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Dead Women in Narratives and the Men  
Who Love Them

Avery Brown

Tropes are one of the most fundamental components of 
storytelling  The pop-culture wiki TV Tropes defines a 
trope as “a storytelling device or convention, a shortcut 

for describing situations the storyteller can reasonably assume the 
audience will recognize ” They are, in other words, the recurring 
building blocks that make up all narratives  Plots, characters, and 
genres are all examples of different trope categories  There’s one 
trope, in particular, that you’ve probably seen before, given how 
frequently it appears in all manner of storytelling  TV Tropes has 
dubbed it “The Lost Lenore,” but more generally it’s also known as 
“The Dead Love Interest” trope  As you might have guessed, this 
trope refers to a major character’s love interest who is killed off either 
before or at the beginning of the story; this death then strongly 
impacts the protagonist and, consequently, the entire plot  The Lost 
Lenore character is almost always defined by their passing, for they 
have “just as much, if not more, importance to the narrative dead 
than they do alive” (TV Tropes)  The sheer number of instances the 
Lost Lenore appears in narratives is mind-boggling, and that the 
vast majority of Lenores are female is even more peculiar  It makes 
one wonder: why, exactly, do creators have such a field day with 
killing off fictional wives, girlfriends, and female sweethearts before 
they even get the chance to bloom as developed characters? The 
answer may only be found by looking into the exemplary fictions 
where this trope prevails  To start, there’s Edgar Allan Poe’s poem, 
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“The Raven,” from which the Lost Lenore trope takes its name 
(Lenore being the name of the dead love interest in the poem)  Two 
other stories that contain Lost Lenores are the classic Greek myth 
of Orpheus and Eurydice and Christopher Nolan’s 2006 film, The 
Prestige  Despite the three having completely different characters, 
settings, and plotlines, they share one thing: their narratives depend 
upon the death of a central female love interest  Though it may seem 
absurd to assign value to a character whose sole purpose is to die, 
this trope does have utility as a plot device  The death of the Lost 
Lenore serves to provoke an emotional response within her lover, 
often spurring him to act on behalf of his beloved’s memory  But 
when no action can be taken to alleviate the pain of her absence, 
the Lost Lenore’s death will instead send the lover down a spiral of 
psychological suffering for the audience to spectate  

“The Raven” is said to be Edgar Allan Poe’s most famous poem, 

and some even call it the most famous poem in American history (Berry 

1)  As in many of Poe’s other works (a concerning many, as academics 

have pointed out), the major focus in “The Raven” is a dead woman, 

specifically a dead woman loved by the main character  This particular 

poem follows an unnamed narrator as he laments the demise of his love, 

Lenore, and is tortured by the taunting of a raven  The raven’s repeating 

of “Nevermore” brings the narrator to realize that he will both never 

see Lenore again and will also never forget her (Lounsbury)  Thus the 

poem succinctly illustrates the widower’s “mournful and never-ending 

remembrance” of his Lost Lenore  This remembrance is responsible for 

the eventual collapse of his sanity, for to be unceasingly haunted by the 

memory of one’s late love, but still unable to revive them, is one of life’s 

worst pains—especially, Poe would tell you, if that late love was a pretty 

girl  After all, Poe believed that the most universally melancholy of all 

human experiences occurs when death preys on beauty: “the death, then, 

of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the 

world” (Poe 165)  This could explain why it’s so often that women, 

especially attractive women, are subject to the trope of the Lost Lenore  

What better way to thoroughly depress your character than by wrenching 

his perfect-faced lover away from him and into the arms of death? (It’s 

little wonder that Lost Lenores permeate stories of the bluer genre, with 

angsty heroes followed by rainclouds ) In “The Raven,” the Lost Lenore is 

important specifically because of the tragic element her death brings and 

the emotional havoc it wreaks on the lover  The poem’s whole narrative 

consists of the degradation of the narrator’s mental state as he is slowly 

swallowed by intense mourning  Without his lover’s passing, there would 

be no story, as the protagonist would have no reason to suffer  Lenore’s 

death in this poem, then, functions to trigger a mental crisis within the 

male character that will evoke the most vivid and poetic expression of 

human sorrow possible  In other words, the original Lost Lenore became 

lost for the sake of studying “the very feeling of loss and the loneliness 

that accompanies it” (Reynaud 69)  This is why, in Poe’s poetry, we must 

watch the powerless narrator struggle to cope instead of attempt to change 

things  Were it possible to go back and revert the Lost Lenore’s death or 

dish out retribution against the force that caused it, that would make for 

an entirely different story  The following legend of two mythical lovers 

exemplifies the former scenario  

Ranking high among the best-known Greek love stories is the tale of 

Orpheus and Eurydice, thought to be the oldest known example of The 

Lost Lenore trope (TV Tropes)  Though there are numerous variations and 

re-interpretations of this classic, the myth’s origins stem back to Virgil and 

Ovid, whose versions of the story have been combined and retold in Edith 

Hamilton’s Mythology: Timeless Tales of Gods and Heroes  It goes without 

saying that the Lost Lenore in this narrative is the unfortunate Eurydice, 

newlywed wife to the musician Orpheus  She is killed by a fatal viper 
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bite immediately after their wedding  Orpheus, distraught by grief and an 

