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What Else Can You Ask For?:
The Struggle for Hegemonic Masculinity in The War Tapes
Matthew Moser Miller '10
The 2006 film The War Tapes would arguably represent the most
"realistic" film portrayal of the American soldier's experience in the Iraq;
taken from footage shot by the soldiers in-country and interviews with their
families and significant others, the characters in the film are real people
living their lives. At the same time, The War Tapes being viewed is a
distillation of roughly 1000 hours of footage into a 90-minute film (Greene).
The integral part played by both the editor and director of The War Tapes
(and film in general) in the creation of the film's narrative is acknowledged
by the motto of Docurama, the video label producing the DVD: "Everything
else is pure fiction". But within the constructed narrative of the film, the
three main characters can be seen simultaneously constructing their own
masculinities and having those masculinities being constructed by the
cinematography and editing of the film. Although Sergeant Steve Pink,
Sergeant Zack Bazzi, and Specialist Mike Moriarty come to the National
Guard from a variety of backgrounds and are motivated by different
pressures, each one struggles, through the course of the film, to validate and
adequately perform his masculinity for families, communities, superiors, and
the American people at large. In their struggles for masculine validity, these
soldiers are faced with the competition between and the contradictions
within the United States' overarching hegemonic masculinity and the
particular hegemonic masculinity of the American military.
The primary theoretical framework for this argument is drawn from
R.W. ConnelPs articulations of hegemonic and marginalized masculinities.
Connell uses the term "hegemonic masculinity" to refer to whichever "form
of masculinity is culturally exalted" in a given time or context, and stresses
that such hegemonic masculinities are fluid, subject to constant modification
and challenge by alternative masculinities (38). This conceptualization of
hegemonic masculinity as temporarily dominant and subject to change is an
essential one to my argument; at the same time, I qualify Connell's
contention with the explicit acknowledgment of hegemonic masculinities
that exist simultaneously and that can act severally upon a given individual
through that person's membership in overlapping or multiple group
identities. Pink's, Bazzi's, and Moriarty's position as National Guardsmen
make explicit their inhabiting of both the civilian and military spheres, and
provide an apt study for the multiplicity of masculinities, each hegemonic in
its particular arena. ConnelPs description of marginalization, which
characterizes "the relations between the masculinities in dominant and
subordinate classes or ethnic groups," also accurately addresses the treatment

of those within a given group whose masculinity is marginalized for its
differences (as is the case for Bazzi).
Additionally, the theoretical structure of my argument relies heavily
on Judith Butler's idea of "performativity" as it relates to gender. While
Butler originally applied her theory of performativity to alter the definition
of gender and allow for a multiplicity of genders, the concept of gender as a
performance which is not "an internal essence of gender... [but]
manufactured through a sustained set of acts" applies particularly to the
ways in which individual create their masculinities (Butler xv).
It is through this lens of masculinity as performative that we can
analyze the efforts of Pink, Bazzi, and Moriarty to conform to the
expectations of hegemonic masculinities—that, rather than being inherent,
an individual's masculinity exists in a negotiated and enacted form that, in
these soldiers' cases, centers on acceptably embodying the ideals of their
hegemonic masculinities.
In Sergeant Steve Pink, the film creates a character that embodies
the struggles an individual can have to conform to the ideals of an
emotionless soldier while still satisfying the arbiters of military
masculinity—namely, his superiors. When Pink is first introduced, he states
straightforwardly that his motivation for joining the National Guard in
college was for the economic assistance, "a rash decision". Immediately,
however, Pink begins hedging, and tells the audience that those years were a
"time in my life I needed to test myself, to make sure I could accomplish
something". Even as he offers us a logical motivation for involvement in the
military, he is quick to support it with an ideological underpinning. The
military masculinity argues that participation will constitute an
accomplishment, a test. It is not enough for Pink to have an understandable
motive—he must have one that will play into the narrative of military
masculinity.
Prior to his deployment (in the film), one of Pink's voiceovers
acknowledges that fear exists among the soldiers and that it is, to an extent,
understandable. According to Pink, this is neither the norm nor desirable; "if
you let fear get to you.. .you're really not going to be doing your job". It is
clearly a struggle for the soldiers to conform to the hegemonic masculinity's
expectation that there will be no fear. Because it interferes with the mission
(both military and masculine), that fear is suppressed as unacceptable and
dangerous. Soldier must enact a masculinity that discounts their fear in
order to behave acceptably in the hegemonic military masculinity.
Pink later draws other connections between an acceptable
masculine identity and the ability to do one's job. This is most apparent
after the car bombing outside Taji, where we have footage of the spot beside
an exploded car where an Iraqi body had just been removed. His tone as he
describes the scene is matter of fact, and is careful to have no emotion as he
views the blood stains from the largely destroyed torso. An exhibition of
sympathetic emotion in the circumstance is unacceptable to the conception

of appropriate masculine behavior. Pink's account of some of the soldiers
"shaking and screaming," of "medics who were terrified and couldn't
perform," is devaluing of these soldiers partly because of their inappropriate
display of emotion—that taboo terror and its physical expressions—and
partly because it made the individuals unable to act in their duties. His
description of the medics has connotations of sexual inadequacy, but they
also speak to Butler's performativity. On the one hand, medical care has
associations of the feminine; on the other, the concept of "brothers in arms"
and a duty to help those in need that is so strongly emphasized in the
American military's identity. This contradiction is a sign of overlapping
masculinities, as the men are pulled at once to eschew caregiving and to do
their duty as military personnel. Because the medics are unable to perform
their quasi-masculine role of helping the wounded, that contradiction is
erased; their masculinity is unacceptable because their behaviors are not
acceptable in either of the hegemonic masculinities (that of the American
civilian and of the U.S. soldier) that they are expected to embody. Because
of this, they lose any status of respect that embodying a military masculinity
would otherwise have garnered. Had "one of those incompetent medical
officers" instructed Pink to stop helping the Iraqi civilians (who were not
allowed to die in U.S.-controlled Camp Taji), he "would have slit his throat
right there".
A common theme of Pink's struggle to control his sympathetic
emotional expressions is the way in which he funnels these emotions into the
anger that functions as the only acceptable emotional response for a soldier.
His sympathy and desire to help the injured Iraqis is subverted into a form of
anger; were he forbidden to help, he would have reacted with violence to a
superior officer. His response is similar when he discusses the conditions
faced by the TCN (third-country national) employees of Halliburton-owned
shipping company KBR:
"[This driver] is expected to drive a
vehicle with no window and no
windshield. Ya know why? 'Cause he's
not KBR. 'Cause he's not worth enough
to this operation for him to have any
kind of safety whatsoever."
His understandable sympathy for these drivers cannot be expressed in
positive terms (that is, as a helpful urge); rather, it must be expressed
negatively toward KBR.
This diversion of emotion into anger as a means of reinforcing
masculine identity is nowhere more apparent than in Pink's actions and later
video responses to the scene of a firefight in or around Fallujah. His first
emotional expression is one of guilt at "comin' in and takin' pictures" where
"a lotta guys lost their lives"; he quickly covers this by expressing pride
about "the job the guys in first squad did" (whose masculine performance is
again tied to work) and saying that he was "jealous we [his company]

weren't able to get those guys and kill 'em". This desire to kill the enemy is
both understandable in the context of Pink's exposure to a military
masculinity and in light of the serious injury of one of the sergeants of first
squad. These emotions are likely what motivated him to film the bodies of
the enemy dead accompanied, as Pink puts it, by "a few choice words".
As Pink describes the command's assessment of the footage as
"unappropriate," his frustration is clear. This anger is two-fold; he has been
denied the opportunity to validate his masculinity by facing direct combat,
and then applied his anger at the enemy dead (in the form of verbal rather
than physical abuse). His subsequent chastisement for his statements about
the dead suggests that his commanders, as arbiters of acceptable military
masculinity, do not recognize this behavior as within suitably "masculine"
bounds. Pink's tone nearly pleads with the interviewer as he addresses the
military's contradictions by reminding them that "if we're trained...to kill
these guys, how do you expect us to talk? Whadda you want me to say?
'Aw, jeez, I'm sorry'? 1 don't know". The frustration that Pink feels stems
from the contradictory directions of acceptable masculine behaviors. He is
trained to demonize and kill the enemy, then expected to switch off that
animosity as soon as they are dead. In effect, Pink isn't allowed to embody
the military masculinity (which will, in turn, validate his masculinity in the
broader hegemony) that he's told he ought to enact.
Unlike Pink, Sergeant Bazzi seems fully comfortable with the shifts
between his military masculinity and that of the civilian hegemony to be
accepted as a valid masculine actor. Instead, Bazzi's struggle for
masculinity moves beyond the contradictions between politics and combat
and surface in his marginalization within his military unit. He initially cites
travel as the primary reason he joined the military, and flatly states that most
of the other soldiers probably don't want to go to Iraq; later in the film
(particularly while in-country), Bazzi repeatedly asserts that all soldiers want
combat. In his early interviews, Bazzi's statement that, despite most
soldiers' reticence, "they're doin it [going to Iraq]. What else can you ask
for from a man?" suggests that he has been indoctrinated to think of military
duty as an obligation for masculine performance. Bazzi continues,
throughout the film, to acknowledge both his personal recognition of the war
as immoral and his desire for action. In an expression of sympathy
unmatched by any of the other characters, Bazzi relinquishes the moral high
ground, saying that "the insurgents' got their principles, and we got ours.
You gotta respect that". His recognition, on a cognitive level, that the
insurgency has the same validity as the American military presence does not
prevent him from "wanting one thing, and one thing only: combat...The hell
with the morality of it". For Bazzi, his masculinity is not contingent upon
marginalizing the masculinity of the enemy, but on expressing it as a soldier.
Bazzi's sympathy and refusal to marginalize the Iraqis stem partly
from his position as the internally marginalized masculinity. Born in
Lebanon and fluent in Arabic, he is viewed by his fellow soldiers with a sort

