a lyric bolsters the hybrid nature of Rankine’s work. Chan analyzes the ways 
Rankine’s work has implications beyond the personal, into the structural and political, because 
those individual moments are symptoms of a larger issue. 
  

Tertiary Sources 
Pickens, Therí A. “The Verb Is No: Towards a Grammar of Black Women’s Anger.” CLA 
Journal, vol. 60, no. 1, 2016, pp. 15–31. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/44325514. 
Pickens argues for a productive use and reading of anger, specifically black women’s anger, 
rather than dismissing anger as unhealthy or unproductive. Even when black woman are 
dismissed or denied or silenced, their anger remains as an anchor of their presence and their 
refusal to be ignored. 
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When discussing Citizen by Claudia Rankine, two main topics inevitable arise: the use of 

the “lyric” or unstructured poetic form, and the experiences of microaggressions and other 
oppression linked to race experienced by a variety of voices, all linked to this lyric through use 
of the pronoun “you.” Citizen can be seen as both a commiseration to a black audience, who has 
lived these experiences, and benefit from having their collective voice be heard, and as a forcing 
of empathy to a white audience, who have been allowed to claim spectatorship rather than 
perpetration in many cases. 

There are two terms to consider in our analyze of Citizen: microaggression and lyric. 
Microaggressions are commonly thought of as the new way racism is expressed in the modern 
day, replacing in many cases, more overt racism. Augie Fleras analyzes microaggressions as a 
sub-set of racism: “While micro-aggressions may be defined as a kind of everyday racism, the 
two differ in how they source and process racism…By contrast, the micro-aggression… 
[emphasizes] …how minorities themselves perceive and define as racism those seemingly banal 
and unintentional practices of the dominant group members” (Fleras 8). Microaggressions 
emphasize the perception by the minority group, rather than the intent of the perpetrator. It is 
possible to participate and benefit from racist systems without being consciously aware of it. The 
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first step to combating this is understanding what a microaggression looks from, for a person 
who experiences them, which is made visible by the narrative accounts in Citizen.  

Where microaggressions may have a clear definition but difficult to identify in the 
moment, the lyric is easier to understand but harder to clearly define. Scholar Mary Chan states 
the “lyric continues to defy easy definition and categorization” (Chan 138) and Rankine uses 
“lyricism that embodies her search for a form adequate to conveying the particularities of trauma 
caused by systemic racism in contemporary America” (Chan 139). The lyric is easy to identify in 
Rankine’s work – there is a clear poetic quality to the narratives she tells, especially with the 
subtitle “An American Lyric” to the book. The lyric’s defining feature is its refusal to adhere to 
traditional (and traditionally white, and male) poetic forms. The lyric’s uncertain definition 
follows the uncertain identification of microaggressions in the moment. The uncertainty in the 
form of the lyric itself mimics the uneasiness of existing asd a black person in America that 
Rankine seeks to convey.  

The critical conversation of Citizen begins with understanding microaggressions 
themselves, which is the theme tying all of Citizen‘s narratives together. Microaggressions in 
Rankine’s narratives can be viewed through the lens of “minorities experiencing a racist act 
(“everyday racism”) versus minorities defining an act as racist (“micro-aggression”) – by 
isolating those casual expressions of everyday racism (from slurs to slights to offhand comments 
and clumsy curiosity) that superficially look innocuous enough yet are perceived and processed 
as racist by members of marginalized groups” (Fleras 8). Fleras emphasizes the importance of 
the way events are perceived, not the way they are intended, because any intention will have the 
same result if perceived as offensive or harmful. This focus on how events are perceived is 
important when many of those who speak out against microaggressions are taught to second 
guess their own experiences, as Rankine explores. The conversation shifts from 
microaggressions themselves, to how the lyric form conveys them; “Rankine hints at the power 
that the white “I” has over the diminished “you” – since to refer to another person simply as 
“you” is a demeaning form of address: a way of emotionally displacing someone from the 
security of their own body” (Chan 140). The lyric “you” puts you in the encounter yourself, you 
must feel the effects of microaggressions. This brings us to the concept of giving voice to those 
who experience microaggressions, who often also experience “the condition of affective 
asphyxia, that characterizes black life lived in the precarious state between life and death. I use 
this concept of affective asphyxia to theorize the ways that black emotional expression is heavily 
policed, producing a sense of emotional suffocation, whether self-imposed or externally inflicted. 
Affective asphyxia results from the expectation that black people must choke down the rage, 
fear, grief, and other emotions that arise when confronted with racism and racial 
microaggressions” (Jones 38). Rankine’s gives a voice to those often silenced. Just because 
racism has changed, does not mean it has disappeared, and Rankine forces the confrontation of 
that fact. 

Our intervention into the conversation on Rankine’s Citizen could include other 
interpretations of the second person “you,” Chan argues the lyric “you” is used to emphasize a 
power differential, but the lyric “you” also emphasizes how Citizen does not let a reader be a 
bystander, you must identify with either victim or perpetrator, and you are not allowed the claim 
of ignorance for how words are intended, because you are forced to confront how they are 
perceived. One the opposite side of the argument, the lyric “you” could also be a distances 
mechanism, distancing the experiences, making them universal rather than personal. Another 
intervention could be a conversation on the concept of Citizenship. The full title is Citizen: An 
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American Lyric. While the lyric is studied and analyzed, the concept of the citizen in Rankine’s 
book, and the feeling of being “othered” or feeling like a true citizen is barely mentioned. 
  
Works Cited: 
Chan, Mary-Jean. “Towards a Poetics of Racial Trauma: Lyric Hybridity in Claudia Rankine’s 
Citizen.” Journal of American Studies, vol. 52, no. 1, Feb. 2018, pp. 137–63. Cambridge Core, 
doi:10.1017/S0021875817000457. 
 
Fleras, Augie. “Theorizing Micro-aggressions as Racism 3.0: Shifting the Discourse.” Canadian 
Ethnic Studies, vol. 48 no. 2, 2016, pp. 1-19. Project MUSE, doi:10.1353/ces.2016.0011. 
 