unwillingness to accept their separation, embarks on a mission never done 

before: he journeys to the Underworld, where the souls of the dead reside, 

to bring her back  This turn of events presents quite a contrast to “The 

Raven,” in which the narrative is founded upon the lover’s helplessness 

against irreversible death  Not so in this myth  Rather than overwhelming 

him with stagnant depression and turmoil of the mind, Eurydice’s death 

moves Orpheus to action  His desperate melodies touch even the heart 

of Hades, who allows for Eurydice to leave the Underworld so long as 

Orpheus does not look back at her  He does, of course, and with his 

glancing back, her soul returns to the dead forever  Orpheus’s final song is 

one of mourning, and it effectively leads him to mythical renown  As Nora 

E  Offen points out, Orpheus’s musical career “reaches its height at two 

important moments: in the underworld, attempting to win back Eurydice’s 

life, and in mourning after her second death” (59)  Previous myths before 

this one had already established Orpheus as a virtuoso, but it was his songs 

of ardor and agony following the losses of his wife that truly propelled him 

toward his current fame (Cartwright)  In those two moments, his singing 

and lyre-playing achieved levels of beauty that remain unparalleled in the 

canon of Greek mythology  It’s not unreasonable to suppose that Orpheus 

could never have produced such exceptional music without the incentive 

and inspiration given to him by the worst of all human tragedies: the death 

of his partner  And just as her first death begins his character arc, her second 

death brings it to an end  After his last song, Orpheus wanders the earth in 

desolate solitude until a band of women tears him apart  Ergo, “Orpheus 

owes to Eurydice the climax and denouement of his life” in that she causes 

“his most notable actions, his art, his death, and his mythological legacy” 

(Offen 48)  As with “The Raven,” the Lost Lenore in this story is killed—or 

sacrificed, perhaps, from the perspective of the author—for the sake of the 

narrative, which centers around how the male lover is affected by her death 

While these narratives are from eras ago, even today the trope con-

tinues to be used in the exact same way  Based on the novel of the same 

name, The Prestige is a mystery thriller film set in Victorian-era London 

revolving around the exploits of two rival magicians, Angier and Borden  

The two weren’t always antagonistic, however—it isn’t until tragedy 

befalls a certain Love Interest that a feud erupts between the two men and 

a cycle of revenge commences  In this film, the Lost Lenore is Angier’s 

wife and magical assistant, Julia  Like most other Lenores, she’s young, 

beautiful, and leaves life far too early after a magic trick gone wrong results 

in her accidentally drowning  Angier and the audience can only assume 

that she drowned due to Borden, who tied too difficult a knot around 

her wrists for her to remove, inhibiting her escape  Thus, Julia’s death is 

the spark that alights the fiery rivalry between the dual male protagonists  

Her absence in Angier’s life (as well as in the film) is a constant reminder 

of what was taken from him, and it pushes him to surpass Borden by any 

means possible  It is primarily this motivation that drives the remaining 

events of the film  This proves Julia (or rather, Julia’s death) to be “the 

traumatic centre of the film as the narrative is constructed around her 

constitutive absence … it is possible to account for all of Angier’s acts on 

the basis of the trauma, and subsequent loss associated with the death of 

his wife” (Joy)  Interestingly, many film-watchers have long since pointed 

out that Dead Love Interest is a concerningly prevalent motif among all 

of Christopher Nolan’s films  From Inception to Memento to Interstellar, 

dead wives (or otherwise unwed female love interests) are a constant in his 

filmography  Sverrir Sigfússon is one of many scholars that has called the 

pattern into question: “Christopher Nolan’s protagonists’ unifying trait 

is that of their feeling culpable for the loss of a loved one, condemned 

to wrestle with the trauma of that event  The repeated nature of this 

particular trauma throughout Nolan’s cinematic career is striking  It is 

not hyperbolic to say that the loss of women plays a central and pivotal 



8 9

role in every single film that Christopher Nolan has ever made” (12)  Is 

Nolan using the Dead Love Interest as a crutch to cheaply elicit audience 

sympathy, possibly like Poe and his melancholic horde of dead women? 

Or perhaps it’s as Matthew Belinkie suggests, and Nolan’s many Lost 

Lenores “are an accidental byproduct of the noir world he likes to work 

in: if you love grim, driven men of action, you need to manufacture 

something for them to be grim about ” After all, the story of Eurydice 

and Orpheus proves that the loss of a loved one can motivate a character 

to do incredible things, which in turn makes for an exciting narrative  

Regardless of the director’s intent, The Prestige and the rest of Nolan’s 

films are a good example of how the Dead Love Interest character can 

double as a plot device  As with most characters who have lost their 

Lenore, Nolan’s leading men must all learn to deal, in one way or another, 

with the trauma of losing the person most important to them  How, 

precisely, they choose to deal with that trauma (and how or if they let the 

death control them) is what will shape the majority of the film’s narrative  

Simplified to their core, stories are just simulacrum of the human 

experience  Every trope in fiction and fantasy has some basis in our reality, 

no matter how small or distorted  All narratives are born from the trials 

and pleasures, desires and anxieties, dreams and encounters that we face 

in real life  Naturally, that means that every trope has an explanation for 

why it exists, why we have chosen to create it and continually re-create 

it  The Lost Lenore is imbued into our narratives for a reason—perhaps 

it is drawn from the very real fear that men have about losing their own 

wives, prompting them to write Lost Lenore stories as an outlet for that 

fear  Or maybe it is as Poe wrote, and there’s just something about the 

idea of youthful, innocent, and angelic young women dying that tugs at 

the heartstrings of the human psyche  It could even be that the prevalence 

of the female Lost Lenore conceals a deeper commentary about the way 

our society values men and women relative to one another  In most Lost 

Lenore stories, the woman “exists to be loved and lost; [the man], to love 

and lose” (Offen 70)  Only in rare cases are the gender roles reversed  

If the deaths of these women are “merely a means to a male end,” as 

Miquel-Baldellou believes—if we do not grieve for their loss, but rather 

for the male lover’s loss—does this not signify a problematic treatment of 

women as objects for their partners instead of as individual people (118)? 