of joking suspicion. One of the other soldiers, while filming Bazzi interact
with several Iraqi youth, claims to "think he's a spy, don't quite trust him; he
[Bazzi] is plotting against us.. .what a traitor". Despite his position of
authority as both an NCO and a member of the military, his masculinity is
marginalized because aspects of his identity stray from the hegemonic ideal.
In that same scene, another soldier states, as some laugh off-screen, that
"today we kill Bazzi and everybody that looks like Bazzi". Even to his
fellow soldiers, Bazzi is conflated with the enemy because of his aberrances
from the acceptable masculinity. It is revealed, late in the film, that Bazzi's
name is Zahir; his choice to go by "Zack" suggests an effort to fit in that
belies his claims of indifference to others' opinions.
This need to affirm his masculinity as American is made explicit by
Bazzi's mother. She asserts that "he felt the Army give him this plan and
make him man, more than raised by woman," linking Bazzi's career to a
desire to be suitably masculine despite the absence of American male role
models in his life. In order to be a suitable man, Bazzi must be made into
one. Furthermore, Bazzi's status as a legal alien is revealed near the end of
the film—significantly, after his deployment to Iraq. Although Bazzi claims
that his role as a soldier was "not... to make [him] more of an American or
legitimize [him] in someone else's eyes," the juxtaposition of the voiceover
with the footage of his swearing-in ceremony of citizenship is clearly
intended to suggest the opposite to the audience.
Of the three characters, Specialist Mike Moriarty provides the most
detailed portrayal of an individual struggling to reassert his masculinity as a
part of the hegemony. Throughout the film, we see signs of Moriarty's
modification of his past and his motives to fit his narrative with that of the
ideal hegemonic masculinity. When Moriarty is first introduced, he tells a
version of his military origin story that has his presence in the National
Guard as a response to the attacks of September 11th (thereby claiming
patriotism as his motive); at the same time, he describes telling the recruiter
to slot him "into a unit only if they go into Iraq". This temporal
inconsistency at first seems to be representative of his desire to justify his
Iraq deployment in patriotic terms. When it is later revealed that Moriarty's
National Guard unit (in his first stint) was nearly deployed to Iraq in the Gulf
War, an additional layer of meaning is added to his qualification to the
recruiter about any future deployment. Previously denied the opportunity to
be in a combat zone and fully prove his military masculinity, Moriarty's can
be read as viewing Iraq as the site where his masculinity might be reasserted.
By deploying in Iraq—by 'finishing the job' that he had been denied—
Moriarty could validate his masculinity in his own eyes.
Moriarty's account of his history are, however, noticeably silent on
certain issues. It is Randi, Mike's wife, who reveals that he had been laid off
from his job and had worked for a year as a "stay-at-home dad". This
inability on Moriarty's part to provide for his family economically and his
adoption of a traditionally feminized role struck blows to his ability to
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perform the hegemonic masculine ideal; it becomes clear through the course
of the film that one of Moriarty's motivations for going to Iraq was the belief
that combat service would serve to validate his aspirations to hegemonic
masculinity. Randi references this hole in Moriarty's masculinity, saying
that "he felt...something was missing...Mike needed to do this". The need
to reassert his masculinity also comes through in many of Moriarty's
statements; at one point, he expresses his wish to "hopefully...[become]
someone's hero" through his military service. But the clearest articulation of
Moriarty's hopes come in an instant message to his wife shown in the film:
"This is what I want:... you to be proud of your husband and for the kids to
see daddy as a good man who was brave". Moriarty not only reiterates the
characteristics of the hegemonic masculinity's ideal male, but also treats
them as literally performative—that is, he wants his actions to create a
desired perception in his audience.
Moriarty, more than either Bazzi or Pink, expresses a personal
frustration when he returns from deployment. He has physical problems
with his back and hands from the body armor and gunner duties, but his
primary anger comes from his interaction with the people he has returned to.
A voice-over from Moriarty's civilian supervisor recounts the assurances
given to Mike that "when you come back through that door, it's gonna be
like you never left". While this statement was no doubt intended to reassure
Moriarty of his job security, it contains a subtext: nothing will have changed,
including the way you are viewed. Moriarty, who hoped to have his
masculinity validated by his combat duty, is not viewed any differently by
his coworkers or community members. He tells the audience in an interview
that
"My frustration coming back is, I talk to
guys at work, an' nobody cares. I guess
it's [that] they don't understand...You
asked me to look at them [Moriarty's
war pictures],...give me the goddamned
respect of looking at my pictures. [Do]
you have any idea what I've done?"
Even when only viewing it in text, the anger and bewilderment are palpable.
Moriarty is outraged and helpless because his masculinity isn't confirmed;
no one does have any idea what he's done. Even his wife, whom "he so
badly wants.. .to understand what he went through" flatly states that she
"will never understand". His effort to perform his masculinity, regardless of
how closely his performance adhered to the script, has not altered the way in
which he and his masculinity are viewed.
With each of the soldiers, we see men striving to fit in, to be
accepted into the hegemonic masculinity of American society. Each has
many of the components of the ideal American male: one has a college
education; another, a family; all three (in the eyes of the U.S. Census
Bureau) are white. But this, in the end, makes no difference. Pink, Bazzi,

and Moriarty all try to more closely fit into the hegemony's ideal through
their military participation, and they fail to do so. The metaphorical chinks
in their masculinity are more important than what they have. Pink enacts his
military masculinity, and is reprimanded for it; Bazzi, whose story is
quintessentially American, remains a marginalized actor within even his own
unit; Moriarty, so desperate to have his military service alter the way he is
viewed, feels he is met with a vague acknowledgement and lack of
understanding. The military masculinity that all three soldiers invested in
was not able to provide them with the wider validation in the American
hegemonic masculinity. The film leaves the audience with a bitter subtext:
that regardless of a man's efforts to achieve full membership to the
hegemonic ideal, to perform his masculinity just as he is directed, it cannot
win him unqualified recognition as 'a man'.
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Goodnight and thank you, Evita:
The Sexualization of Eva Peron in Popular Culture and its
Implications
Leigh Courtney '10

Eva Peron, first lady of Peronist Argentina and a lasting national
icon, remains one of the most nationally and internationally mythologized
historical figures of Latin America. Her rapid rise to fame and political
power and the ways in which she comported herself in her public roles
inspired both fervent affection and intense hatred among Argentines.
Historians and anthropologists alike have extensively studied her life in an
effort to understand the origins and impetus of the Evita myth, and their
theories are many and diverse. Yet one common thread that unites these
studies is the observation that almost any discourse about Eva Peron includes
references to her sexuality, her womanhood, or the obj edification of her
body. A synthesis of these discourses reveals a popular fascination with the
sexual and female characteristics of Eva's power, both within Argentina and
internationally. Indeed, it seems that no discussion of Eva's power can be
entirely divorced from discussions of her sex or her gender. These themes
are consistently echoed in the many artistic reinterpretations of her life that
have emerged in the decades since her death from uterine cancer in 1952.
Most of these versions are "hastily concocted" and "nonscholarly," and
notable among them is the controversial Evita, a 1979 British musical by
Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice (Ciria 151).
Evita is an infamously "melodramatic remythologization" of the
life of Eva Peron and is based primarily on the polemical book The Woman
With the Whip: Eva Peron by Maria Flores (Savigliano 156). The musical is
perhaps the most outrageous—certainly the most widely known—version of
her story, and it has played an instrumental role in shaping popular
perceptions of her, especially internationally. The structure and lyrical
content of the musical present Eva as cunning, aggressive, and
hypersexual—particularly as a woman who uses her sexuality to gain power.
The musical has been largely responsible for the acceptance of this image of
her on a global scale. Yet the fact that the production's origins lie in the
work of Flores, an Argentine, indicates that these perceptions of Eva existed
long before Webber and Rice chose her as their protagonist. The musical,
then, is only one more manifestation—albeit a uniquely transformative
one—of the Evita mythology.
The consequences and implications of this sexualized mythology
are profound. Exaggerated narratives of Eva's manipulative and excessive
sexuality are symptomatic of two interwoven and highly problematic
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stereotypes, existing not only in Latin America, but also worldwide: first,
that female power is inevitably reliant upon sexuality, and second, that
female sexuality is more strongly motivated by power than by desire. In
order to explode these stereotypes, it is useful to closely examine the
assumptions about female power and sexuality made both in Argentina and
abroad with regard to the life story of Eva Peron, one of the most powerful
women in Latin American history.
Popular narratives of Eva's life begin with those of her childhood
and early adolescence, and even these have largely been articulated through
issues of sexuality, laying the groundwork for her hypersexualized public
image later on. Eva was born out of wedlock to a young and lower-class
woman named Juana Ibarguren and her lover, the bourgeois estanciero Juan
Duarte, who raised a middle-class family with his wife in addition to the five
children he fathered with Ibarguren (Fraser and Navarro 2-3). The cultural
climate of early-twentieth-century Argentina made Eva's illegitimacy a
defining feature of her identity, profoundly shaping the way in which she
was received by her local community and thus the way in which she
perceived herself. Some historians suggest that her mother's reputation as a
"kept woman" also reflected poorly on the morality of Eva and her sisters
within her community, leading villagers to accuse them of being "chicas
buscadoras, [...] tarts" (Fraser and Navarro 4). This may have helped to lay
the foundation of one of the most popular stories within the Evita
mythology: that of her departure from Junin and the beginning of her
professional career.
Most versions of Eva's life story suggestively link her relocation to
Buenos Aires with the name of tango singer Agustin Magaldi, who is said to
have met the 15-year-old Eva one night after performing in her hometown.
Many say that Magaldi facilitated Eva's move to the city, and most leap to
the conclusion that the two were embroiled in a short-lived affair. More
specifically, they imply that Eva, already a seductress at 15, used her
sexuality to win Magaldi's assistance. Webber and Rice's Evita makes full
use of this dubious rumor, stating unequivocally in its second song that
Magaldi "has the distinction of being the first man to be of use to Eva
Duarte." Fraser and Navarro explain,
Most accounts of Evita's life say that she fell in
love with the spotlit image of Magaldi or that she
decided to seduce him and use him; but that, in
either event, she was introduced to him, asked
him to take her to Buenos Aires, and when he
wavered, forced her way into his train
compartment and rode with him to the city, thus
leaving her family and becoming a married man's
mistress (11).
The likely reality is considerably less exciting: thorough historians have
produced considerable evidence that Magaldi never visited Junin that year,