Jones, Shermaine M.“I Can’t Breathe!”: Affective Asphyxia in Claudia Rankine’s Citizen: An 
American Lyric.” South: a scholarly journal, vol. 50 no. 1, 2017, pp. 37-45. Project MUSE, 
muse.jhu.edu/article/701848. 
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Comments 
 
malorie says 
April 14, 2019 at 9:47 pm 
(Edit) 
Sam, your review does a great job of tying together the main topics that we – and others – have 
talked about and that is microaggressions and lyric. I really appreciate your emphasis on the lyric 
“you” and your understanding of it. This was perhaps something that I lacked in my own review. 
I agree that the deeper exploration that we want to do with “Citizen” – is to actually look at what 
a Citizen means in the context of this book as well as America in general. Good job! 
Reply 
 
coleman says 
April 15, 2019 at 3:42 am 
(Edit) 
Hey Sam,  
I appreciated your discussion of the Fleras source, specifically how defining and understanding 
micro-aggression requires understanding how it is perceived by minorities who experience it. 
Both you and Malorie mentioned that a place for us to add to the scholarly discussion is on the 
topic of citizenship. I think this is a good area of focus for our group moving forward. 
Reply 



 
emilyt says 
April 15, 2019 at 4:39 am 
(Edit) 
Hey, Sam! 
I think you do a really good job of really laying out the lyric “you” that Rankine uses in her 
pieces. I also think your explanation of Fleras’s argument is strong and helps to better understand 
what microaggressions are. You also start to sort of touch on the question I had about what the 
reader’s experience is from reading the collection, so I think it will be interesting to continue to 
think about it, especially because I read the use of “you” as a way of placing the reader in both 
the perpetrator’s shoes and the victim’s. 
Reply 
 
Suzanne says 
April 23, 2019 at 7:29 pm 
(Edit) 
The strength and brilliance of this lit review come from its confident framing of the critical 
conversation, dividing into to main areas of focus, and then drawing them together as concepts 
generating definitional challenges. You do a terrific job defining terms in paragraph 4, but this 
paragraph tries to do a little bit too much, and so the conversation gets a bit tangled. Use your 
strong, distinctive voice to distinguish your ideas from other critics’, incorporating signal phrases 
and voice markers and introducing your critics explicitly by name. This technique is especially 
important in a lit review, since your goal is not so much to make an argument as to make sense 
of an existing debate. For a strong, original, and brilliant thinker like you, you run the risk of 
subsuming other voices in your masterful analysis. But in fact, your originality with stand out 
more clearly if you distinguish other voices, rather than blending them. Excellent work overall! 
Reply 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Intervention Proposal: Citizen 
April 17, 2019 

 
The baseline of our project comes with understanding microaggressions, what they are and how 
they’re different from racism, and in bringing microaggressions from an undercurrent, something 
that influences Citizen and the scholarly work on it, to an “over-current,” something that drives 
how you read the text. We want our readers to understand that microaggressions are at the 
forefront of our conversations about Citizen, and not something that is lying in the background. 
While we’ve found a number of articles and essays who use experienced microaggressions to 
understand other aspects of Citizen, from the use of lyric-hybridity, to violence against black 
bodies, none seem to explicitly talk about microaggressions, it is assumed to already to be 
accepted and understood by the reader.  Along with bringing the conversation of 
microaggressions to the forefront, we will be adding the concept of citizenship to the 
conversation, which is largely missing from scholarship, despite the title being Citizen. We will 
collaborate all together to create a website, in order to promote an ongoing conversation about 
microaggressions, citizenship, language, the black body, etc. Our website will include analyzes 
of citizenship in Citizen, and how we define bringing microaggressions to an overcurrent in 
conversation. Our website will mimic a conversation, and each group member will collaborate 
on various posts and sections.  



 
 
 
Comments 
 
Suzanne says 
April 17, 2019 at 2:08 pm 
(Edit) 
Great idea! I love the way this project is grounded in a critical conversation, stages a 
conversation, and aims to extend/continue a conversation. I’d be interested to know more about 
the relationship between microagressions and citizenship, since both concern power relations. 
You might be interested in a blog post I wrote on the subject several years ago, outdated as it 
may be: http://suzannechurchill.com/blog/microaggressions-and-the-need-to-know-more/ And of 
course the Davidson microagressions project has more recent information. 
How will you organize the sections of your conversation? What themes or topics will you each 
take up? How will you create a sense of dialogue between the sections? 
Reply 
 
samb says 
April 19, 2019 at 7:16 pm 
(Edit) 
How will you organize the sections of your conversation? 
The main sections of the website are: 



Home page: with a mission statement, recreated cover, hyperlink to the first argument etc. 
Analysis: our essays and other short pieces. 
Research: SSRs, bibliography, etc. (Coleman’s thoughts: Necessary? We will summarize sources 
in essay section) 
Behind The Scenes: Reflections, conversations, notes, etc. (Coleman’s thoughts: maybe just 
reflections for brevity) 
What themes or topics will you each take up? 
We will each collaborate on the various topics and analysis pieces. The point person for each 
falls more or less as follows: 
Microaggression Analysis: Sam 
Serena Williams and Her Career As Used in Citizen: Malorie 
Citizenship in Citizen: Coleman 
The “Lyric You”: Emily 
How will you create a sense of dialogue between the sections? 
By balancing colloquial and academic voice, we will invite readers to comment and share their 
own views and ideas. The dialogue among our selves will be shown by the authorship of posts, 
and the layout of the website will lead readers to follow the conversation in the most logical 
order, though we will work to make each post and analysis able to stand alone as well. 
Reply 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Citizen – Prototype One 
April 19, 2019  