Or, if not that, does it imply a societal tendency to view the deaths of 

women as being sadder and more meaningful than the deaths of men, 

whose demises in stories are countless and often not spared a second 

thought (hence the trope, “Men Are the Expendable Gender”)? There is 

no one right answer here  It would take much more research and analysis 

to bring a resolution to this discourse, if such a thing is even possible  

And while these inquiries are important, the takeaway here is this: as 

consumers of media, we should not blindly accept observable patterns 

across narratives as simply being  There is meaning behind everything, 

so it is in all of our best interests to question the underlying significance 

of a story device that persistently pops up again, and again, and again 
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Racial Bias and Its Lasting Practices: Analyzing 
Poetic Depictions of Blackness and Childhood

Mallory Leininger

It is no surprise the United States has had an ineffective and 
problematic history when dealing with race relations  With 
devastating cases of police brutality at the hands of white 

officers, people of color often struggle to find their place within this 
predominantly white society in fear of these acts reflecting on them  
Racial tension has been apparent from the earliest days of the United 
States’ formation, and, unfortunately, it can still be seen today  Poet 
and sociologist Eve Ewing makes this connection between race and 
society through her 2019 work 1919, notably published one hundred 
years after the title date  Dealing with the topic of a Chicago race 
riot, Ewing forms a connection between the acts of white hostility 
still present today with the acts seen during the initial riot  Through 
relatively recent riots such as the Ferguson unrest, it is easy to assume 
the connection between 1919 and its relevance with society today  
Further, with research showing that white people are more likely to 
be hostile toward people of color, it is imperative to examine this 
link  Ewing’s poem “Jump/Rope” importantly investigates the white 
perception against young Black men, pinning them as older; Ewing 
brilliantly juxtapositions death with the youthful nature of jump 
rope songs 

Ewing begins the poem, like most in this collection, with an italicized 

quotation from the article framing her argument, “The Negro in Chicago,” 

published only three years after the 1919 riot  This quotation mentions 

the “drowning of a young negro boy,” which immediately establishes a 
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connection with the title matter  With the report mentioning that the 

drowned boy in question, Eugene Williams, was young, the reader can 

recognize that the toy jump rope is an important symbol  A toy jump rope 

is commonly a symbol of youth, used primarily in elementary schools 

on the schoolyard, a place where childhood was filled with innocence 

and fun  By conjoining the idea of innocence with the drowning of 

the aforementioned young boy, the poem asks readers to conceptualize 

the dehumanization of Black bodies  Mentioning the “clash of white 

people and Negroes” furthers the notion of this death being unnatural  

Establishing Williams’s death as a murder as opposed to a fatal accident 

suggests that his death was unnatural and untimely  This subject matter is 

mature, and one rarely associated with children—notably, white children 

who are commonly sheltered from topics such as murder at a young 

age  Ewing begins to set up her argument that Black boys are forced to 

grow up quickly and they will not be held to the same standards as their 

white counterparts in this racially tense and demeaning society  Ewing 

begins to argue that Black boys are expected to address and accept the 

reality of these same topics white boys are sheltered from prematurely  

Additionally, by the article referring to people of color as “Negroes,” an 

evident and purposeful note addressing the racism that was prevalent 

at the time is introduced  This demeaning term being included in this 

culturally important, recently published work furthers the narrative that, 

today, racism hasn’t legitimately been minimized at all  Through only 

a title and words that aren’t even her own, Ewing is able to create an 

atmosphere of uncertainty and, almost, dread as the reader prepares to 

read her own interpretation 

Ewing uses a pattern of jump rope songs to highlight the distressing 

events of 1919  The pattern seen in both the first, second, and last stanza 

is objectively the most common jump rope song  This pattern is imme-

diately recognized by the reader and reveals Ewing’s true intentions—to 

show the infantility of the victim and reclaim his childhood  Having been 

killed at a young age, Williams did not get the opportunity to experience 

the joys of finishing his teenage years  Also, with his death occurring so 

early on in his life, it can be assumed he died afraid and questioning why 

he, young and living youthfully joyful, was being attacked and punished 

for simply existing  Ewing intentionally uses this pattern to illuminate 

the fact that the death of a Black boy is trivialized  Often, when singing 

these songs, the participants are too focused on the activity of playing 

with the jump rope to notice the lyrics of the tune they’re singing  The 

unsuspecting and unobservant white skipper would be oblivious to the 

fact that the song is about the death of a young boy—comparable to 

the phenomena of the ignorance surrounding the disturbing lyrics of 

“London Bridge,” another common nursery rhyme  Ewing smartly uses 

these trivial patterns to establish the theme of racism and ignorance 

surrounding the death of Black bodies 

Ewing abruptly switches the pattern to a less common jump rope 

song  By using this second pattern, Ewing brings the reader back to the 

reality of the events that lead up to the death of the young boy  This 

switch occurs several times within the poem  After the first switch, the 

reader is finally, within this poem, introduced to the victim  Ewing refers 

to Williams as “Little Eugene” (Ewing 10), furthering his innocence and 

youthful air, tragically ended too soon  Most notably it occurs before 

the fourth stanza, which describes the actual death of Eugene Williams  

This stanza vividly describes the drowning of Eugene Williams, as he is 

pulled farther and farther into the depths of the lake  Likewise, it shows 

the struggle as he attempted to save himself from this demise  With these 

words, Ewing creates a chilling image for the reader as Williams hopelessly 

attempted to survive in these harsh conditions, before giving in to the 

void  This image, in conjunction with being published one hundred 

years after the initial riot and Ewing’s background in sociology is clearly 
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an extended metaphor for the struggle for people of color in America 

back then—and today  With acts of blatant racism, the resurgence of 

white supremacy groups, and the mantra to “build the wall,” Ewing 

creates a space where all people of color, not limited to Black Americans, 

can mourn the loss of peace and freedom in this political climate  The 

swallowing of the lake represents the oppressive and belittling climate 

that people of color seemingly cannot escape  Along with the death of 

Williams, Ewing also displays the aforementioned death of freedom and 

peace, as if there is no track currently apparent to escape the trauma people 

of color endure in oppressive societies today  Finally, Ewing switches 

back to the initial, common pattern of jump rope song, to emphasize the 

trivialness of what just occurred—erasing the anguish of what transpired 

for the white audience 

In “Racial Bias in Judgments of Physical Size and Formidability: 