or that even if he did, "his assistance was of the most innocuous kind"
(Fraser and Navarro 11). As Fraser and Navarro rather snidely comment, "It
is hard to understand what he would have seen in small, skinny Eva Maria"
(11). But indeed, the tale of the tango singer appears either too romantic or
too calculated to be true. Even so, people assumed otherwise, and this rumor
has proven utterly tenacious. Its symbolic significance is immense, for it
represents Eva as a woman willing to use her sexuality to exploit others for
her own benefit. The musical uses this rumor as the basis for its first
characterization of the young Eva, portraying her as hardened and
manipulative even in her early adolescence. When Magaldi suggests that her
ambition of moving to Buenos Aires is only a pipe dream, she responds
accusatorily,
All you've done to me,
Was that a young girl's fantasy?
I played your city games all right, didn't I?
I already know what cooks,
How the dirty city feels and looks
I tasted it last night, didn't I?
The story of Eva and Magaldi proved only the first in a long series
of sensational narratives about Eva's sexual exploitation of men as she
embarked on her life in Buenos Aires. Her detractors insinuate or assert
outright that as she pursued a career as an actress, she prostituted herself to
important men in the film industry. Flores accuses that "she changed her
allegiance as easily as she slid from one costume to the next" (40). Fraser
and Navarro relay claims that she became "aputita who slept around for
parts, [or] a courtesan who took presents and manipulated her admirers"
(24). These authors insist that "these images of her belong in the category of
fantasy," and that her success is attributable to the simple fact that "she had
learnt how things worked" (24). Yet others recognize that "however it
happened, it does seem that she was not without male company, and that
these men were often in a position to help her with her career" (Hall 234).
The musical once again latches onto this scandalous representation of Eva,
resulting in one of its most amusing yet most ungracious songs, "Goodnight
and Thank You." In this scene, Eva moves among men—beginning with the
tango singer—while the narrator sings of how "helpful" they have been:
Goodnight and thank you, Whoever
We are grateful you found her a spot on the sound radio
We'll think of you every time she's on the air
We'd love you to stay,
But you'd be in the way
So do up your trousers and go!
A closer look at historical evidence suggests that, more likely than not, Eva
did not "[use] her attractiveness and sexuality to help her climb the ladder of
success" to a greater extent than any aspiring actress of the era might have
done (Hall 234). In fact, some sources hint at her apparent "shyness about
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sex" (Fraser and Navarro 23). Furthermore, her growing popularity as an
actress and her increasing presence in the public eye made her an easy target
for the tabloids—like many actresses, "her sexual attractiveness was the
focus of what publicity she got" (Hall 235). But regardless of the truth or
fiction behind these stories, they have indelibly marked the story of her
success in a way that significantly discredits her achievements. The assertion
that Eva Peron, one of the most powerful woman in Argentine history, "slept
her way to the top" is indicative of widespread suspicion that a woman—
particularly a woman of her lower-class background—could achieve such
meteoric power without employing her sexuality. In seeking out the roots of
this phenomenon, one might look to Argentine machismo, which disregards
almost all notions of female power, with the exception of the mythologized
female power to seduce. Yet the persistence of this interpretation of Eva's
sexuality abroad indicates that Latin American machismo is not solely to
blame, but that rather, the assumption of a connection between female power
and sexuality exists almost universally. After all, it was the British musical
that most exploited this stereotype and pressed it upon countless audiences
outside of Argentina—where it was enthusiastically accepted.
As a result of widespread speculation about her sexual life, Eva's
reputation was already fairly provocative by the time Juan Peron met her.
The same critics who propagate tales of Eva's sexual manipulation,
including the musical, would have us believe that her interest in Peron was
identical to her interest in the men who had preceded him: calculated and
power-driven. In Evita, the scene in which the future president and first lady
of Argentina meet is enacted through a duet entitled "I'd Be Surprisingly
Good For You," in which Eva sashays up to Colonel Peron and sings:
It seems crazy, but you must believe
There's nothing calculated, nothing planned
Please forgive me if I seem naive
I would never want to force your hand,
But please understand
I'd be good for you—
I'd be surprisingly good for you.
Her proposition sounds more like a business plan than a romantic proposal,
and according to Webber and Rice, it is. Many accuse Eva of "scheming" to
marry Juan so as to appropriate his political power (Flores 67). Meanwhile,
they represent Juan's interest in Eva as nothing more than the sexual
infatuation he might have had for a prostitute. Although there are plenty of
reasons to doubt this, it is indisputable that Juan and Eva's relationship did
ultimately resemble a political partnership just as much—or more—as it did
a marriage. One of Flores's more astute observations is that Peron "was as
necessary to her as she was to him; she could get nowhere in that mandominated culture without the protection of a man" (86). Meanwhile, Eva
was instrumental in earning Peron the adoration of the masses through her
charisma and compelling ideology. Also, interestingly, Flores asserts that

having "so beautiful and vivacious a young woman utterly devoted, at least
outwardly, to himself and his career" was "very flattering to Peron's virility"
(Flores 87). This was evident when supporters began to congregate outside
the couple's window and chant, "Oligarcas a otraparte / Viva el macho de
Eva Duarte" suggesting that "the couple's sexual relationship emphasized
Juan Peron's masculinity and toughness" (Hall 238). Flores abruptly
concludes that their relationship was founded on a shared passion for power,
not passion for one another. She makes the highly questionable claim that
The ruthlessness of her character incited desire
rather than love, and although at this time and in
the first years of her marriage there was a
voluptuous quality in her which was later scalded
out, there was never any sign in her of that
relaxed contentment which comes from loving
and being truly loved (Flores 67).
Fraser and Navarro explain a similar rhetoric asserted by other critics:
Peron she had tolerated because he was soft
enough to pander to her drive for power, but she
had not loved him because she could not have
done so; she was strong, he was weak; 'he is the
woman and she is the man'—and with such an
inversion there could have been no real love
(Fraser and Navarro 179).
Even substantially more objective writers than Flores note that "their
marriage [...] served as [a model] for the couple's broader aims" (Deutsch
271). When Juan and Eva began living together before getting married, they
"challenged bourgeois morality," and "abhorrent as they were to the upper
and middle classes, Peron's sexual habits may have strengthened his appeal
to the lower" (Deutsch 280). Even more importantly, their relationship and
eventually their marriage "set the model for female Peronists to follow: Just
as Eva subordinated herself to Juan, women were to subordinate themselves
to their husbands, the Leader, and the movement" (Deutsch 276). Over time,
Eva and Juan projected an increasingly platonic public image, perhaps as a
conscious effort to dissociate Eva from rumors of her earlier hypersexuality.
According to J.M. Taylor, Eva orchestrated this shift in her image: "Not only
did she remain constantly and irreproachably faithful to Peron, but she
carefully muted the sexual element in her marriage," creating a "perfect
matrimony" (74). Taylor notes that later in their careers, Eva "affirmed,
through the books attributed to her authorship, that she and her husband
expressed their love for each other through their concern and love for the
descamisados of Argentina"—not through sex (74).
Despite this convincing evidence that the Perons' relationship was
largely a political tool, it seems overly simplistic to see any reality in Evita's
cynical version of their initial meeting, in which the two essentially establish
a pact based on mutual usefulness—Juan sings "I like what I hear, what I
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see, / And knowing me, /1 would be good for you, too"—rather than a
romance propelled by mutual attraction. Such an interpretation denies the
possibility that Eva was also drawn to Juan himself, not just his political
position—that she desired him, rather than simply offering herself as an
object of his desire. This theory, a continuation of the theme expressed in
earlier narratives about her sexual exploits, minimizes her agency as an
individual with sexual needs, relying instead on the archetype of the female
seductress who exercises—or seeks to acquire—power over men.
Contradictorily, even with the couple's assertion of their
commitment to politics as the basis of their relationship, Eva was unable to
shake her hypersexualized public image. Flores rather amusingly describes
how Argentina's upper classes articulated their extreme animosity through
rumors about her sexual life:
While they swore they disapproved of her only
because of her interference with politics and
because of the injustices committed in her name,
the basis of their resentment against her was
revealed in their preoccupation with her sexual
life. Their gossip attributed to her a licentiousness
the details of which neither their experience nor
their imagination could supply, and which no
woman's stamina could have withstood (101).
Once again, rumors of Eva's libertine past swept Argentina, particularly
among its elite. One ofEvita's more historically accurate songs, "Peron's
Latest Flame," illustrates this hostile discourse about Eva's sexuality. In the
scene, upper-class Argentines and members of the military express their
distaste for Eva and speculate about Peron's intentions toward her. The
soldiers sing,
Her only good parts are between her thighs
She should stare at the ceiling, not reach for the
skies
Or she could be his last whore
She should get into her head
She should not get out of bed
She should know that she's not paid
To be loud, but to be laid
The evidence suggests she has other interests
If it's her who's using him, he's exceptionally
dim
Slut!
Interestingly, Flores argues that, regarding aristocratic women, "the
vindictiveness of some of their gossip is perhaps accounted for by the fact
that Eva represented the 'other woman' in their marriages, who was tolerable
only while she remained obscure" (103). This argument proves compelling

when contextualized. Fraser and Navarro explore the social climate in which
"the fantasy that Evita was a prostitute" took hold:
It was based on assumptions about her 'obscure
past,' and it also reflected contemporary sexual
myths. The idea that prostitutes, far from being
exploited, possessed some mysterious power over
men, was widely adhered to. Because they were
not emotionally engaged in their sexual activities,
prostitutes were supposed to be able to enthrall
their victims and hold them powerless. [...] This
set of assumptions was readily applied to Evita
the more so because it seemed to validate the
contempt and fear Peron inspired, particularly
among the Argentine wealthy (46).
According to these authors, the power that Eva wielded over Peron and thus
over the Argentine people was perceived by her upper-class detractors as
primarily sexual—akin to the prostitute's—possibly because they could not
envision female power taking any other form.
Although Flores presents herself as an objective expert on Eva's
rise to power, it is not difficult to see that Flores's own views represent the
spiteful anti-Peronist rhetoric of the 1950s. She offers a biting analysis of
Eva's innermost feelings and motives, despite her inability to substantiate
any of them. Flores observes that Argentines of the 1940s and 1950s,
particularly men, disapproved of Eva "not so much because of the corruption
and illegality she has encouraged but because she is a woman in a position of
great power" (36). She claims that it was therefore "natural to the culture of
the society in which she now found herself that Eva should "use her sex as
a weapon" (36). In general, she states, "It is not surprising that the Argentine
woman should so often have regarded her sex as her only marketable
commodity;" and more specifically, that "it was only natural that Eva should
adjudge her opportunities by the use that she could make of men" (38-9).
Flores's observations about the social climate of this era are not inaccurate,
but her conclusions leave something to be desired. If we are to accept
Flores's cynical view of female sexuality in the 1940s and 1950s, we risk
reaching the unlikely conclusion that all female sexuality of the era was
"based on contrivance and subterfuge and all the hostility that that implies,"
once again ignoring the possibility that female sexual desire exists as
anything but an attempt to gain power (Flores 39).
An interesting development in the historical discourse on Eva Peron
was a growing belief, both in Argentina and internationally, that Eva could
be seen as a feminist figure. And indeed, one of the ways in which Eva
proved politically useful to Juan was as a seeming champion of women's
rights. Her stance on the rights of women and the proper relationship
between the sexes remains one of the most discussed aspects of Eva's career.
While some have lauded Eva as one of the first successful advocates for
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women's rights in Argentina, and herself a groundbreaking symbol of strong
female power, others have accused her of reinforcing gender norms behind a
thin fa9ade of feminist rhetoric. Her association with the women's rights
movement won her plenty of enemies among conservative Argentines, and it
is probable that, once again, their use of sexualized language to defame her
was a direct response to her unusual female power and the threat she seemed
to pose toward gender norms. Donna Guy observes that Peron's rise to
power "marked the moment in modern Argentine history when family, class,
and nation had to be re-examined" (207). She specifies, "Emerging as a
popularly elected president after years of authoritarian rule, Peron promised
a new political role for the working class and, through female suffrage and
Evita Peron's efforts to organize the Women's Peronist party, a new role for
women as well" (207). According to the Argentine elite, the new female role
that Eva embodied was aggressive, emotionless, and subversive of the
"healthy" relationship between the sexes. One politician famously accused
her of being "a woman who would stand by and see someone to whom she
had made love, whipped to death"—resulting in her unflattering reputation
as the Woman with the Whip (Fraser and Navarro 179). Critics like Flores
depicted her as "an utterly flat character of monomaniacal intensity,"
believing that everything Eva had achieved "was the result of a singleminded quest for revenge on the world, while she revenged herself on men
by seducing them in order to humiliate them" (Fraser and Navarro 179). It is
unsurprising, then, that they resorted to a discourse that represented Eva as a
heartless whore, hoping to discredit her promotion of new freedoms for
women, namely suffrage.
Yet conservative Argentines need not have worried as much as they
did, for Eva's feminism was only a diluted version of the revolutionary
movement that Socialist women's groups advocated. In fact, "Juan and Eva
were anxious to distinguish their movement from feminism," and "much of
Eva's gendered rhetoric served to justify her leadership and the roles of
Peronist women in nonthreatening terms" (Deutsch 272-3). Even as she
promoted suffrage and greater political participation for women, her
ideology remained bound to traditional assumptions about women and men,
and she was careful not to overstep those limitations. A close look at her
agenda reveals that although she ran the Peronist Women's Party, "urging
women into nontraditional roles, [...] at the same time, she positioned
herself and them as traditionally feminine" (Hall 243). Her political role
beside Juan mirrored her role in their marriage, which was decidedly
conservative. Her autobiography states that "the difference between herself
and her husband was that he was the one 'with the intelligence; I, with the
heart,'" and the slogan of the Peronist regime became "Peron cumple; Evita
dignifica" reinforcing the assumption that men are naturally intellectual
while women are naturally emotional (Taylor 11). Eva and Juan were careful
to emphasize the difference between their brand of women's rights and that
of the socially threatening feminist movement. Taylor explains, "The virtue