 
Our group has made a website on wordpress for our collaborative project. It can be found at: 
https://cemscitizen.wordpress.com, though it is still a work in progress. The main sections are: 
the home page, analysis and essays, research, behind the scenes (such as author bios, reflections 
though they are not yet written, etc.) and a directory for alternate access to the drop down menu 
organization. The writing we have done so far is a mission statement for the website, a 
discussion on the phrase “it wasn’t a match, it was a lesson”, and an essay on our definition and 
use of the word “microaggression.” We have placed placeholder posts for analysis we have not 
written yet, such as the term citizen in the context of Citizen by Claudia Rankine, which is barely 
discussed in the scholarly community, and its lack strikes us at odd. We are also writing an 
analysis on the use of Serena Williams in the book, and have made a timeline of the events 
Rankine points out of Williams’s career.  
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Comments 
 
Suzanne says 
April 23, 2019 at 7:38 pm 
(Edit) 
Excellent job with this first prototype, which is already richly informed in terms of content and 
designed with an elegant simplicity. I’m really impressed with how far you’ve already gotten and 
excited about where you might take it! The challenge for you at this point, I think, is to clarify 
the connection between micro-aggressions and citizenship in Rankine’s “Citizen.” You know 
they’re related, and not just because both are neglected by critics. But you have yet to articulate 
the connection. I recommend that you start by finding a legal definition of citizenship (Black’s 
Law Dictionary might be a place to start) and then think about how Ranking defines or redefines 
citizenship in her lyric. I suspect that the connection between microaggressions and citizenship 
will be the crux of your argument, and once you’ve articulated that crux, you can make decisions 
about questions such as whether or not you need to discuss every piece of art in the collection. 
Reply 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Citizen – Prototype Two 
April 26, 2019  

 
Our website can be found at http://cems-citizen.samanthabonge.com.  
Changes we have made for prototype two include: 

● For prototype two, we have overhauled the home page to include a more direct, 
succinct delivery of our overall thesis, a shorter, catchier home page heading of 
“unheard voices”, and have added videos of Rankine herself speaking on Citizen to 
orient reader’s who may not have read the book, or who may have read the book 
long enough ago that they need reminders.  

● We have added clearer navigation to the homepage to direct readers where to start 
and continue through the website. Our mission statement has gotten its own page, 
and the “meet the authors” section has been combined into one page to introduce us 
all.  

● The research section has been completely reorganized to make it clearer that the 
information is supplementary and mandatory to be read, as well as easier to skim 



through rather than searching for a specific source. Our directory has been made 
for every post currently completed.  

● We have begun dividing completed posts essays with subheadings to make for an 
easier reading experience of the longer pieces.  

● We have deemed an analysis of every piece of artwork unnecessary.  
● To make full use of the multimedia format, we have embedded youtube videos of 

Claudia Rankine, as well as timelines.  
● Placeholders in the top navigation bar have been replaced with actual pages with 

navigation instructions and links, explaining what can be found in each sections 
dropdown menu in more detail.

 

●  

●  



●  

●  

●  
  
  
  
  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Citizen – Prototype Three 
May 1, 2019  

 
http://cems-citizen.samanthabonge.com 
 
For prototype three, we restructured the menu system across the top of the website (Meet the 
authors moved under Home, added a background information section, replaced Behind the 
Scenes with Research etc.). We have finished the home page navigation steps and updated the 
site directory. The analysis essays have all been posted – though they will be tweaked, edited and 
likely added to throughout the week before the final project is due. Some general cosmetic edits 
have been made to heading, subheadings, and formatting of some posts, adding “read more” 
expanders to posts etc.  

 



 

 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Defining Microaggressions In The Context of Citizen 
April 20, 2019 

Abstract:  

In Citizen: An American Lyric, Claudia Rankine never uses the word “microaggression” though 
the entire book offers narrative accounts of experienced microaggressions, and gives a nuanced 
look into how they can be perceived and affect African-Americans. Similarly, critical 
conversations on Citizen seem to assume an understanding of microaggressions by the reader, 
even when a definition is touched upon. Microaggressions require a deeper understanding than 
surfacely understanding that they are harmful. Here, we analyze what a microaggression looks 
like, and give a working definition for how microaggressions are defined in the context of 
Citizen and our wider argument.  
 

DEFINING MICROAGGRESSIONS IN THE CONTEXT OF CITIZEN 

Claudia Rankine’s Citizen: An American Lyric is all about microaggressions: how they are 
experienced and perceived, how they slowly chip away at confidence and security, and how each 
individual moment is small but the culmination of each microaggression builds up in debilitating 
ways. Despite this, Rankine never uses the word “microaggression”—it is only implicitly 
understood. Similarly, most scholars who write on Citizen accept microaggressions as a part of 
the narrative, and speak of them only in the context in which they bolster their arguments on 
lyric use, self-expression, the silencing and violence against black bodies. Microaggressions 
themselves, what they look like to an observer versus a victim or a perpetrator, is not discussed 
as an individual topic, despite the way Rankine’s writing forces the reader to confront them, to 
take an active role, as either victim or perpetrator. She does not allow for bystanders to 
microaggressions, or allow them to be ignored. 
 

WHAT EXACTLY IS A MICROAGGRESSION? 

Here are some examples: 
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Darby 

“You don’t act like a normal black person, you know?” 

 
Cesca 

“‘What are you?’ Human.  
Being biracial doesn’t make me a ‘what.'” 

 

 
Josh 



“The limited representation of my race in your classroom  
does not make me the voice of all black people.” 