From Size to Threat” John Paul Wilson, Nicholas O  Rule, and Kurt 

Hugenberg examine the bias of white people in perceiving Black people 

as bigger, older, and stronger than they really are  This article argues and 

proves through seven studies that this bias is prevalent in America today 

(Wilson, et al  59)  They show that this bias is from the perception that, 

to the white mind, Black Americans are “looming targets” (61)  This 

means that they are perceived as being closer than they are in reality  For 

example, if both a white American and Black American were standing 

next to each other, a by-standing white American would perceive the 

Black American closer to them physically than the other white American  

This article argues that the bias to perceive Black Americans as closer could 

be a cause to the extreme reactions we see from white officers in cases of 

police brutality and altercations of citizens when white Americans are 

the instigators, as white Americans would overestimate the other party’s 

physical capabilities and perhaps even classify them as superhuman (60)  

Next, this article shows clear research that this bias is inherent to whites  

The Center for Disease Control notes that there is no significant data 

measuring Black Americans as more formidable as opposed to their white 

counterparts (qtd in  Wilson, et al  62)  Further, the studies conducted by 

Wilson, Rule, and Hugenberg reveal that Black men do not hold these 

same biases against members of their own race or against whites (Wilson, 

et al  75)  Strictly speaking, whites have an inherent bias against Black 

people; this can range from subtle microaggressions to extreme reactions 

in cases of disagreement 

When viewing the same poem through the lens of this newfound 

knowledge on bias, the reader can see that Ewing makes a strong argu-

ment showing the overreaction and dehumanization of Black Americans 

in a toxic society  When analyzing the same italicized section Ewing 

intentionally included through this lens, the reader is exposed to this 

underlying argument  The “clash of white people and Negros at a bathing 

beach” is evidence of the overreaction of white people perceiving Black 

people as threatening  With the setting of this quotation being a bathing 

beach, it can be presumed that Williams accidentally waded into the 

white side of the beach obliviously to what he was doing  Applying this 

bias, it can also be assumed that the white people on this side of the 

bathing beach perceived Williams as a threatening target and overreacted 

to the extreme degree, which resulted in his death  This fear response 

builds on Ewing’s argument revealing the dehumanization of Black 

Americans in a toxic society by showing that they assumed that Black 

Americans are unforgiving people who have nothing but evil intentions  

Obviously, this statement is false on even the most fundamental level  

Ewing’s argument functions for both society in 1919 and in 2019, for this 

extreme response is still shown in such recent cases as the death of Trayvon 

Martin  Ewing furthers this argument of racism with the decision to 

include the universally offensive term “negro” as stated in the original 

text  The inclusion of this language creates a distinct division between 
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the humanness of whites and the supposed “superhuman-ness” of Blacks, 

creating a perspective on how the language used back in 1919 has grown 

to reveal how in 2019 our society has moved to make a vocabulary change 

and insists on being progressive—however, society hasn’t moved past 

racist tendencies at all  Ewing comments on the fear people of color 

face day to day by generalizing the Black attitude toward white men in 

the first stanza of “Jump/Rope ” Ewing refers to white boys as “mean 

mean mean” (Ewing 5), showing, as research revealed, that since Black 

men don’t apply these same biases that white men apply, white men are 

unnecessarily aggressive toward people of color  This, understandably, is 

justification to the defensiveness people of color in America use against 

white people in concerning situations  Society has conditioned the Black 

body to be defensive against the slightest threat in fear of being harmed 

Ewing presents a social commentary on how white people are quick 

to extreme violence in situations of slight disputes  As white people are 

inherently coded to fear Black people, she raises the argument that Black 

boys are forced to grow up faster  Growing up in a society of extreme racial 

tension, Black boys are taught at a younger age how to deal with police 

encounters, how to act in a nonthreatening way at all times, and how to 

face harsher realities, such as murder and death  This poem repeatedly uses 

youthful diction and themes to emphasize the effect that white society 

has on their fear factor of simply living day to day, even when they’re 

too young to know why they’re constantly being persecuted  Further, 

Ewing divides the title “Jump/Rope” into two words—one of which is 

notably “rope ” Ropes were used in lynchings in the era of segregation 

in 1919, and even now in extreme racial violence in 2019, and Ewing 

further pushes the narrative that Black bodies are being punished for 

living  Framed through the lens of the aforementioned research, it is 

unsurprising Ewing felt the need to address this crippling anxiety that 

Black Americans, especially young Black Americans, have to live with in 

this predominantly white society, for they are perceived as being older 

and more capable than in reality  

After analyzing Ewing’s work and framing it around Wilson, 

Hugenberg, and Rule’s research, the reader can conclude that Ewing 

made a very intentional argument on the issue of white Americans turning 

to extreme violence in inappropriate situations whether based on context, 

age, or bias through her poem “Jump/Rope ” The use of jump rope songs 

revealed to the reader that white Americans are problematically forming 

biases and perceptions against young Black men in situations where all 

parties should remain innocent 
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Conceptions of Morality: An Environmental Inquiry