of the Peronist woman lay in never aspiring to supplant the opposite sex.
Rather, Peronist feminism represented an effort to take advantage of
women's own special identity and talents in order to better fill their
particular place in the world" (76). According to Peronist discourse, men and
women retained their natural-born differences, and women remained
subordinate to men—but they were encouraged to make the most of their
feminine attributes for the good of the country. The Perons asserted that, at
their most patriotic, "Argentine women would place God, country and Peron
above their individual desires" and their participation in politics would make
them all the more "feminine and attractive," not "masculine and
overbearing" (Carlson 189). Many Argentines swallowed this ideology, to
the dismay of genuine feminists (Hall 243). It is important to note that Eva's
advocacy of rights for women was not entirely empty; the Peron
administration did bring some concrete, positive changes for women, such as
offering them their own political party and thus a space in which to articulate
their needs and desires, as well as to be active outside the private sphere
(Deutsch 273). Nonetheless, as Sandra McGee Deutsch so astutely notes, "if
[...] leaders and the masses continue to define sex roles in traditional terms
and use this framework as a paradigm for the state and society, they may
undermine the entire process of political and social change"—and indeed,
the Perons' failure to challenge traditional sex roles prevented their
movement from being revolutionary in a way that would have truly benefited
women (260).
Still, Eva's role in winning certain rights for women was one of
many factors that won her vast public support, particularly from the working
class, during her short career. This support became so intense that Eva began
to take on the mythical status in public discourse that would come to define
her, especially after her death. In multiple ways, Eva became objectified by
her people, reduced to the purely symbolic and hyperbolic. For this reason,
her physical appearance and the changing condition of her body held
immense significance for Argentines both during her life and after her death.
In certain ways, Eva facilitated her own transformation from a simple
woman to a national icon, mainly by dressing the part. She adopted her
trademark bleach-blonde hair during her film career, and so it served as a
reminder of her sensational past even afterward. She was also known for her
eye-catching fashion, which lent her aristocratic glamour yet simultaneously
raised questions about her class and her moral character—as evidenced, for
example, by an infamous incident in which she wore a dress that bared one
shoulder while seated next to a church official. The rather bizarre
interpretation of Eva's appearance offered by Flores in The Woman with the
Whip reflects that of many Peron-era Argentines:
In appearance she was the apotheosis of the
demimondaine; there was a voluptuousness about
her that did not come from the prodigal display of
ornament alone but from the lushness of the flesh
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itself, as if that, in sympathy, had ripened with her
material success. [...] She displayed the smooth
curves of maturity and a softness and a
womanliness in her face that quite vanished later.
To the discriminating her appearance was vulgar;
beautiful as her clothes were they might have
been chosen for the star of some super-colossal
Hollywood production. Perhaps in this showy
array she found a needed reassurance, for none
could question her ability to wear such clothes to
their full advantage (110).
And indeed, it seems certain that Eva selected a wardrobe designed to
complement her desired image, whether it was that of a European-Argentine
aristocrat or, later, that of the saintly mother figure for her country's people.
Evita dramatizes Eva's preoccupation with her appearance in the song
"Rainbow High," in which she prepares for her so-called Rainbow Tour of
Europe:
I came from the people, they need to adore me
So Christian Dior me from my head to my toes
I need to be dazzling, I want to be Rainbow High
They must have excitement, and so must I!
The objectification and symbolic importance of Eva's body only
increased as her illness worsened. In her final days, Eva continued to be
paraded around Buenos Aires, wearing "a huge fur coat [that] concealed her
emaciated body and the framework of wire and plaster that kept her on her
feet" (Hall 250). Throughout the progression of her illness, Eva's doctors
never revealed to her the facts of her uterine cancer, "only that she had some
sort of'female problems'" (Hall 247). To some, it is symbolically significant
that Eva refused a hysterectomy—and there is reason to believe that she did
so because it would have seemed to her like a violation of her womanhood.
In this instance, and even more after her death, there was the pervasive
"implication that mutilating her body and endangering her health would
destroy or diminish her power," and this seems to reflect a belief on behalf
of Eva herself and of Argentines as a whole that there existed a "profound
relationship between her very womanhood and her political power" (Hall
246-7). The symbolism of Eva's cancer alone was profound, for the illness
rendered her sterile and thus unable to produce the kind of family that was so
highly valued in Argentina.
Yet the significance of Eva's living body never matched the
significance it acquired after death, when it was completely transformed in
the minds of Argentines into an object representing every last element of the
Evita mythology, from her purported spiritual power to her supposedly
liberal sexuality. The events following her death amplified this mythology to
an extreme degree; her corpse was immediately preserved before being
displayed to the Argentine masses as they paid their respects. Then, during

the coup that finally ousted Peron, the body was stolen and its whereabouts
remained unknown for almost two decades. Rumors abound that it was
ravaged by bands of anti-Peronists—specifically, that it was sexually abused.
Her body was considered "so potentially powerful" that when it was
recovered, it was placed in an impenetrable tomb (Hall 231). Fraser and
Navarro conclude their study of Eva with a description of her final resting
place: "It is an outwardly unimpressive tomb, but it is more than it appears to
be. [...] It reflects a fear: a fear that the body will disappear from the tomb
and that the woman, or rather the myth of the woman, will reappear" (192).
The reasons behind the fact that Eva's body assumed such cultural
significance during and after her life, to an extent that remains unmatched by
any other, are complex and debatable. Still, it does not seem unreasonable to
conclude that the process of Eva's objectification was closely tied to popular
beliefs about her sexuality. It is significant that Argentines—and eventually
foreigners as well—consistently placed such emphasis on her physical
appearance and the special "powers" that her body were thought to possess
as a result of its femaleness, from its sexual attractiveness to its motherly
qualities (or lack of them). Once again, the sexualization of Eva's body
seems to indicate that in popular culture both in Argentina and abroad,
female power could not—and cannot still—be conceptualized independently
of female sexuality.
Although we might perhaps hope to attribute this flawed conception
of power and female sexuality to the "backward" attitudes of the past, we
must face the fact that the Evita myth—and countless reincarnations of it—
persists today. Evita the musical did not emerge until the end of the 1970s,
almost three decades after Eva's death. In the same year, Jorge Luis Borges
was asked for his opinion of Eva Peron, and he replied that he considered her
a whore (Fraser and Navarro 181). Furthermore, we cannot allow ourselves
to attribute this sexism to Latin American machismo, for as Taylor confirms,
"the ethnographic literature in general supports] the idea that the qualities
thought to characterize the power of Eva Peron are linked both in Argentina
and in other cultures with ideas concerning female power in general" (13).
More specifically, in societies around the world, female power is considered
"informal and uninstitutionalized in contrast with the culturally legitimated
statuses and authority attributed to men," and "powerful or not, women and
their behaviour are seen as 'idiosyncratic and irrational,' 'emotional,'
'happy-go-lucky,' 'spontaneous and confused,' 'affective,' and 'expressive,'
deviant or manipulative" (Taylor 13). This is precisely the ideology that has
historically been applied to Eva Peron, who is remembered as possessing a
power that was "emotional and intuitive, violent, mystical,
uninstitutionalized" (Taylor 11). We can see this stereotype at work not only
in contemporary Latin America, but also in U.S. society today; consider, for
example, the popular discourse surrounding presidential candidate Hillary
Clinton and vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin in 2008. Rumors
circulated that Clinton was a lesbian, while excessive attention was paid to
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Palin's physical appearance. Meanwhile, the sexuality of male politicians
regularly goes unexamined. While certain elements of the popular discourse
on female power and sexuality may have shifted, it is clear that the two are
rarely separated in the collective consciousness—a pattern that threatens to
discredit the agency and desires of women worldwide. A closer study of
powerful females such as Eva Peron may help us to identify and counteract
the misleading connections we so often draw among women, power, and sex.
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The Meeting of Modernity and Antiquity in
How I Learned to Drive

A man drops to his knee and offers a young woman a ring.
Simultaneously, that young woman tells her partner that she can no longer
see him. In most plays, this scene would be either the comical high point of
a romantic comedy, or the touching conclusion of a dramatic love story. In
Paula Vogel's How I Learned to Drive, however, it gives you the heebiejeebies. This man is the young girl's uncle, and this scene is the conclusion
of their seven year affair that started when she was eleven years old. By the
time we get to this scene in the play, although we are repulsed by the
situation, we are also strangely sympathetic to the pedophile, and drawn into
this twisted relationship. The story of a young girl being sexually
manipulated by a grown-man is unfortunately one that we are all familiar
with, but ambiguity is the key to what makes this play unique. Paula Vogel
plays with various images of modernity and antiquity to create ambiguity
surrounding the relationship of Li'l Bit and Peck in her Pulitzer Prize
winning play, How I Learned to Drive; contrasting elements of the
production design are meshed together, and character motifs are juxtaposed
to create a recurring pattern of antiquity and modernity clashing and
resolving into an ambiguity which complicates the difficult themes of this
play.
To create a tension in the theatrical design of the play, Vogel
reaches back into the annals of theatrical history and pulls out the Greek
Chorus to use as a device. Today, theatrical and historical scholars are still
debating how the chorus was used and what its true purpose was because we
have so few records about what performances were really like (Weiner 205).
Some things are clear to us, though, such as the role of the Chorus in
supporting the storyline. We know from the texts passed down to us that the
Chorus did not create the story, but rather supported it. They were there to
act as a sounding board for the characters (Arnott 27). Vogel uses the
Chorus in much the same way in her play by setting up the Chorus as the
body of characters surrounding Peck and Li'l Bit. The Greek Chorus, as it is
called in How I Learned to Drive, calls for a male in his 30-40s, a woman in
her 30-50s, and a teenage girl, age 21-25, who can look as young as possible.
These three actors play all of the supporting parts in the show, including the
mother, grandmother, grandfather, aunt, and taunting classmates. They are
important because they help shape the situation, but they do not propel the
story forward. Li'l Bit is responsible for the narration of the show and its
progression, and the Chorus is just there to give Li'l Bit and Peck a
framework.