 
These three photographs are a part of Kiyun Kim’s photo-series Racial 
Microaggressions,December 2013. Kim describes the project as follows: “The Racial 
Microaggressionsphoto series was completed in December 2013 as part of a final in Visual 
Thinking taught by Casey Ruble. The prompt was to “create something honest.” The photos were 
taken at Fordham University at Lincoln Center in New York, and all subjects in the series are 
then-students of Fordham University.” The full series can be viewed on her blog Nortonism.  
In about a sentence, each of these photographs tells a story of having a person’s identity, 
personality, or values assumed by looks, specifically by race, alone. These are microaggressions, 
so how do we define them as an abstract whole? 
In scholar Augie Fleras’s essay “Theorizing Micro-aggressions as Racism 3.0: Shifting the 
Discourse,” Fleras defines microaggressions as “those subtle insults and covert innuendos that 
the racialized minorities interpret as microracisms regardless of perpetrator intent or awareness 
levels;” the ideologies that feed into microaggressions are so ingrained within the perpetrator’s 
mind, that “thinly veiled compliments, aversive (re)actions, and seemingly neutral language” 
“[operate] ‘under the radar’” (Fleras 2-3). Fleras gives us a working definition of 
microaggressions to begin to understand them, both in retrospect and when they happen. 
Microaggressions are often understood as the new form of racism, as if traditional racism has 
been replaced by a less harmful subset. Fleras separates racism and microaggressions, calling the 
latter racism 3.0, because microaggressions are a form of racism but not a replacement. Direct 
traditional racism is considered racism 1.0, which is overt, such as the practice of slavery. 
Microaggressions, or racism 3.0, is covert and banal, comments and/or actions such as “where 
are you really from” (Fleras 7 and 12). While Fleras makes a distinction between the two, there 
is not a weighing of which one being better or worse. Both harm minorities, but 
mircroaggressions are a quieter form of violence against minorities; these moments build up, 
tacking on mounds of emotional and mental work. 
 

MICROAGGRESSIONS IN CITIZEN 

Microaggressions in Rankine’s narratives can be viewed through the lens of “minorities 
experiencing a racist act (“everyday racism”) versus minorities defining an act as racist (“micro-
aggression”)—by isolating those casual expressions of everyday racism (from slurs to slights to 
offhand comments and clumsy curiosity) that superficially look innocuous enough yet are 
perceivedand processed as racist by members of marginalized groups” (Fleras 8). Fleras 
emphasizes the importance of the way events are perceived, not the way they are intended, 
because even good or neutral intentions will have the same negative result if perceived as 
offensive or harmful. This focus on how events are perceived is important when many of those 
who speak out against microaggressions are taught to second guess their own experiences, as 
Rankine explores. 
Rankine gives a collection of narratives, of experiences of her own and others, of 
microaggressions experienced, everything from a therapist being shocked when “you” show up 
for an appointment, to being told white people’s lives have been worsened by affirmative action 
in the workplace and schools, as if “you” are at fault. Even if these words are not said with the 
intention of being racist or rude, if they are instinctive reactions based on decades of bias and 
institutional racism, it does not excuse a person from not trying to check their own biases and 
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work against them; whether racism or a microaggression is intended or not, its outcome of harm 
is the same, and this harm should be the focus. 
Rankine emphasizes microaggressions from the perception by the minority group, rather than the 
intent of the perpetrator. It is possible to participate and benefit from racist systems without 
being consciously aware of it. The first step to combating this is understanding what a 
microaggression looks from, for a person who experiences them, which is made visible by the 
narrative accounts in Citizen. Explicitly speaking about microaggressions, bringing them to the 
“overcurrent” of the conversation, rather than an accepted or understood “undercurrent” forces 
their confrontation and does not let them be excused by ignorance. 
 

BEYOND CITIZEN 

A good illustration of how one can participate in racist and otherwise oppressive  systems, even 
when unaware or even actively speaking out against them is seen in the short satirical film “The 
Privilege Game” by Neel Kolhatkar, which also acknowledges the intersectionality of privilege 
based on race, sexuality, and gender. This video illustrates the privilege of being able to be a 
bystander and ignore microaggressions and outright racism when convenient by claiming 
ignorance. You don’t have to intend to benefit to reap the benefits. 
 
“The Privilege Game” by Neel Kolhatkar 
 

Further Reading:A Collection of Microaggressions 

Works Cited: 
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2. Analyze Your Writing 
● Read your posts from a critical distance, almost as if they were written by 

somebody else. Try not to evaluate them as good or bad, but focus on assessing 
their arguments, core ideas, and rhetorical moves. 

● Look for recurring themes and questions. Some may be made obvious via titles; 
others may be more latent and will only surface as your reflect on the collection as 
a whole. 

● Look for recurring stylistic patterns. Do you always start with an anecdote, or end 
with a question? Do you favor certain words or phrases? 

● Notice changes. Are your evidence sandwiches better at the end of the semester 
than at the beginning? How about your citation style? Are passive voice and 
“paperease” diminishing? What kind of changes do you notice between the draft 
and final version? 

● Notice how perspectives and styles have shifted. Ask yourself why and how. Did 
class discussions, peer critique, or different readings lead to the shifts? 

 
 
Things I’ve Noticed In My Writing: 
● Run-Ons and passive voice abundant in rough drafts - slightly less in later papers 
● Flowery generic openings replaced by contextualization on the work being analyzed. 
● Introductions have developed into a specific structure of: context, usual discussion, thesis 

and how my argument differs from arguments before. 
○ From second essay onwards - first essay had the most difficult introduction for 

me. 
● My arguments tend to be broad and feel rushed. They felt less rushed as the course 

continued but that may be do to being allowed longer word counts. 
● Every essay was pretty much as least a few words over the word count. 
● With later essays, I incorporated more (and better sources) and used more block quotes. 
● The last essays (3 and 4) made the most use of the digital format by incorporating images 

without being required to.  
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Assemble & Review your Comments 
● Go to the Comments section of the dashboard and search for your username. 
● Copy and paste all the comments you gave into the Word or Google doc you’ve 

prepared. 
● Reread your comments objectively, noticing any patterns or progress. 