Ben Kordek

In this essay I will explore consequentialism and deontology in 
regard to these moral frameworks’ treatment of environmental 
sustainability  I will then discuss the ways in which deontology, 

the study of the nature of duty, is employed in the Not-In-My-
Backyard (NIMBY) argument as a resistance to environmental 
sustainability  To conclude, I will consider the impacts of the term 
NIMBY as they relate to achieving progress in environmental 
justice  First, I investigate the question of “what is morality?” 
through moral theories of consequentialism and deontology  Then, 
I consider what the answers to this question mandate of people in 
regard to environmental sustainability  Next, I consider the NIMBY 
argument as an evocation of deontological ethics by means of its 
appeals to rights  Then, I examine the linguistic effects of the term 
NIMBY, which serve to Other the group  I also explore the idea that 
such pejorative language must be put aside and that the NIMBY 
argument must be legitimately acknowledged for the purpose of 
progressing toward environmental sustainability 

To begin my research, I aimed to identify literature concentrated 

on environmental sustainability that stems from deontological thought  

I assumed that, just in the way that consequentialism and virtue theory 

lend plentiful insight into the subject, so too would deontology  Much 

to my surprise, the literature in this area was scanty at best  I did how-

ever come across an article titled “When Utilitarians Should Be Virtue 

Theorists,” by the environmental scholar Dale Jamieson, which reiterated 

for me my (meager) findings on deontological literature as it relates to 
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environmental sustainability  Jamieson bluntly tells us that deontology 

has “by and large remained silent about the problem” of the state of 

the environment (Jamieson 160)  This statement from an established 

environmental ethics scholar affirmed that my lack of findings in this 

area was legitimately indicative of an absence of such engagement  This 

stuck out to me as quite an anomaly, and it warranted more research in 

its own right 

As few would deny, Jamieson states that “human beings are trans-

forming Earth in ways that are devastating for other forms of life, future 

human beings, and many of our human contemporaries” (Jamieson 160)  

At least upon first thought then, one would assume that deontology, one 

of the foremost systems of moral thought, would play a significant role in 

the literature of environmental justice  How could a system of morality, 

a thing whose very quintessence might be taken to be the resolution 

of real-world problems, have nothing to say about what is perhaps the 

most imminent and catastrophic real-world problem that we face today? 

And, on a more fundamental level, how could these deontologists who 

we consider philosophers, our envisioned champions of thought, not be 

addressing the ongoing destruction of the planet?

I ventured to guess that deontologists, in all their musings, had 

not just forgotten to talk about the environment  Rather, deontology’s 

indifference toward environmental causes can be traced back to the way 

that they answer the question of “what is morality?” For the purpose 

of comparison, let us first examine the way in which consequentialism 

seeks to answer this question  Jamieson states that “a fundamental aspect 

which pervades consequentialist thought is the idea that ‘the business of 

morality is to bring something about’” (Jamieson 161)  Here, Jamieson 

gets at the very heart of the question of “what is morality?” The essence 

of consequentialist morality is to “bring something about” or, in other 

words, to achieve a “good” outcome  And so the very conception of 

the idea of “good” exists solely in the realm of consequences  It comes 

as no surprise, then, that consequentialism would be concerned with 

environmental causes  The article cites environmental scholar Kristin 

Koorsgard, who remarks that it is “nonaccidental that consequentialists 

are obsessed with population control and the preservation of the environ-

ment ” These “obsessions,” as Korsgaard refers to them (in perhaps a 

snide jab indicating their personal deontological leanings), are in the 

minds of philosophers solely for the sake of their consequences or what 

they “bring about ” Consequentialists do not identify population control 

as being “good” for its own sake or in itself  To them, the way through 

which an outcome is realized is morally irrelevant—consequentialists 

are interested solely in the consequences of an action  Thus they promote 

population control for the “good” that lies in its consequences—namely, 

environmental sustainability (which is itself a rather ambiguous term and 

one which consequentialist scholarship must seek to reconcile in order 

to “optimally” address such a thing)  And so an answer to the question 

of “what is morality?” would include things that are brought about, such 

as environmental sustainability 

Deontology answers the question of “what is morality” quite differ-

ently  This framework looks to morality as a guide to doing what is good in 

itself or for its own sake, rather than anything to do with the consequences 

of such actions  It would be a highly contestable argument to say that 

we have a responsibility to engage in something like population control 

simply for its own sake  Rather, it would seem that a large part of the 

reason, if not the entire reason, for engaging in such behavior is to bring 

about a desirable consequence, that being environmental sustainability  

Thus it should come as no surprise that deontology is largely absent from 

this discourse  The “good” in environmental sustainability lies not in 

sustainable behavior itself, but in the consequences of such behavior  It is 

those consequences to which the deontologist turns a blind eye  Within 
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deontology, moral duties are duties to particular people, not duties to 

bring about states of affairs, because with states of affairs, no particular 

person can be said to have an individual right to be realized  So, for 

example, I have a duty to keep a promise with my friend  I have a duty 

not to tell a lie to my sister  What I do not have a duty for is bringing 

about any desirable states of affairs, such as environmental sustainability  

In this way the very underpinnings of deontology exclude environmental 

sustainability from the confines of morality 

In this section, I will consider that not only does deontology deem 

environmental sustainability to be morally irrelevant but that deontology 

is even taken up in ethical arguments that resist environmental sustain-

ability itself  To observe how this is accomplished, one must consider 

the idea of rights  In deontological ethics, our duties to one another have 

corresponding rights  These rights are multifarious in nature, but there 

is one underlying core right: the right not to be used as a means for the 

realization of a “good” consequence without one’s consent 

The evocation of rights manifests in the argument of the NIMBY, or 

Not In My Backyard  NIMBYism is a general term for those who oppose 

renewable energy projects, even if collective support for such projects is 

high  Their opposition to these projects is not resultant of contention 

with renewable energy itself but with the associated burdens of it  In the 

article “What is Wrong with NIMBYs?” environmental scholar Anne 

Schwenkenbecher writes, “Landscape impacts constitute a burden on 

local stakeholders to the extent that they diminish or degrade something 

that is valuable to them ” Landscapes can be of “cultural, historical or 

spiritual value, holding significance for communities and individuals” 