One of the jobs of the original Greek Chorus was to announce
deaths or bring in dead bodies during performances to navigate the three
unities of Greek Theater. The convention of the unity of time, place, and
action meant that most of the fighting, suicides, murders, and deaths that
happened in Greek tragedies took place offstage and then were announced by
the Chorus. For example, in The Trojan Women, when Andromache's son,
Astyanax, is condemned to death and murdered, he is taken away, and then
his body is carried back onto the stage on a shield. This convention avoided
the complexity of staging deaths and theatrical events in an open arena with
limited technical equipment (Arnott 12). In today's age of theatre
technology, killing an entire army onstage can be done with the push of a
button, but Vogel chooses instead to employ a minimalist approach and use
the Greek Chorus to avoid depicting much of the graphic nature of Li'l Bit
and Peck's relationship. At the very end of the play, when we finally go
back to the very beginning of the molestation, the voice of young Li'l Bit is
performed by the Young Female Greek Chorus member, who is much
younger than the actress playing Li'l Bit. In a way, the graphic molestation
of a young girl is announced by the Chorus, and all we see is two adults on
stage, one of whom represents the child.
Vogel chooses to further the ambiguous feeling of the play by
employing a modern, minimalist approach with the set along with her use of
the Greek Chorus. The set and staging convey the sexual relationship
between Li'l Bit and Peck without being overly graphic. For example, the
first scene of the play is just the two characters sitting in chairs next to each
other, supposedly in a parked Buick, facing forward so that all gestures are
pantomimed to the front of the house. The sexual and intimate encounter
taking place in the car loses much of its charge when the element of actual
touch is removed. Vogel bookends the play with scenes about Li'l Bit and
Peck in the car involving him touching her in some way, but the middle of
the play consists of discreet encounters void of physical interaction.
Certainly there is a sexual charge between the characters and sexual
underpinnings in the conversation, but there is a significant lack of sexual
action happening during the course of the play. By side-stepping much of
the graphic nature of the relationship, Vogel casts it in an ambiguous light:
we are focused on the feelings the characters have for each other because
that is what we are seeing, not the inappropriate contact between an older
man and a younger girl.
The minimalist set also opens up the opportunity for the technical
design of the show to become a more important aspect of the production. In
her script, Vogel includes stage directions about music, projection slides,
traffic signs, and overhead announcements that all go against any suggestion
of a standard set construct. In her production notes, she encourages that the
Greek Chorus be used as part of the environment for the show, and that
technology be played with as much as possible. It seems at first that
incorporating these very modern and almost avant-garde theatrical elements
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would clash too much with the traditional Greek Chorus, but in a way the
bare, traditional Greek approach to theater has become the new, modern
vision by deconstructing sets and veering away from the realistic. Most
scholars agree that the original Greek Chorus was intended to be an
ensemble that sang and danced, although how and to what extent no one
knows (Weiner 205). But no matter how they were dancing, it is obvious the
point of their theatrics was to set different emotional tones for different parts
of the play. Their singing and dancing was a break from the monotony of
long, dramatic monologues, and created an interlude during which the
audience could rest. The chorus created a feeling for the audience through
their performance that enhanced the audience's experience of the actors'
performances (Kitto 7). In much the same way, Vogel's Chorus, combined
with modern effects such as music and slideshows, creates an ambiguous
feeling in the play due to this clash of modernity and antiquity. The historic
theatrical device of using a Greek chorus is used in tandem with a modern
approach to staging, sound, and technical design to create an uncomfortable
environment for a very uncomfortable story.
This modern approach to portraying a story about one of the oldest
problems in human history sheds a new light on an all too familiar situation.
By positioning the characters in a set that allows for them to show the
intricacies of their relationship through means other than physical
interaction, we see the ambiguity of the situation emerge. In a way, it is this
very ambiguity and lack of graphic visuals that makes us feel the most
uncomfortable about How I Learned to Drive. There is a part of us that
wants Peck to be happy, and wants the love story to have a happy ending,
but we recognize the repulsiveness of that idea at the same time. It becomes
far too easy at time to forget that this play is about pedophilia and incest, two
of the biggest taboos in our culture (Coen 30). This momentary hesitation to
condemn Uncle Peck that we experience is the most unsettling thing about
this play.
Vogel further propels the theme of antiquity versus modernity
through her representation of Peck and Li'l Bit with symbols and motifs.
The most conspicuous motif throughout the play is the recurring references
to driving. Written into the script are numerous allusions to cars and driving,
and Vogel suggests that signs and music be used that will evoke such
memories. She creates a rhythm in the play by interspersing two different
patterns of vocalizations throughout the play in a back-and-forth system.
The story is punctuated by the regular interruption of the Voice making
reminders about safe driving tips, and this is balanced by the narration by
Li'l Bit of where we are going in time. This lurching back and forth
immediately puts one to mind of driving in a stick-shift.
The symbol of the car does not only represent Li'l Bit's position in
time, but also represents her. When Peck first begins to legitimately teach
Li'l Bit how to drive, he insists that she learn to drive like a man. The
subtext of his speech is "the best offense is a good defense," and "there's no

crying in baseball." The ambiguity of their relationship is played up in this
scene because Li'l Bit begins to flirt with her uncle, and he gently chastises
her, explaining that it is important for her to pay attention to the task at hand.
The wildness of the car and the giddiness of Li'l Bit make for a nice parallel,
but the metaphor goes beyond their temperaments and extends into how
Peck views them. When Li'l Bit asks Peck why the car is a she, he says:
Good question. It doesn't have to be a "she"—but when
you close your eyes and think of someone who responds to
your touch—someone who performs just for you and gives
you what you ask for—1 guess I always see a "she." You
can call her what you like. (Vogel 34)
This is blatant evidence of the way Peck views both women and Li'l Bit, but
what is particularly interesting is that Li'l Bit replies (to us), "1 closed my
eyes—and decided not to change the gender" (Vogel 35). She internalizes
what Peck says so deeply that she views not only herself but all other
feminine things as malleable and susceptible to the will of others. Looking
back at Peck's answer a second time, however, brings out a few more points
of interest. He begins by disarming her with a compliment and praise for her
intelligence, and by admitting he could be wrong. After he explains his
reasoning, he gives Li'l Bit the option to choose her own pronoun for the car,
but phrases it in a way that reinforces his decision to call it a she. Peck
manipulates Li'l Bit in that situation in the same way that he describes
manipulating the car, thus putting Li'l Bit and the car on the same level.
In a more positive way, Li'l Bit equates herself with the car,
bringing up Vogel's recurring theme of modernity. The car is meant to be
something new, exciting, and youthful in this play. At the end, Peck buys a
new Cadillac El Dorado as a gift for Li'l Bit, but it is also for himself, both
as something he has always wanted, and as a way to get her to go driving
with him. The car is Peck's offering to Li'l Bit, and his way of keeping her
reigned in, but in the end, she reclaims the car as a symbol for herself and
her freedom. All of the cars in this play are described as capable, fast,
steady, not old clunkers that are about to fall apart. In the end, Li'l Bit says
that after her uncle first molested her, she retreated from her body and into
her head, but she says, "The nearest sensation I feel—of flight in the body—
I guess I feel when I'm driving" (Vogel 57). Her description of driving in
the car at the end of the play involves crisp weather, a radio, highways and,
in general, a very modern image of travel. The car continues to be an image
of modernity and allows Li'l Bit to hold on to some of the youth she lost by
being in such an unhealthy relationship with her uncle. It gives her the
opportunity to drive away.
If Li'l Bit is representative of the future, the car, and modernity,
then Peck is obviously the foil to that, representing age and antiquity. He
lusts after the car in the same that he lusts after Li'l Bit, hoping that she will
make him younger. In fact, the play begins with a monologue from Li'l Bit
describing the night air as "the kind of night that makes a middle-aged man
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with a mortgage feel like a country boy again" (Vogel 9). Peck tries to
position his age as maturity, and hide his advances behind a pretense of
Southern charm. In some ways, though, he really is stuck in the past.
Multiple times throughout the play Peck refers to the way things used to be,
and a desire for the good old days. He even becomes nostalgic about a time
and place that is only reminiscent to where he grew up. When Li'l Bit and
Peck go out to celebrate her getting her driver's license, he says, "This
establishment reminds me a lot of places back home" (Vogel 17). Peck
makes a big show out of telling Li'l Bit the history of the town and the
restaurant, and ordering her a drink. He further embeds himself in the past
and antiquity by explaining the gentleman's code:
In South Carolina, like here on the Eastern Shore,
they're—"European." Not so puritanical. And very
understanding if gentlemen wish to escort very attractive
young ladies who might want a before-dinner cocktail. If
you want one, I'll order one (Vogel 18).
Peck is nostalgic for a time and a system that would have been accepting of
his relationship with Li'l Bit and condone his behavior publicly. However,
by always looking back, he is not allowing himself to see the troubled
relationship that is in front of him.
By always playing the Southern gentleman, Peck puts up a shield
from others accusing him of being too forceful, or perhaps to keep himself
from being too forceful. His mask of propriety is something he really
believes in, which complicates the situation because it keeps him from
seeing that what he is doing is wrong. Over and over, Peck reminds Li'l Bit
that they will only go as far as she is willing or comfortable to go. He tells
her that if she is not ready for something, they will not do it and, in his
defense, he keeps his word—at least as far as we see. Through the entire
play, we do not see any of those things happening between Li'l Bit and Peck,
which adds to the ambiguity and the tension of the play. This is undercut,
however, by the end when we see their first car ride together, and see some
kind of molestation take place. We also see Li'l Bit's mother warn her about
her uncle, but Li'l Bit insists on going to the beach with him. This kind of
back and forth volley is repeated over and over throughout the play, not only
in the dialogue, but also in the themes the reader and audience see recurring.
For example, when Li'l Bit confronts Peck about his drinking, she offers
spending time with her as a reward for his not drinking anymore. But by
offering such a gift, she puts a lot of power in his hands that he could hold
over her head—she is now constantly faced with the threat of his beginning
to drink again. This constant undercutting is the ambiguity that Paula Vogel
so painstakingly creates through the tension between modernity and
antiquity in the relationship between Li'l Bit and Peck.
We see this back and forth pattern played out on a larger scale
through the scenes of the play. For example, the scene where Li'l Bit gets
drunk and Peck takes care of her is directly followed by the scene where

Peck goes fishing with Bobby, which is directly followed by the scene where
the family has a conversation about orgasms and Grandfather chasing
Grandmother around. There is a rhythm to the order of these scenes:
dialogue, monologue, dialogue; but beyond the pacing there is a pattern in
the degree of sexual tension in each scene. The first scene seems to end well
with Peck saying he will respect Li'l Bit even when she is drunk, but then
during the one-sided conversation with Bobby things become more and more
uncomfortable until, as Ben Brantley puts it, "[It] is an act of mercy... that
the scene ends just as he begins to stroke Bobby's head" ("Pedophile"). The
current of sexual innuendos and underpinnings lightens up when the play
switches back to the scene with the family discussing orgasms. This
constant tension reinforces the ambiguity and uncertainty that the audience
feels about what is happening in the relationship between Peck and Li'l Bit.
After maintaining such tension for the entire play, it is kind of Paula
Vogel to write a conclusion that offers some resolution. With the same care
that she showed in walking the line by writing a sympathetic story about a
pedophile, she allows Li'l Bit—and us—to forgive Peck for what he did.
With age, Li'l Bit gains wisdom and insight into what made her uncle do the
things he did: "Now that I'm old enough, there are some questions I would
have liked to have asked him. Who did it to you, Uncle Peck? How old were
you? Were you eleven?" (Vogel 54). We feel like it is okay to pity him
because of his sad demise and, more importantly, because Li'l Bit forgives
him. With amazing composure, Li'l Bit comes to terms with the fact that she
loved her uncle, but that what they did was wrong, and then she moves on
from it. If Peck really was a victim of abuse as a child, then Li'l Bit learns to
end the cycle with forgiveness. The clashing chord of modernity and
antiquity finds a resolution at the end of the play, so that the ambiguity fades
away, and Li'l Bit is left on a good note. This unconventional play
approaches a delicate subject with great skill and a small degree of
trepidation, but thankfully, in the end, there is peace.
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Lacan 's Linguistic Masculinity and the Metaphysical Female
in The Things They Carried
Jamie Marie Wagner '10