 
Comments (in reverse chronological order): 

 
Comments on Prototypes: 
How will you organize the sections of your conversation? 
The main sections of the website are: 
Home page: with a mission statement, recreated cover, hyperlink to the first argument etc. 
Analysis: our essays and other short pieces. 
Research: SSRs, bibliography, etc. (Coleman’s thoughts: Necessary? We will summarize sources 
in essay section) 
Behind The Scenes: Reflections, conversations, notes, etc. (Coleman’s thoughts: maybe just 
reflections for brevity) 
What themes or topics will you each take up? 
We will each collaborate on the various topics and analysis pieces. The point person for each 
falls more or less as follows: 
Microaggression Analysis: Sam 
Serena Williams and Her Career As Used in Citizen: Malorie 
Citizenship in Citizen: Coleman 
The “Lyric You”: Emily 
How will you create a sense of dialogue between the sections? 
By balancing colloquial and academic voice, we will invite readers to comment and share their 
own views and ideas. The dialogue among our selves will be shown by the authorship of posts, 
and the layout of the website will lead readers to follow the conversation in the most logical 
order, though we will work to make each post and analysis able to stand alone as well. 
Intervention Proposal: Citizen 
 
Coleman, your introduction gives a really good overview of both Citizen, and the sources you’re 
drawing from. Some of your key terms differ from those of everyone else in our group, but I 
think you highlighted some important terms we may have glossed over other wise, specifically 
feminist testimony and witnessing, and #BlackLivesMatter. The Black Lives Matter movement 
is important to Rankine’s work, and thus important to any discussion of the book, and I liked 
your inclusive of its analysis. I think your intervention encapsulates our idea well, specifically 
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the phrasing of bring the discussion of microaggressions from an unspoken undercurrent, to an 
overcurrent in the scholarly conversation. 
Literature Review for Claudia Rankine’s Citizen: An American Lyric 
 
Malorie, you start with a really good synopsis of Citizen, which I myself forgot to do, especially 
as throughly and succinctly as you did. Your summary of Jones’s article is very well done, not 
only of the argument but of the context for both language and racism you give for why the 
argument is being made. As for your intervention, I also mentioned the lack of analyze present in 
the literature about what it means to be a citizen, especially in the context of being a minority in 
America. I think that will be a major topic for us to address in our intervention. 
Literature Review 
 
Emily, the historical approach you took is really interesting. In my literature review, I briefly 
touched on the lyric as a way of resisting traditional structures of poetry (and thus of society) but 
you took that further, with clear evidence and examples. I think you’re intervention raises an 
interesting idea of how the book is impactful in different ways to different individuals, rather 
than in the abstract or a general audience. 
Lit Review for Citizen 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Essay Three Comments: 
Comments as I read: 
– Good set up and summary of the play. 
– How I read your thesis: Minnie Wright’s home symbolizes her oppression and invisibility as a 
woman in this setting. 
-contextualize time period and ideas of the time period. 
-In the first body paragraph, you introduce a lot of ideas/terms. Explain them in your own words, 
not just the author’s. Expand on your own ideas, don’t just agree. 
-I really like the analysis of how male characters interact with the physical objects as a parallel to 
the abuse Minnie suffered. 
-The inclusion of the play Bernice seems a little awkward – try introducing it a bit more, like 
how this reflection of isolation being reflected in the home is present in another of Glaspell’s 
play, maybe find something in her history that might explain why she is fixated on this idea 
– the conclusion seems like an abrupt shift to the personal. Ease into it, or try a different 
conclusion. 
Overall I think its is interesting argument. I hadn’t considered the house as a physical 
manifestation of Minnie’s isolation. Including more about how the time period influences ideas 
of womanhood would likely strengthen it too. 
Space, Setting, Self, and Oppression in Susan Glaspell’s Trifles 
 
 
 
I’m going to type notes as I read: 
– Start with a summary or context of what All About Eve is, don’t jump write into it. 
-explain how your use/view of Addison differs from Cober, its unclear what you mean a little 
-Your thesis as I understand it: Another critic has labeled Eve as a coded lesbian, and you have 
identified Addison as a coded/closeted homosexual man 
-context for the first body paragraph – why is it problematic to you, defend your claim. And 
contextualize – when was Cober’s argument published. Are his stereotypes period typical or out 
of touch? They can be period typical and still be problematic, but its important for the 
historicism of the argument. 
-just something interesting – you talk about this sort of cycle/perpetuation of evil when he 
encourages Phoebe to do to Eve what Eve did to Margo: the pair of Eve and Addison sounds like 
Adam and Eve, and the name Addison means “son of Adam”. Its an interesting sort of 
symbolism if you could find a way to use it. Adam and Eve give life to humanity, but also birth 
the first murder, are the originators of sin. Is there a biblical undertone to the movie? This isn’t 
relevant to your argument I just thought of it and thought it was cool. 
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– use more historicism. You are in some conversation with Cober, but beyond brief initial 
mention, the Cold War era you start with is not mentioned. As this is meant to be a historicist 
argument, I think you should try to add more of that. 
I think overall its a good essay – but these changes could make it stronger, especially for an 
audience that may not have read Cober. 
Understanding The Homosexual Codes To Not Be “All About Eve” 
 
I think the way you analyze Ruth’s disadvantages compared to Walter is well organized and 
follows really clearly. I do think you meant to show how Ruth deserves to be examined 
separately as a character, because as a woman she faces unique pressures, including those which 
are racially motivated, when compared to Walter, who is typically seen as the main character. I 
think this could be highlighted by emphasizes the comparison to Walter less – if his analysis is as 
common as you state, an overview should suffice – and it would give you more space to talk 
about Ruth in her own context, and bring more commentary on sexism or how her black 
womanhood is different from Benethea’s.  
I think you should either use the other critics article more or find another to really engage with, 
as it seems as if its used sparingly, and mostly to agree with or defend your point for you, which 
doesn’t seem completely historicist. This isn’t necessarily bad, but since the assignment is to 
write a historicist argument, dealing deeper into the context of the time period or location (maybe 
use the article after the play in the Norton) could help your argument. 
Ruth’s Double Oppression in Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun 
 