(Schwenkenbecher 720)  Viewed through the deontological lens, these 

burdens are a violation of rights which justify NIMBYism  Positive rights, 

such as the right to practice one’s culture or spirituality in the way they 

wish, can be violated by renewable energy projects  Such projects might 

literally convert sacred land into land for renewable energy projects or 

tamper with the aesthetics of sacred land  Additionally, regardless of 

cultural ties, the tampering of aesthetics from renewable energy projects 

in its own right is problematic for deontology and its NIMBY adherents, 

because these visual impacts can be said to violate one’s right to their 

land if its views are altered  Aside from these more discrete violations 

of rights, the NIMBY might argue that the core right, not being used 

as a means for the realization of a “good” consequence without one’s 

consent, is violated by renewable energy projects  The NIMBY claims 

that renewable energy projects do not treat people as ends in their own 

right  Rather, in the nonconsensual implementation of renewable energy 

projects, certain rights of stakeholders are not considered, and so people 

are used as a means to bring about a desirable state of affairs  This serves 

to show the ways in which deontology is utilized as a resistance toward 

environmental sustainability 

It seems that despite the detrimental effects of NIMBY coalitions, 

their arguments cannot be said to be groundless  It would seem that 

the NIMBY movement must be approached carefully for there to be a 

chance of reconciliation with environmental sustainability  In the news 

article “In Defense of NIMBYism” Naomi Oreskes claims that the term 

NIMBY “casts citizens as selfish individualists who only care for them-

selves, hypocrites who want the benefits of modernity without paying its 

costs” (Oreskes 1)  The pejorative connotations of NIMBYism are likely 

to have a distancing effect between NIMBYs and their counterparts  

And, further, such connotations do miss the point to some degree  The 

NIMBY argument cannot aptly be essentialized as selfish or hypocritical  

Rather, NIMBYism is actualizing what it takes to be the moral thing to 

do, considering its deontological basis  Oreskes states that the dismissal 

of NIMBYism “shuts down conversations that we should be having about 

the things we value” (Oreskes 2)  It is no secret that NIMBYism provides 
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a threat to environmental sustainability, but, as Oreskes mentions, the 

connotations of the term can shut down important conversations  The 

reconciliation of the situation, it seems, will largely depend on acknowl-

edgment and respect of NIMBY concerns in order to create a conducive 

context for environmental progress 

The complexity of morality as it relates to environmental sustain-

ability are clear  Different moral theories yield wildly different results 

as to our environmental responsibilities  Consequentialism mandates 

that we bring about a desirable state of affairs, and so environmental 

sustainability becomes preeminent  Deontology has little to say about 

the matter, since it is concerned with individual rights and duties  States 

of affairs such as environmental sustainability cannot be said to involve 

any particular person with an individual right to be realized  Not only is 

environmental sustainability not a moral issue for the deontologist, but 

the framework is even employed to resist environmental sustainability 

projects  The pejorative connotations of NIMBYism embolden the strife 

between NIMBYs and their counterparts  And so the NIMBY argument 

must be legitimately acknowledged in order to reconcile the opposition 

to environmentally sustainable projects 
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Small Extraordinary People

Rachel Dressel

Children have often been told that they are “too young” 
to understand, that they have no power, and they should 
follow in the steps of their elders  These condemning 

conversations have led many young minds to close their eyes to 
creativity and keep their opinions to themselves  However, recently, 
many influencers have begun to reinforce children’s agency and 
encourage their individuality  One specific area of work that reflects 
this dynamic is children’s literature  Children’s literature creates 
space to discuss and challenge aetonormativity, the belief that adult 
knowledge and experience set the standard for normativity and 
that dismisses children’s knowledge and experience  A common 
theme present throughout many works involves young protagonists 
overcoming a myriad of conflicts during their childhoods  Two 
specific works that challenge aetonormativity through this strategy 
are Hate That Cat, by Sharon Creech, where young Jack grows 
comfortable with his identity, and Rosie Revere, Engineer, by Andrea 
Beaty, where Rosie grows in faith in her own abilities  Both characters 
challenge aetornomativity as they become powerful individuals 

In Hate That Cat Creech challenges aetonormativity through the 

Jack’s growth in comfort in his identity  In the beginning of the book 

Jack openly states that his Uncle Bill does not approve of his poetry  

Jack declares that he does not like writing and states, “I feel stupid  I 

am a bad writer  I’m going to quit” (Creech 55)  Creech demonstrates 

that Jack is held down by the structure of writing his uncle enforces and 

expresses distaste for the subject when unable to convey his emotions  
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This is done through the repeated use of simple sentences followed by 

abrupt periods  Creech also has Jack utilize blunt word choices, such as 

“stupid” and “bad” which help to reinforce the idea of frustrating endings  

The short sentences, persistent periods, and plain word choices come to 

a close with the term “quit ” At this point, aetonormativity is challenged 

indirectly  This conclusion can be interpreted through the irony between 

the words stated and the rest of the novel  While the words are explicitly 

representing aetonormativity, the reader begins to question Uncle Bill 

and find hope that Jack will overcome his uncle’s grip and become a 

stronger individual  In addition to the reader’s possible emotions toward 

Jack and his uncle, Jack’s statement “I am going to quit” is ironic given 

the rest of the story  This statement is located toward the beginning of 

the book, thus contradicting the idea of “quitting” or ending  Rather 

than abandoning his writing, this is actually a turning point where Jack 

begins to express his own voice and individual thoughts  This turning 

point is further emphasized when Uncle Bill disregards Jack’s favorite 

poet, stating that William Carlos Williams is “overrated” (Creech 95)  