The American war in Vietnam in the 1960s and 70s differed
enormously from wars fought by American soldiers in the 200 years before,
and its consequences for the American ideology and way of life were
monumental to the history of Western development. Whereas men of
previous wars were notably united behind coherent patriotic goals and
identifiable moral motives, the soldiers sent to Vietnam were young,
unwilling to fight, unclear of the purpose of their occupation, and doomed to
a slow, humiliating failure. Whereas Joe L. Dubbert, in his book A Man's
Place: Masculinity in Transition, synthesizes the hegemonic masculinity - or
"manliness" - in the historical and sociological context of the Civil War with
a quote by Ralph Waldo Emerson - "Nothing could be more manly than
actually going into combat to fight for high principles" (57) - Tim O'Brien,
in his 1990 composite novel, The Things They Carried, finds it impossible to
identify a unified motivating principle in the American soldiers with whom
he fought in Vietnam: "Men killed, and died, because they were embarrassed
not to. It was what had brought them to the war in the first place, nothing
positive, no dreams of glory or honor, just to avoid the blush of dishonor.
They died so as not to die of embarrassment" (21). As a result, it seems that
the fundamental fear and uncertainty of the war in Vietnam was itself an
intensely emasculating force in the lives of the men who served there.
Elsewhere in the 1970s, while attempting to develop an understanding
of what defines the archetypal woman - or rather to trace the process of how
she becomes a woman - a number of prominent French philosophers focused
their critical attention as much on linguistic theory as on psychoanalysis.
While Sigmund Freud, in a 1933 lecture on "Femininity," had drawn
attention to what he referred to as the "enigma" of the woman, his
psychoanalysis was reexamined in the 1960s and 70s by Jacques Lacan, who
attempted to give an explanation of that which Freud had left undecided.
Feminist theorist Luce Irigaray, on the other hand, rejected psychoanalytic
theory completely, insisting that the "enigma" of the woman as evidenced by
Freud does not come from a default - or even from a lack - in the nature of
the woman which renders her incomprehensible, but rather from a fault in
the discourse itself, as Freud tries to describe the woman with an essentially
masculine discourse that does not correspond to reality. Even so, a close
examination of Lacan's theory may lend insight into the writing of Tim
O'Brien in The Things They Carried, as his particular discourse may
continue to employ the masculine biases implemented by Lacan and
evidenced by Irigaray. In many ways, it seems that the very act of story35

telling in O'Brien's novel is a means by which men attempt to reassert their
masculinities, by reorganizing and reexamining the realities of their
experiences to search for coherence in their themes.
In her 1974 article, "Blind Spot on an Old Dream of Symmetry,"
Irigaray takes on a careful critical reading of Freud's "Femininity." To begin
his lecture, she finds that Freud speaks more about biology than
psychoanalysis, asserting that the "enigma" of the woman arises when her
social and psychological characteristics do not correspond to the passivity
expected of her generally as a result of the passive role of the woman in the
process of reproduction. According to Freud, the "psychological character"
must follow the model of sexual relations: "In coitus, the man and the
woman mimic the type of relationship between the spermatozoa and the
ovule: the male pursues the female that suits him" (Irigaray 12; translation is
my own). Freud goes on by asserting, "we thus reduce, in the psychological
point of view, the character of masculinity to the sole factor of aggression,"
and we can conclude that the character of femininity reduces similarly to the
factor of passivity. As a result, Freud claims, "it is the mother, in all that
concerns human sexuality, who serves as the paradigm of femininity in the
debate on the relation between the masculine/feminine and active/passive
couplings" (13). He notes particularly that, while the woman must remain
passive according to her function in the sexual act, the process of lactation the production of milk for a child - represents an example of a "productive
activity" and is thus "a challenge to the phallic power."
Irigaray critiques the discourse of Freud by emphasizing how he
approaches sexuality and reproduction in terms of an economy, where the
phallus, as a producer, gives all power to the man, "the woman being only
the receptacle which passively receives his product" (16). In Irigaray's
analogy, "the uterus" represents the "farmland, factory, bank in which he
will deposit his semen-capital in order that it might germinate, multiply, and
fructify" (16). Importantly, as well, the woman in this economic system has
no "claim" to "the property or the product," since she is "only 'passively'
subjected to reproduction" (16). In this case, it is not that the woman
naturally inhabits the passive position described by Freud, but that the
linguistic system employed by psychoanalysis affords her no choice
otherwise.
To search for an alternative to the economic discourse of Freud,
which valorizes the phallus, we turn to the linguistic theosophy of Jacques
Lacan, who begins with the central establishment ofjouissance - a French
word meaning enjoyment with a marked sexual connotation. "Thought is
jouissance," Lacan asserts in a series of seminars from 1972-3. "This is what
carries analytic discourse" (66; translation is my own). Essentially, he goes
on to say, to speak is to express, by a system of signs, the unconscious mind.
By speaking, we give voice to the unconscious, we manifest it and we
understand it. What's more, since, according to Freud, unconscious thought
is primarily occupied with desire, Lacan asserts that to speak is to manifest

desire, to speak is to manifest sexual pleasure. While there is, of course, in
the theosophy of Lacan, the jouissance of the phallus which allows man to
understand himself, to express his desires and to thereby manifest his
unconscious character, the woman, lacking a phallus proper to herself, is
incapable of exercising phallic jouissance. The result, according to Lacan, is
that the woman cannot express herself and thus that man cannot understand
her.
Nevertheless, to go further in his study of the woman, Lacan
proposes that there is, in fact, a "supplementary jouissance" - a pleasure
which is "not phallic" by which the woman may manifest her unconscious although "maybe she herself knows nothing of it" (68-9). Principle to
identifying the nature of the female jouissance, it is necessary to understand
that, in the theosophy of Lacan, language precedes man. "The person," he
writes, "is always the discourse of the master" (65). Essentially - and among
other things - he means that all personal identity comes from the
unconscious and manifests itself by language. However, a contradiction
arises when we apply the same theory to the woman: although Lacan insists
that she cannot explain herself with language because she is incapable of
phallic jouissance, the woman is markedly manifested in the world as a
woman. If all that exists begins with language, how can there exist
something which language cannot explain? In response to this contradiction,
Lacan proposes the existence of ajouissance which is not phallic. Because it
does not come from the conventional masculine discourse - that which
explains man — Lacan believes his other jouissance is in fact a jouissance of
the "Other" - that is to say, of God, of a mystical force outside material
comprehension. Where Freud had found his discourse insufficient to
understand the woman, Lacan concludes that there exists something
spiritual, mysterious and inaccessible outside the discourse of man which
may be able to explain her.
In The Things They Carried, Tim O'Brien explores the often
frightening and confusing possibility of a loss of language, which renders a
man incapable of understanding others, of being understood by others and of
understanding himself. In his piece, "How to Tell a True War Story,"
Mitchell Sanders recounts an incident where several American men on an
all-night listening-post operation are haunted by the mysterious sounds of a
"big swank gook cocktail party somewhere out there in the fog" (74).
Importantly, what frightens the men is their inability to identify the source or
the meaning of the sounds: "All these different voices. Not human voices,
though. Because it's the mountains... the rock, it's talking. And the fog, too,
and the grass and the goddamn mongooses. Everything talks... the whole
country... Nam - it truly talks. The guys can't cope. They lose it" (74). In
"The Ghost Soldiers," O'Brien describes "what terror was" in terms of a loss
of human identity: "You slip out of your own skin, like molting, shedding
your own history and your own future, leaving behind everything you ever
were or wanted or believed in" (211). According to Lacan, this whole
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understanding of personal identity is that which we manifest through
language and thereby comprehend. As a result, as O'Brien finds, a man loses
himself when he loses his ability to speak, when "all [he] can do is whimper
and wait" (211).
What's more, O'Brien relates the terrifying possibility of lost
language directly to a mystical quality in Mary Anne in "The Sweetheart of
the Song Tra Bong." As Mark Fosse and his friends approach the Special
Forces area after Mary Anne has been seen returning with the Greenies, they
hear a mysterious music - "a chaotic, almost unmusical sound, without
rhythm or form or progression, like the noise of nature" — accompanied by "a
woman's voice... half singing, half chanting, but the lyrics seemed to be in a
foreign tongue" (108). What's more, when Fosse finally confronts Mary
Anne inside the tent, he finds that "at the girl's throat was a necklace of
human tongues... elongated and narrow... one overlapping the next, the tips
curling upwards as if caught in a final shrill syllable" (110). In this way,
Fosse's complete inability to understand the change in Mary Anne is likened
directly to both the absence of masculine language and a mythical,
inaccessible language belonging only to women: "In the darkness there was
that weird tribal music, which seemed to come from the Earth itself, from the
deep rain forest, and a woman's voice rising up in a language beyond
translation" (112). Mary Anne herself expresses the impossibility of Fosse's
comprehension with her first words to him in the tent: "There's no sense
talking" (111).
Throughout The Things They Carried, there are a number of other
women whom O'Brien characterizes by both silence and mystery. In the
story "Style," for example, the men come upon a young Vietnamese girl
whose family lies inside the house, "dead and badly burned" (135). As the
men drag the family out, "the girl danced with her eyes half closed, her feet
bare... sometimes making a slow twirl, sometimes smiling to herself."
O'Brien notes that "she put the palms of her hands against her ears, which
must've meant something," and Azar becomes obsessed with the girl,
frequently asking, "Why's she dancing?" reiterating, "I don't get it," and
concluding, "Probably some weird ritual" (136). Importantly, as the mystery
of the girl becomes more disturbing to the men, O'Brien's description of her
becomes more mythical: "The girl went up on her toes and made a slow turn
and danced through the smoke. Her face had a dreamy look, quiet and
composed." Mary Anne, as well, as she becomes more infatuated with the
war, begins to take "crazy, death-wish chances - things that even the
Greenies balked at" (115). In this way, the stranger and more distant she
seems to the men, the more terrifying and even ethereal she becomes:
On occasion, when they were taken under fire, Mary Anne
would stand quietly and watch the tracer rounds snap by, a
little smile at her lips, intent on some private transaction
with the war. Other times she would simply vanish
altogether - for hours, for days... If you believe the