 
I’m considering replacing the paragraph: 
Sexist ageism is allowed through the reinforcment of general sexist attitudes in the theater 
business. One particularly salient moment is a brief conversation between Eve and Miss Caswell: 
EVE 
I’m afraid Mr. DeWitt would find me boring before too long. 
Miss Caswell 
You won’t bore him honey. You won’t even get a chance to talk. 
Miss Caswell is telling Eve, that Eve’s youth and looks will get her farther in this business than 
anything she says. Caswell is introduced one of the young actresses coming to New York to 
replace Margo and company when they are forced out by ageist practices. Caswell expresses this 
attitude throughout her brief presence, shrugging off her coat before talking to the men, and 
leaning forward in her strapless dress. When Max goes to get her a drink, Mr. DeWitt tells her 
“good job”, because she is playing the game. Sexism, just like ageism, is portrayed as the way 
things are in this world. Some, like Margo, get upset and speak out, and others, like Miss 
Caswell, use it to move ahead. 
with: 
Sexist ageism is allowed through the reinforcment of general sexist attitudes in the theater 
business. Sexism reinforces the narrative permissiveness of ageism through Margo’s acquience 
of stereotypical femininity and her supposed happiness once she has compiled with the 
traditional structures around her. This is mirrored in the way the man of the play treat Margo: 
… 
LLOYD 



…Just when exactly does an actress decide they’re her words she’s saying and her thoughts she’s 
expressing? 
… 
LLOYD 
It’s about time the piano realized it has not written the concerto! 
The men are the playwrights, the directors. They write the lines, decide the story, Margo is the 
actress whose job it is to be pretty and do as she is told. Margo’s job is to follow her script, and 
as actresses get older, they get good at reading audiences, at doing their jobs, and begin to have 
opinions on what makes a script or show better. Sexism, just like ageism, is portrayed as the way 
things are in this world. The men what to reinforce the structures that keep their ideas the 
dominant ones heard, manifesting in a sexist reinforcement of ageism.  
If you could let me know which supports my argument more, I’d appreciate it. 
Hollywood’s Ageism Problem Persists: How All About Eve Undermines Its Own 
Combating of Ageism Through The Reinforcement of Sexist Narratives 
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Second Essay Comments: 
Thesis is interesting – “This Be The Verse” is a warning, not to never have children, but to not 
blindly follow tradition. Nursery rhymes are a foothold of tradition especially when it comes to 
children. Perhaps its ironic – if your going to take your advice solely from tradition, from nursery 
rhymes, do not continue to do so, do not have children just to continue the cycle you follow 
blindly. If you choose to have children, then you are choosing to break the cycle inherently, 
because you are not listening to the nursery, in which case, you should have children, you will 
not blindly do them wrong.  
The introduction needs strengthening. Introduce Dubrow’s thoughts on why “This Be The 
Verse” mimics a nursery rhyme. Context matters: the poem came out in 1971 – in the middle of 
Gen-X, when there was a rise in divorces and latchkey children being unsupervised, which may 
lend to thoughts of being “fucked up” by mum and dad, as the traditional family unit was 
becoming less traditional. The poem could also be an acknowledgement that trying to hold onto 
traditional structures which aren’t working, which are inevitably ending can be harmful/painful 
something Baby Boomers and Gen-X has had trouble with, but later generations like Millennials 
(starting 1981) have more fully embraced. Millennials are also having children later in life and 
not feeling as pressured to have children they do not want, as earlier generations were, which is 
an interesting way to see how people have “listened” to Larkin’s poem. 
“This Be The Verse” by Philip Larkin As A Nursery Rhyme 
 
Your thesis seems to be about the dehumanization of those who are deemed “other”. I think Toni 
Morrison is a good source to use – I especially like how you linked her dichotomy of race to that 
of religion. I do think having that part of the discussion at the start of the introduction is 
distracting, because it paints Morrison as the focus of the argument. A further discussion of how 
Morrison’s views can be used to analyze Amichai’s poem might be better served in a body 
paragraph. 
I find the juxtaposition you point out in the last paragraph – between the dehumanization and the 
tradition of forgiveness – really interesting. That might be a really interesting point to further 
explore. 
I can see the progression of logic overall in your essay, but the second body paragraph contained 
a lot of ideas that don’t necessarily intuitively flow together for me. Breaking down that 
paragraph to more fully explore your argument rather than letting claims speak for themselves 
may help your essay. 
Separation and Division in the Setting of Yehuda Amichai’s [On Yom Kippur in 1967…] 
 
 
I think your comparison of Loy and Marvell makes for an interesting argument about carpe diem 
poems, and what perspectives are given attention value (which is how I understood your thesis). 
I think your introduction and thesis in general would be strengthened by including both Loy and 
Marvell in your introduction, and setting up the direct comparison you’re drawing there more 
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concretely rather than abstractly. I think showing a block quote of Marvell next to a block quote 
of Loy’s around the third paragraph where you seem to be drawing the most direct comparison 
would help strengthen the similarities in the reader’s mind. 
I really loved your last sentence the by the way. 
Seize the Lover: A Mina Loy Response to the Carpe Diem Love Poem 
 
Close Readings: 
This is hilarious to me, because I can relate completely. The summer before last, I went to New 
York with my aunt, uncle and cousins. Both my cousins are artists, and the older one LOVES 
abstract and modern art, which confused me. All the pieces you described as weird and kind of 
dumb, she LOVED. While I stood behind her confused and the nine year old arguing about the 
meaning and trying to convince me of the artistic value. 
Mapping the MoMA 
 
Thanks for sharing this with us, I know it can be pretty hard to share something so personal. I 
know I wouldn’t want to share my reminders, mostly because I never delate anything so its filled 
with have finish poems, quotes I like, random medical information, and reminders for things like 
“bring ice cream” which I have no recollection of the context for, because it was set as a 6am 
reminder.  
I can relate strongly to your desire to make a list of the books you’ve read in your life. I have a 
Goodreads for that exact purpose, though I’m forever mad I’ll never be able to remember every 
book I read in elementary and middle school. If you’ve never heard of Goodreads, its a website 
dedicated to tracking your reading, and you can record the ratings and reviews you give books 
and share recommendations with friends. Its pretty cool. 
Close Reading of My Reminders 
 
I really like this – You connected something common and mundane (McDonald’s food) – to 
something deeply meaningful and emotional, as well as many cultural ideas such as Andy 
Warhol’s painting and Noah’s ark, which was hilarious in this context. 
Close Reading of a McDonalds Order 
 