However, in response, Jack does not accept his uncle’s opinions as the 

truth as he has previously done, but instead, “found [himself] sticking 

up for poor Mr  William Carlos Williams and the small ordinary things 

he writes about and the small ordinary moments that you don’t notice 

until you read his poems” (Creech 95)  Creech strategically repeats the 

phrase “small ordinary,” which can be tied to aetonormative assumptions 

about children  Creech then contrasts this idea by stating that “you don’t 

notice until you read ” One interpretation of this line can be denoted as 

Creech comparing the aetonormative beliefs about children as individuals 

who are “small” in size and age and “ordinary” to one another, to the 

opposite idea: children are actually exquisitely unique and intelligent 

human beings  Here, the reader is indirectly instructed by Jack to notice 

him, his generation, and his thoughts through reading his book of poetry  

He is a child protagonist who overcomes his uncle’s condemning opinions 

and becomes a self-advocate for himself and his peers  Jack is not a child 

who believes exactly what he is told to, but rather a writer and a poet 

who learns to appreciate his own thoughts, individuality, and identity 

throughout his childhood 

Just as Creech emphasizes Jack’s growth within his youth, children’s 

literary critic Niall Nance-Carroll analyzes another child character, Pedro, 

in Antonio Skármeta’s The Composition  Pedro, like Jack, is still a young 

character who grows through gaining comfort within his identity; how-

ever, this does not force either character into adulthood  Both characters 

maintain a voice that can be heard throughout the text and learn to stand 

up for themselves and their own beliefs  Nance-Carroll discusses the idea 

of “childism, or the idea that childhood is commonly referenced as a series 

of deficits individuals have in life—such as that of strength, intellect, and 

resourcefulness” (274)  To challenge this concept, Nance-Carroll reviews 

Pedro’s growth, which resembles that of Jack, throughout his young 

years  Pedro becomes more involved with his society and Nance-Carroll 

mentions how, “Pedro’s small act of political rebellion has not magically 

transformed him into an adult, even though his greater understanding of 

his responsibility is evident” (276)  Jack does not age in years throughout 

the text, but his comfort level with who he is as a writer increases, just 

as Pedro does as a civilian  Both boys become content with who they are 

and what they wish to contribute to the rest of the world  This growth 

demonstrates maturity in mind, rather than in age, and the overcoming 

of castigating elders, thus challenging aetonormativity 

The picture book Rosie Revere, Engineer, by Andrea Beaty, recognizes 

a young girl, Rosie, as a challenger to aetonormativity through her growth 

in faith regarding her abilities  Beaty’s work consists of a similar fam-

ily dynamic to Jack and Uncle Bill, as Rosie is a child who is looked 

down upon by her relative, Uncle Fred  Fred demonstrates the idea of 
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aetonormativity when he frequently doubts Rosie and her abilities due to 

her young age  He often laughs in her face and exclaims how ridiculous 

her attempts at success are  In response to Uncle Fred’s criticism, Rosie 

refuses to stop trying, saying, “Life may have its failures but this was not 

it  The only true failure can come if you quit” (Beaty 26)  Rosie explicitly 

states her understanding that attempting something without success is 

not a failure, it’s simply brilliant and creates room for growth  The idea 

of a “true failure” is aligned with giving up and concluding that a task is 

too big, out of reach, and impossible to achieve  This lesson contradicts 

aetonormativity because, although her uncle consistently tells her that 

she is incapable of succeeding with her creative ideas, Rosie does not 

simply quit and stop trying  She continues to push for success, just as Jack 

continued to write  After highlighting failures in a positive light, Beaty 

then further emphasizes the necessity of failure for success by stating, 

“With each perfect failure, they all stand and cheer, but none quite as 

proudly as Rosie Revere” (Beaty 30)  Beaty challenges aetonormativity 

through the contradicting statement of “perfect failure,” because even 

when the children in the second grade class did not succeed at their 

final goal, they still react “proudly” and are happy about their efforts  

Adults are not present to fix any of the children’s methods, and the kids 

take control of their own ideas  They do not rely on their elders to step 

in, nor critique their attempts, but instead they “cheer” and give stand-

ing ovations to one another  Overall, Beaty challenges aetonormativity 

through the growth Rosie and all of her young classmates’ experience, 

their demonstration of overcoming obstacles, celebrating failure, and 

continuing unapologetically to work toward their dreams, regardless of 

adult approval or supervision 

Similar to Jack and Rosie challenging aetonormativity through 

their perseverance to achieve their goals, the story of The Lorax also 

pushes for self-advocacy where the young main character, Ted, fights 

against conformity to his elders  The aetonormative hierarchy is analyzed 

by literary critique Meghann Meeusen, who she discusses the societal 

norms challenged throughout the plotline  In her article, Meeusen 

claims that aetonormativity is challenged in a “carnivalesque manner” 

(487)  She describes this scenario as a place where the adults play the 

less educated, aloof roles, while members of the younger generation 

work as environmental activists and change the world around them 

for the better  Meeusen states that, “[The story of The Lorax] features 

adults learning lessons from children and an increase in representations 

of adult/child power hierarchies to balance out this seeming disruption 

of aetonormativity” (Meeusen 488)  Due to having a young boy as 

the protagonist throughout the story who overcomes many battles, 

aetonormativity is confronted through the reversed “power hierarchies” 