Greenies, Rat said, Mary Anne was still somewhere out
there in the dark. Odd movements, odd shapes... and a
couple of times they saw her sliding through the shadows.
Not quite, but almost. She had crossed to the other side.
(116)
When confronted with deeper metaphysical mysteries, O'Brien has a
tendency to manifest his struggle to comprehend in feminized bodies, even
those belonging to male characters. In "The Man I Killed," for example,
O'Brien expresses his painful regret and fear of death by imagining the
background of a young, dead Vietnamese man: "His eyebrows were thin and
arched like a woman's, and at school the boys sometimes teased him about
how pretty he was, the arched eyebrows and long shapely fingers, and on the
playground they mimicked a woman's walk and made fun of his smooth
skin" (127). In the story "Church," where the American men consider the
sanctity of a Batangan temple and the virtues of spiritual life, O'Brien
introduces two old Vietnamese monks, both exhibiting arguably feminine
characteristics and actions: "Each morning the two monks brought us
buckets of water. They giggled when we stripped down to bathe; they smiled
happily when we soaped up and splashed one another" (119).
Of course, O'Brien's tendency to examine mysterious, painful, and
spiritual topics as embodied in female characters began when he was nine
years old, as he notes in the final story of his book, "The Lives of the Dead."
Here, O'Brien describes a fantasy encounter he had in grade school after the
death of a girl in his class: "It was a dream, I suppose, or a daydream, but I
made it happen. I saw her coming down the middle of Main Street, all
alone... A nine-year-old girl, just a kid, and yet there was something ageless
in her eyes - not a child, not an adult -just a bright ongoing everness" (238).
Importantly, however, although the metaphysical description of women in
O'Brien's writing may be suggestive of the higher comprehension made
possible by the preternatural feminine language as described by Lacan, it is
clear that O'Brien's ideology is very much rooted in the one fundamental
supposition so criticized by Irigaray: that language - the conventional
masculine language employed by patriarchal society - should have the
power to disclose the full meaning of everything.
O'Brien explains his writing process in The Things They Carried:
By telling stories, you objectify your own experience. You
separate it from yourself. You pin down certain truths. You
make up others. You start sometimes with an incident that
truly happened, like the night in the shit field, and you
carry it forward by inventing incidents that did not in fact
occur but that nonetheless help to clarify and explain.
(158)
In this way, O'Brien writes and rewrites the same stories - as "Speaking of
Courage," "Notes," "In the Field" and "Field Trip" each examine the death
of Kiowa and its meaning to the men who were there - in order to reorganize
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his reality, in an attempt to understand it. "What stories can do," he explains
later, "is make things present. I can look at things 1 never looked at. I can
attach faces to grief and love and pity and God" (180). Rat Kiley, in fact,
does the same thing: "Whenever he told the story, Rat had a tendency to stop
now and then, interrupting the flow, inserting little clarifications or bits of
analysis and personal opinion... Rat Kiley couldn't help it. He wanted to
bracket the full range of meaning" (106). So much does O'Brien believe in
the ability of language and story-telling to sort out the truth in human
experience, he attributes Norman Bowker's suicide to his inability to
articulate his thoughts after the war: "What you should do, Tim," Bowker
writes in "Notes," "is write a story about a guy who feels like he got zapped
over in that shithole... This guy wants to talk about it, but he can't... I'd
write it myself except I can't ever find any words, if you know what I mean,
and I can't figure out what exactly to say" (157). O'Brien's story "Speaking
of Courage" is entirely dedicated to Bowker's desire to explain his
experience in Vietnam and the complete impotence he feels as a result of his
inability. In this way, according to O'Brien, being at a loss for words is not
only being at a loss for understanding but also at a loss for masculinity.
Notably, Tim O'Brien's The Things They Carried is not a linear
novel recounting an explicit struggle and a victory in war. Instead, his
collection of stories is circular and emotional, the on-going attempt of one
man to reorganize his entire personal history in order to understand the
meaning of its broadest themes: love, death, violence and friendship among
them. While this circular logic is often regarded as an Eastern process of
thought, and really a more feminine, cyclical ideology - in comparison with
the straight-forward, linear thinking more commonly recognized as Western
and masculine - in light of Luce Irigaray's critique of conventional
understanding as closed and phallo-centric, as well as Jacques Lacan's
hypothesis of the unspoken, metaphysical nature of woman, it is well
possible to assert that O'Brien's circular writing is less the employment of a
feminine form than an attempt to reestablish his masculinity by searching for
a conclusive understanding of his emasculating experiences in Vietnam. In
"How to Tell a True War Story" - where O'Brien recounts Rat Kiley's
frustrated attack on a young water buffalo after the death of his best friend the author explains,
Now and then, when I tell this story, someone will come
up to me afterward and say she liked it. It's always a
woman. Usually it's an older woman of kindly
temperament and humane politics. She'll explain that as a
rule she hates war stories; she can't understand why people
want to wallow in all the blood and gore... What I should
do, she'll say, is put it all behind me. Find new stories to
tell.
I won't say it but I'll think it.
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I'll picture Rat Kiley's face, his grief, and I'll think You
dumb cooze...
All you can do is tell it one more time, patiently, adding
and subtracting, making up a few things to get at the real
truth... You can tell a true war story if you just keep on
telling it. (84-5)
In this instance we can see conclusively that O'Brien refuses to put his
experiences behind him, refuses to find solace in anything but constantly
repeating his stories in the attempt to reach some coherent understanding.
According to Lacan and Irigaray, this insistence on the complete truth of
established language is a flaw in masculine thought, one that leads to
contradictions like Freud's "enigma" of the woman. His interjection, then "You dumb cooze" - is not only his nostalgic nod to the characteristic slang
of an old friend, but the breaking through of his own frustration. Unable to
fulfill his desire to make sense of his emasculating war experiences through
story-telling, O'Brien falls back on a time-honored technique of reasserting
masculinity: the degradation of the female.
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Power and Presentation: Comparing Juliet in Baz
Luhrmann's William Shakespeare's Romeo + Juliet
and William Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet
Maddie Weinland '10

Romeo and Juliet remains one of Shakespeare's most popular
works, read by everyone from high school students to Shakespeare scholars.
Throughout the years, many film adaptations of the play have been released,
luring many into the fascinating tragedy of two teenage lovers who commit
suicide. Shakespeare's play shows the evolution of these two characters,
Romeo and Juliet, and their untimely death in each others arms. The
character of Juliet is particularly interesting within the play; she is not in the
play as much as Romeo, yet she is developed as a character to a greater
extent. Shakespeare's Juliet is first portrayed in the play as the ideal
Renaissance woman: obedient, chaste, and quiet. Also, she is compared to
celestial and heavenly images at the beginning, showing her purity and
innocence. However, as the tragedy continues, she begins to gain power,
voicing her opinion more and more, and ultimately taking complete power
over her life by ending it. Meanwhile, as she progresses into a stronger
woman, the imagery associated with her changes to more physical, earthly
comparisons. While some versions of the play replicate Shakespeare's text
word for word and show this progression of Juliet's character, others slightly
alter the work in order to provide an alternative vision of the story. In Baz
Luhrmann's film William Shakespeare's Romeo + Juliet, the character of
Juliet changes from a pure, heavenly figure into a more physical, earthly
creature; this pattern mirrors Shakespeare's transformation of Juliet;
however, it lacks the steady increase of Juliet's power that Shakespeare
presents in the original text.
The first scene that gives a depiction of Juliet's character is in the
first act. In scene three, her mother comes to tell her about Paris and his
intentions to marry her. She tells Juliet to "Read o'er the volume of young
Paris' face" and look at his fine qualities (Romeo and Juliet 1.3.81). Juliet, a
young girl only thirteen years old, listens to her mother and promises to meet
him and see if she likes him. She says, "I'll look to like, if looking liking
move" and agrees to give Paris a chance (1.3.97). In this scene, Juliet is
shown as the perfect Renaissance woman; she is obedient to her parents, is
quiet throughout most of the scene except for several one-line answers, and
is allowing her parents to guide her towards a proper marriage. Her mother
leaves this scene pleased with Juliet and is content with her child's behavior.
In the Baz Luhrmann movie, Juliet sits on her bed and attentively
listens while her mother tells her of her intended fiance. She laughs with her
nurse, seems interested in her mother's plans, and ultimately doesn't fight
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the idea of having a husband. The actress that plays Juliet in this film, Claire
Danes, was seventeen at the time of production, making her appear
obviously older than a thirteen year old. Her features are more defined and
mature than a prepubescent girl's, so the audience greets her with more of an
expectation for maturity than they do in the play. Since she appears older and
her age isn't discussed in the movie as it is in the text, the viewers also
assume that she will act older and more mature in her decisions. Also, she
wears white, signifying her purity and innocence. As Michael Anderegg says
in his article, "James Dean Meets the Pirate's Daughter: Passion and Parody
in William Shakespeare's Romeo + Juliet and Shakespeare in Love." Juliet
"appeals to a special kind of nostalgia for girlhood innocence, not so much
as lost but never available in the first place" (Anderegg 61). She is an
impossible dream of purity and simplicity. She reflects Shakespeare's
portrayal of Juliet as an obedient daughter at the beginning of the play; she is
visualized as a mature, innocent teenager that gets along with her parents and
is obedient to them (William Shakespeare's Romeo + Juliet).
After Romeo and Juliet meet in the text, Juliet's power
transformation begins. In the famous balcony scene, we see Juliet's first
betrayal of her family by speaking to Romeo and exchanging vows of love.
Had she been as obedient as she was portrayed before, she would have never
allowed him to continue seeing her. However, the power of love moves her
to act against her parents; her first act of real power. She is still being a good
Renaissance woman though by making Romeo profess his love before doing
anything physical with him beyond kissing. She is being naughty enough by
speaking to a man out of her window, but she says that their vows of love
can be his only satisfaction for the night. As Mary Ely says in her article,
"Juliet's Desire in Comedies of the Early 1600s," the balcony scene is full of
erotic references, but it is not the highlight or focus of the scene; Juliet has
obvious desire but it is constantly checked and controlled (Ely 66-68). She is
able to show Romeo that she is passionate for him without acting physically
passionate.
Later, she tells him that "If that thy bent of love be honorable, /Thy
purpose marriage, send me word tomorrow, /By one that I'll procure to come
to thee, /Where and what time though wilt perform the rite; /And all my
fortunes at they foot I'll lay/And follow thee my lord throughout the world"
(Romeo and Juliet 2.2.142-8). By saying this, she is securing her marriage
to him and making sure he has honorable intentions and thus is taking some
control of the situation by protecting her station. As Thomas Honegger
remarks, in this scene "Juliet's linking of'honorable love' and 'marriage' is,
of course, a rather obvious hint at what Romeo should have done, namely to
declare his love and to propose" (82). By recalling this issue of propriety,
she brings him back to the reality of their situation and reminds him they will
never be able to be together unless they marry. She shows herself to still be
an ideal Renaissance woman by saying that she will give everything she