I think this is a really interesting analysis of this part of the poem – the hunger, starvation of the 
boys being compared to fish, and their their desperation shown with this imagery. The thing I 
wonder is, what you mean by “misrepresented” images. The imagery you describe makes sense 
to the poem with the way you explain it, so what makes the imagery misrepresented? 
Close Reading of “Carp Poem” 
 
I really like the way you analyzed what the speaker of the poem wants, and the way he uses the 
metaphor of the flea to convince the woman that their union is only “natural” just as the flea is 
only doing what is “natural”. I like that at the end you tied your analyze of the poem to the 
tradition of carpe diem poems to show how The Flea is a carpe diem poem. More of this would 
have been cool. 
The Flea Reading 
 
I think you explain the conceit of the poem really well. I am really impressed with how you 
structured this (for lack of a better word) essay, moving from the definition of conceit, to the 
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poem itself, to how the conceit is shown and then analyze was a really good way of expelling 
your thoughts and was very easy to follow. 
The Flea as a Symbol of Marriage 
 
First Essay Comments: 
I think the comparison you made between Get Out and Usher is really compelling. You have a 
good balance between the two pieces and how you compare them. 
I think focusing on the possibility of africanist presence in Usher could strengthen your 
comparison, especially if you introduce Toni Morrison’s argument. While the Nat Turner context 
is interesting, it detracts more than adds to your argument, as it is prominent in the introduction, 
but not relevant to most of the paper. 
First Draft of Get Out: A Modern Version of The Fall of the House of Usher? 
 
I think you have a compelling idea, and you understand your ideas well from what I can tell by 
your quotations. 
I think you would be served well to have your thesis stated more clearly – I assume you mean 
that the house reflects the mental states of its occupants, rather than that the decay is physically 
caused by the Usher’s mental decay. One way to make this more arguable is to focus on why the 
house’s reflection of what happens inside is important. Is it about ugliness being exposed? it is 
about darkness not being able to hide forever? Is it about changing times and the fall of white 
American aristocracy? I think it would also allow you to narrow the focus of your essay so you 
can stay within the word count. 
Essay #1 
 
I think your essay is really interesting. I like how you linked disability with being labeled 
monstrous, and I think you had ample evidence to support your claims. I like how you linked this 
monstrous label with a nonconformity to traditional femininity, and I think the intersections of 
how anything different are labeled as monstrous is interesting to examine. 
One thing that I think could make your essay stronger, is to stick to examples from other texts 
only when they are fully explained, as the name dropping of other books, which your reader may 
or may not be familiar with, takes you out of the analysis. You don’t have to explain every 
instance of this in fiction, stick to Hulga, and broaden to claims about what it means for human 
nature as you do in parts of your conclusion. 
Something to think about would be how you word your thesis statement, because it made more 
sense to me after reading the essay. The phrase “turned into a monster” seemed as if it implied a 
physical transformation rather than a label by society, and I think a clearer thesis statement (not a 
change, just a rewording) would help the reader a lot. 
The Disabled Monstress: Disability and Gender in “Good Country People” 
 
 
 
well organized and well argued. You incorporated and explained the quotations you used really 
well, none seemed awkward or out of place, I understood exactly why you used each one. You 
also let them be evidence for your points rather than letting them speak for themselves hoping 
the intent is understood, which is good.  
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I think your essay would benefit from exploring the implications of Mr. Kapasi seizing to find 
her attractive are in a context outside the story, more fully than in your conclusion. Something 
interesting to think of would be the sort of double standard he imposes: he wants her to cheat on 
her husband with him, he wants to be justified in cheating on his wife, but when he learns she 
has cheated on her husband in the past, he stops finding her desirable. 
Only Behind Closed Doors: Female Sexuality in “Interpreter of Maladies” 
 
I think your analysis of the use of repetition of phrases and what it means about the story and the 
narrator is really interesting. I like how you suss out the narrator’s (presumably the mother) 
intentions with what information she is passing down. I think its well organized and well 
explained. 
I think the main thing you could edit to improve your essay is your introduction. You begin the 
essay mentioning diction, structure, etc. and you mainly focus on repetition and I feel that should 
be made clearer so readers do not get a false expectation.  
Something to think about would be a “so what”, knowing this about why the narrator says the 
things she says, why does it matter outside the context of the story. This might be a good way to 
end the conclusion. 
I really enjoyed your essay overall. 
Essay 1 Draft: Girl 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Story Map Comments 
I really like your story map – its really well drawn and I like the visual representation of the 
frequency of what is being described. I like the idea of building an image with representations of 
the imagery being described. 
Story Map: The Gothic through Light Imagery 
 
I really like how you connected the unclosed circle of your hero map to the fact that Araby has 
no clear climax. I think its a very clever visual of what we discussed about the story. Especially 
since the map is on black paper, showing the surrounding darkness emphasized in the story, 
Story Map – Araby 
 
I think the way you made your story map is really interesting. Laying out the fixation on place 
(the lake) vs “feeling frozen” vs “feeling damned” is a really interesting way of looking at the 
story. The times the location is mentioned is typically in chunks – as if he’s distracting himself 
from his feelings. 
Story Map // Malorie 
 
I think you laid out Lane’s dilemma very clearly. Something I’d consider though – he questions 
his faith as well as how much he loves Sheri when considering his choices. He knows the “good 
Christian” thing to do is to marry her, but he sort of convinces himself that her faith is stronger 
than his. He is not only making a decision about loving Sheri, he is making a decision about his 
faith. 
Hope’s Story Map for “Good People” 
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Comments on About Mes 
I can understand what you mean about school making it hard to love reading sometimes. The 
fastest way to make me dislike a book/story/play is to force me to read it, and then force me to 
write/talk about it ad naseum.  
I also want to minor in English with a STEM major! Though I want to do neuroscience, not 
biology. 
About Me: Caroline 
 
In reply to vivian. 
The title “RiverMooseBooks” comes from a fairly old joke between me and my best friend from 
back home. The “Moose” part comes from the fact that its Sam Winchester’s nickname is the 
show “Supernatural” which we both love, and its her nickname for me in her phone. The “River” 
part comes from freshman year, when I started making her watch Doctor Who and whenever she 
would ask me anything, would only respond with “spoilers”, which is the sort-of catchphrase for 
a character named “River” so you retaliated by only calling me “River” for a while. So, for a lack 
of other ideas and a more disguising nickname than “Sam”, I used RiverMooseBooks as my blog 
name, since it was already a nickname I used, and it incorporated many of my interests. 
About Me – Sam 
 
In reply to jonas. 
I identify as a Ravenclaw – I have robes and everything back home. 
As for The Martian, I’d say it was a fairly faithful adaptation, the movie just cuts out a lot of 
details – which is to be expected. The only major change I can remember is that in the movie 
Commander Lewis is the one who gets Mark back on the ship, but in the book is the doctor 
Beck. I’d say if you enjoyed the movie, the book is really worth the read. 
About Me – Sam 
 
Hi Jonas! 
I can understand the dilemma between two seemingly very different majors because I want to 
major in Neuroscience with a minor in English (or double major English and Psychology). So I 
can relate to the English + STEM subject desire. 
My parents totally caught me reading after lights out as a kid too. My mom used to take my book 
into her room at night, because it was all too common for me to get back up and read with a 
flashlight. 
About Jonas 
 
Hi Ji Hyun! 
I love video games and anime/manga too! Which are your favorites? Because I really like Death 
Note and Fullmetal Alchemist. 
I can completely relate with getting so into a book you feel the characters emotions – any book 
with anything even vaguely sad makes me cry. 
About Me: Ji Hyun 
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Hi Vivian! 
I kind of want to see what “The Library” looks like for you, because my books have similar 
overflow. The difference is, since me and my sister are six years apart, my books all stay in my 
room and are slowly accumulating into precautious towers that no longer fit on bookshelves. But 
you can never have too many books! 
I prefer physical books too, but the kindle is very handy for vacations and other traveling, 
because it can be pain to fit 5+ books into a suitcase. 
About Vivian 
 
Hi Hope! 
I can completely relate with your struggle of pronouncing words – my best friend keeps a list on 
her phone, which includes but is not limited to: horror, congeniality, and eskimo. I also have 
trouble with run-on sentences. My high school teachers just to say I liked “creative punctuation” 
because I’d have one sentence that would take up a third of the page using dashes, commas, and 
semi-colons, but no periods in sight. 
Here’s where we differ though: I almost always use an Oxford comma. It seems more natural to 
write it in for me. 
I look forward to having class together! 
About Me: Hope Edition 
 
HI Charlotte! I love that your mom named you after one of her favorite authors. My parents 
named me after Samantha from the show Bewitched. I love that you call your terrier your 
sibling, cause my family does the same thing with our cat Jackie.  
I haven’t read many of your favorite books, but I love Frankenstein! My class even had a 
discussion about how Robert Walton was possibility a little bit in love with Dr. Frankenstein. 
That was a fun conversation, and I look forward to having conversations like that with you and 
everyone else in class. 
About Charlotte 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Write a Writing Audit (250-500 words) 



● This meta-post analyzes what you’ve learned through and about writing this 
semester. 

● Quote from your posts and comments to provide evidence of the insights 
gained and lessons learned. 

● Reflect on what you have learned through the writing of the essays and the 
resulting conversations and peer critiques. 

● What ideas or threads of ideas do you think are worth revisiting or 
developing in greater depth? What might you want to investigate further in 
another course or on your own? 

● Post your Writing Audit to our website; including a PDF of the Word or 
Google doc you created (category = writing audit). 

Note: This exercise is primarily one of self-reflection. It is a chance, at the end of the 
semester, to reflect on what you’ve learned and accomplished, and to learn about how 
your writing style has evolved. 

My writing differs greatly between more structured formal essays, and more informal 

writing assignments and blog post style writing. This more informal writing tends to require less 

editing than more structured writing, and is what I seemed to primarily use in essay 4, which was 

less of an essay and more of an overall project with shorter sections of writing. My ability to 

write this way got easier as the course progressed. For example, in the story map assignment, we 

were meant to write a short summary of our argument not a full essay, but I phrased things like a 

formal essay, with a proper thesis “The advice the narrator is dispensing reflects anxiety about 

societal expectations and judgements of woman in society, and the way those anxieties and sexist 

attitudes are internalized and passed down through generations.”  

As for my more traditional essay writing, there were some changes between the first and 

third essay. One of the most obvious changes is a better ability to summarize and contextualize 

the piece being analyzed in the essay. On my first essay I received the comment “I think the 

essay could benefit from a more generous exposition, reminding us what the story is about.” 

Since that essay, I have begun every introduction with contextualization of the story or poem 

being analyzed. In fact, my introduction has become more formulaic since the first essay, 



following a format of: context, current consensus on a piece, disagreement with said consensus, 

and thesis. This has replaced the flowery, generic opening my first essay had. In the first essay 

my argument felt broad and rushed. They felt less rushed as the course continued, but that may 

be do to being allowed longer word counts. Every essay was pretty much as least a few words 

over the word count. One change through is that with later essays, I incorporated more (and 

better sources) and used more block quotes. All essays written for this course were posted online, 

but only essays three and four really made use of the format by incorporating images without 

being required to.  

As for progress in my comments, they o n the whole got longer as the course continued. 

The format of my comments also changed. For the first essay, my comments tended towards the 

format of: one thing I liked, then on thing I’d change. By the third essay, the format was more 

mixed, including a rephrasing of the perceived thesis, and a mix of good things and things to 

change or improve.  

In terms of aspects of my writing to continue to work on, I tend to have trouble staying 

focused on the reader. Various comments on my work tended to be along the lines of 

emphasizing both the “why” and “how” of a given scenario, rather than adding every piece of 

evidence or tangential argument into the essay along with it. I got better at looking at the bigger 

picture by the third essay, but it's still something for me to be aware of. The biggest issue with 

my early essays was passive voice and run-on sentences. The long run-on sentences have gotten 

better, but passive voice is still abundant in early drafts of my essays. I still have to work on not 

using passive voice on instinct and meeting shorter word counts.  