owns to him and follow him wherever he goes; she is promising to be an
obedient wife and do what he wills as long as he does his duty to marry her.
In the text, this is also the some of the first representations of Juliet
as a heavenly creature. She appears above him on the balcony as if she is
higher on the Great Chain of Being than him, a visual representation of her
purity. Romeo opens the scene with the famous lines, "But soft! What light
through yonder window breaks?/ It is the east, and Juliet is the sun!" (Romeo
and Juliet 2.2.2-3). He is directly substituting Juliet into the role of a celestial
body, showing his worship for her as a divine being. Right after, he
compares her eyes to stars and calls her "bright angel" (2.2.26). Romeo's
repeated references to celestial beings make the reader begin to see his
complete adoration of Juliet. It also further enhances the portrayal of Juliet
as an innocent, pure woman.
It is in the balcony scene that the portrayal of Juliet in Baz
Luhrmann's film first seriously deviates from Shakespeare's text. Though
maintaining the famous lines about Juliet's heavenly appearance and making
a blunt statement in having her dress as an angel as she appears on the
balcony, her actions are far from innocent. In this scene, she leaves the
balcony and safety of her home and lets herself be taken by the sexual desire
that they both have. In fact, they even get into her pool, kissing underwater
and embracing tightly. This heightened sexuality in the scene betrays the
text's portrayal of Juliet as trying to affirm Romeo's honorable intentions.
Instead, she is not being honorable herself and letting herself be seen in a
wet, white dress. This scene shows Juliet as a woman with a large degree of
sexual power, getting her needs satisfied and stopping Romeo before
anything too serious can happen. Instead of the steady increase of power
that Shakespeare's text indicates, she is suddenly extremely sexually
powerful and while she controls the entire encounter (William Shakespeare's
Romeo + Juliet).
After Romeo and Juliet finally marry, another scene occurs where
Juliet's power evolves further. Right after Romeo has left her bedroom, her
mother and father come into the room to tell her that she must marry Paris.
The choice that was presented to her at the beginning of the play has been
taken away and now she is forced into an arranged marriage. The encounter
turns hostile as she tries to defend her current marriage without betraying the
truth that she is Romeo's wife, her father growing more and more
aggressive. Capulet is used to his daughter being the obedient, innocent girl
that the reader meets at the beginning of the play. He has not been present
for the growth of her power, so when she defies him, he reasserts his
patriarchal position in a forceful way.
In the text, Juliet's power reaches a new level as she tells her
parents flat out that she will not marry Paris. "He shall not make me there a
joyful bride!" she tells her mother before her father enters (Romeo and Juliet
3.5.118). Once her father comes in, Juliet also uses her past obedience as a
foray into Capulet's heart, trying to show him that she is still the daughter he
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loves though she will not marry. She says to him "Good father, I beseech
you on my knees, / Hear me with patience but to speak a word" (3.5.159-60).
This act of getting on her knees in front of her father shows her remaining
obedience to him while still defying him, however it doesn't work. Her
father calls her disobedient and threatens to disown her if she doesn't marry
Paris. Earlier in the play she wouldn't have pushed her father to this point,
allowing him to have his way. However, because she is already married and
has now gained some power throughout the play, she goes against his
wishes.
The portrayal in the movie shows a different sketch of Juliet's
power. Though the scene follows the Shakespeare's text closely, the
explosion between Juliet and her parents is even more extreme in this scene.
Her father grabs her, shakes her, and throws her to the ground in the hallway
as he threatens her. She is hysterically sobbing and seems out of control.
While this scene is much more emotionally charged than the play implies
and the effect of it is quite powerful, Juliet is doesn't seem to gain any power
in the situation as she does in the written play. Instead of being tactful and
careful with her father and playing to his patriarchal role as she does in the
play, she is shown as frantic and weak. Thus far, Juliet has begun as an
obedient daughter and develops some sexual power, only to lose her power
with her parents when sobbing on the floor in an attempt at defiance. This
roller coaster of power does not follow Shakespeare's gradual crescendo
(William Shakespeare's Romeo + Juliet).
After this confrontation with her parents, Juliet goes to see the Friar
in an attempt to figure out her next step. She is clearly distraught and upset
in her interactions with the Friar and her desperation is immediately shown
when she mentions suicide. She threatens to kill herself openly and says she
would rather die than marry Paris. As a reader, the immediate reaction is that
of pity towards the desperate teenager, but also a feeling of unease as her
threats become more grave and foreshadowing.
In the text, Juliet is portrayed as more of a sad, desperate character.
She says, "Come weep with me - past hope, past cure, past help!" to the
Friar, indicating that she is in a state of utter despair. She uses herself as a
target in order for the Friar to help her; she probably knows that he will
intervene and stop her if she is desperate enough to kill herself. When he
finally does come through and offer the draught that will cause her body to
imitate death, her strength that has been building throughout the play finally
shines through. Her sadness and hopelessness has overshadowed her power,
but in the end of the scene when she sees she has a way out she is not scared.
"Give me, give me! O, tell me not of fear!" she says when he hands her the
liquid, her lack of hesitation implying her control over her actions (4.1.121).
Though it may be desperation guiding these acts, she is making her own
decisions and acting for herself, showing her growing independence and
power.

This is also the beginning of Juliet's transformation into an Earthly
creature as opposed to a celestial one. The angelic references are abandoned
and now she is compared to items of the human world. For example, the
Friar describes the effects of the liquor to Juliet before she takes it. He says,
"The roses in thy lips and cheeks shall fade/ To wanny ashes, thy eyes'
windows fall/ Like death when he shuts up the day of life" of the physical
effects (4.1.99-101). Now, Juliet is compared to flowers and eventually
ashes, both items associated with life and death as well as the Earth.
In the film version, Juliet is once again portrayed in an extreme
state. She is clearly a desperate woman, as in the text, however instead of
portrayed as a sad, pitiful character she is a crazed, frazzled mess. She is
fearful and the audience doesn't trust her instability. Instead of targeting
herself for death, she pulls a gun on the Friar, using this threat to pressure
him into helping her. While one could argue that this is really a form of
power, it is more likely that she is losing control over her actions and mind,
driven by anger and confusion. Juliet's extreme reaction makes sense in the
film; she has just had an awful encounter with her once loving parents and
now she doesn't know who to turn to. Had this extreme, homicidal Juliet
been in the text, it wouldn't match the previous depictions of Juliet in the
play. The film's Juliet is once again declining in power. Though some
critics, like Carol Chillington Rutter, believe that Juliet is the only sane
character in the movie, as this scene shows, she is not as sane and together as
it seems (Rutter 258).
The movie does however follow the evolution of Juliet as a creature
of the Earth. She comes into the scene in a blue jumper, a change from her
usual white dresses. This shows the beginning of her corruption and her loss
of faith. Now that she has lost the support of her family, the one thing that
was holding her back from Romeo in the first place, she feels lost and no
longer innocent. Also, it implies that she is no longer a virgin; her purity is
gone and she is now a woman. This is a visual representation of Juliet's
changing identity within the play; she is no longer the angel on the balcony
but a tainted woman.
In the climax of the text, Romeo and Juliet commit suicide in each
others arms, both thinking the other has already died. Juliet wakes from her
fake death only to see Romeo poisoned beside her and decides to kill herself
with Romeo's dagger. Once she discovers that he is dead, she wastes no
time in the act; her final act of power. Earlier, when she is about to take the
potion that makes her seem dead, she gives a long speech about her fear of
taking the potion, saying she worries it will end up killing her. Thus, the
potion will actually prevent her from ever seeing Romeo again (Romeo and
Juliet 4.3.24-25). However, when faced with an actual life or death decision
after Romeo is dead, she chooses death without hesitation.
The entire text, Juliet has been in a struggle with outside forces to
take control of her life. From the beginning, other people have been trying to
make decisions about what she should do and who she should marry. At the
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start she does what she is told, doing what a good Renaissance woman is
expected. However, as she starts to make her own decisions and deviate from
her expected path, her family speaks out against her. She must make a choice
about whether or not she should return to what she is expected to do or
continue on her path of growing independence. In this final scene, she makes
her decision and takes control of her life in the ultimate act of freedom:
suicide. She takes back the life that she has fought so hard to control.
In this scene, Romeo, the one who was comparing Juliet to angels
and stars in the start of the play, now uses more Earthly words to describe
her. When he looks upon her face as she lies there in the tomb, he says that
"Death, that hath sucked the honey of thy breath" (5.3.92). He still makes
her seem beautiful and sweet, but instead of using a celestial term, he
compares her to a product made in the Earth. By using "honey" in
comparison with Juliet, it roots her to the Earth, making her a worldly body.
Also, he says "Here, here will I remain/ With worms that are they
chambermaids" (5.3.108-109). This can be taken literally since she is now
going to begin decomposing, however it also makes it seem like she is one
with the Earth. Her attendants are not cherubs or angels; they are the
creatures that crawl in the soil.
Baz Luhrmann's depiction of the suicide is extremely different.
First, Paris is not slain in the same room, making their meeting and death
more intimate. However, the major difference is that Romeo and Juliet
actually see each other alive before their suicide. In the text, Romeo is
already dead before Juliet is revived, but in the film she opens her eyes and
Romeo sees her awake right before the poison takes effect. This intensifies
the moment and makes Juliet understand that he is dead without the Friar's
help. As Douglas Erode says in his book Shakespeare in the Movies. "Such
impact is impossible onstage, where sudden editing to extreme close-ups
does not exist" (58). Luhrmann uses the medium of film to dramatize this
scene, but it creates a whole different dynamic than Shakespeare intended.
This ending makes Juliet's reaction more appropriate, but it doesn't
follow the pattern of power in the text. The movie's suicide ending shows
Juliet acting out of desperation and fear. She is crying and frantic, searching
for a way out of her crazy life. She finds his gun, slowly picks it up and
holds it in her hand, showing her fear and hesitation in killing herself. She
does the act, but without the famous last words of the text: "Yea noise?
Then I'll be brief. O happy dagger!/ This is thy sheath/there rust, and let me
die" (Romeo and Juliet 5.3.169-170). Because she uses a gun, the weapon of
choice throughout the film, she is unable to say these lines. However, it takes
away the feeling of resolve and need for finality that the text gives the
reader. The reader sees that she wants to kill herself and is doing it as an act
of power, but the movie makes it look like she may not actually want to and
only does out of weakness.
Baz Luhrmann's movie is an interesting addition to the many
different film adaptations of Shakespeare's plays. By using popular actors

like Leonardo DiCaprio and Claire Danes, Luhrmann appeals to a teenage
viewers, making Shakespeare accessible to a wider viewing audience. Its
use of violence and present day setting also makes the interpretation unique.
However, because it focuses more on Romeo and his evolution as a
character, Juliet's development is abandoned. She is more of a secondary
character, reacting more than acting on her own behalf. She is responding to
Romeo's actions the whole movie instead of making independent decisions.
Thus, her reactions are often extreme and drastic because she lacks control
over the action of the plot.
Also, Luhrmann's Juliet travels along a roller coaster of power
instead of slowly accumulating power as she does in the text. At the start,
she is innocent and pure but gains some power when she has a sexual
encounter with Romeo before marriage. Then she slowly loses it as she
begins to unravel during the rest of the movie. Her scenes consist of one
breakdown after another, always acting out of desperation and fear. The
text's Juliet also feels desperate and fearful, but channels it into a way of
gaining power. She slowly learns to make decisions for herself and to
choose her own destiny rather than just doing what is convenient and
expected. She is emotional but not frantic, anxious but not overly hopeless.
The Luhrmann movie does stay true to Shakespeare's symbolic and
metaphorical references with Juliet. At the start of the play, Romeo
compares her to heavenly bodies and celestial beings. Over the course of the
work she is made into an Earthly creature with comparisons to plants and
ashes replacing stars and angels. The movie does this by including all of the
speeches Romeo makes containing these references as well as by using the
visual representations to show her change. For example, Juliet is in white at
the beginning and is dressed as an angel at her parent's masquerade. As she
loses her innocence and purity she loses her white apparel, appearing in a
blue jumper and a colored night gown. She only returns to her white when
she is laid in her tomb, symbolizing the fact that she is about to be made into
an angel.
Overall, Luhrmann's movie is an interesting representation of
Shakespeare's work. However, Juliet's power curve leaves the viewer
disappointed in her actions. It is hard to watch the heroine acting in a manner
that leaves the audience uneasy and uncomfortable. He stays true to Juliet's
symbolic representation from heavenly to Earthly, but to the common
teenage viewer, this is easily missed. Shakespeare's Juliet is much stronger
and pleasing to the reader; Luhrmann's Juliet is weak and disappointing.
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