in the story  Ted is viewed as a child from beginning to end, just like 

Jack and Rosie, yet rebels against businessmen and his elders who are 

seemingly clueless about the environmental matters at hand  Instead of 

having adults on a podium above children, showing older characters as 

knowledgeable and resourceful, Meeusen states that, “Instead, children 

and adults are both learners, presented with ideas about how to approach 

questions of environmentalism” (493)  The conflicts Ted faces as the 

protagonist also challenge the idea of aetonormativity through the 

significance of the impact that he has on the society he lives in  Just as 

Jack questions his uncle’s view on poetry and how Rosie refuses to give 

up, Meeusen explains how Ted also forms his own identity and fights 

for the cause he believes in  Overall, Meeusen suggests that The Lorax 

exemplifies how children can utilize their voices and insights to change 

the world around them for the better  They are capable of discussing 

and understanding large concepts, such as environmentalism, and find 

endless solutions to extremely relevant problems that the real world 

faces today 
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To further explain these strategies and how they work to challenge 

aetonormativity, children’s literature scholar Daniel T  Moore analyzes 

resistance to adult ideology through the use of adolescent characters 

in Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials  Moore goes into depth about 

the main character, Lyra, who is a young girl who overcomes many 

obstacles and older supervisor restraints  She fights for what she believes 

in and is able to form her own thoughts about what has previously been 

declared as “bad” by the adult figures in her life  Moore explains the 

situations Lyra excels in, stating, “She is the victor in numerous contests 

between adolescent agency and aetonormativity as represented by specific 

adult figures and institutions” (34)  Through this statement, the reader 

can come to a mutual understanding that Lyra is a strong challenger to 

aetonormativity because she takes control of her own life, overcomes adult 

figures and their oppressive thoughts, and discovers her individuality 

through forming her own conclusions and opinions  Each of these aspects 

is recognized in Hate That Cat and Rosie Revere, Engineer through Jack 

and Rosie as they utilize their agency to become powerful, independent 

people  Lyra works within her agency to gain power even when adults 

try to control her, even as she deals with very real and complex topics 

throughout her childhood  Through the application of all of the previous 

features in Pullman’s His Dark Materials, Moore is able to identify how 

aetonormativity is directly discussed and challenged throughout the text, 

and how they are applicable to many children’s literature pieces, such as 

Creech’s and Beaty’s, through the main characters and the developments 

they experience 

Aetonormativity has greatly influenced the future generations of the 

world  It has placed a hypothetical cap on children’s agency and creativ-

ity, thus harming the minds of the young  In order to overcome these 

tragedies, such children’s literature authors as Sharon Creech and Andrea 

Beaty strategically incorporate adolescents as the main protagonists who 

continuously overcome the very idea of aetonormativity  Jack encourages 

adolescents to find comfort within their individual identities, Rosie urges 

for children to have faith in their abilities, and through these characters, 

Creech and Beaty exemplify how the young are independent, powerful 

people even while remaining children  Whether it be through rebellion, 

personal growth, or self-advocacy, children’s literature has worked to 

encourage young readers to utilize their power as unique individuals with 

voices that can shape the world around them  Children are anything but 

ordinary, and although they may be small in physique, they have a large 

impact on their communities and should be encouraged to express their 

thoughts and ideas 
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“Wulf and Eadwacer”

Katherine Christensen

In the literary world, there is a lot of disagreement among readers 
as to what the plot of the short Old English poem “Wulf and 
Eadwacer” is, but the most common interpretation is that the 

poem details the story of a husband, Eadwacer, who voyages off 
without his wife  During his absence, the woman, also the narrator, 
engages in an affair with Wulf  Upon Eadwacer’s return, she is 
expected to let go of her affair and return to her marriage  Thus 
this poem reads as a lament of the narrator in order to express her 
feelings of sorrow, as well to keep the love affair alive by detailing its 
events and effects 

One of the points of tension in this poem is who the different 

pronouns are referring to  For example, the line “It is different for us” 

repeats twice in the poem, the first time in line 3 and the second time in 

line 8  There is ambiguity as to who “us” is referring to  When reading 

the first three lines, I am led to believe that there is some sort of attack 

or hostile approach on land, as it talks about coming with force and 

being given a warning  But by the time the poem reaches line 8, the 

meaning of “us” shifts  By that point, I am led to believe that “us” refers 

to the narrator and Wulf, as their love makes them a unit  “It” refers to 

the love between the two characters, as it is seen as forbidden  I believe 

that the narrator chooses to stay with her husband partially to fulfill her 

roles as a woman at the time, more specifically her roles as a married 

woman  That is, due to the societal standards surrounding marriage, 

she had to make the socially acceptable choice of remaining loyal to her 

husband, Eadwacer  As religion was of high importance during this time 



34 35

in Anglo-Saxon culture, divorce was not seen as honorable or decent  

The article “Women’s Rights in Anglo-Saxon England” states, “Divorce 

was extremely common amongst upper-class Anglo-Saxons ” However, 

it is also important to note that Anglo-Saxon communities were usually 

tightly knit, so it is reasonable to assume that word traveled fast  So 

although divorce was a possibility, the narrator did not want to damage 

her image, as everyone could inevitably find out about her affair  Also, 

based on the fact that the first two words of the poem are “My people” 

(line 1), we can assume that this narrator holds a high social status  People 

of a higher status are usually expected to be highly moral, as they are seen 

as role models for their people  So the narrator had to stay in her marriage 

to keep up her good image and reputation 

Furthermore, their high social status plausibly explains the italicized 

description before the poem that calls Eadwacer the narrator’s “captor 

husband ” Because of his status, Eadwacer was mostly likely a desirable 

contender to be a captor, perhaps a prisoner of war  However, I think this 

depiction is interesting, as the narrator felt trapped in their marriage  So 

the narrator could possibly be the true captor  In “‘Wulf and Eadwacer’: 

An Interpretation,” John Adams points out that Eadwacer is not a name  

Rather, it is a word that means “property watcher ” So in this reading 

the narrator is Eadwacer’s property, and he is needing to keep close 

watch on her in order to control her actions  However, there is irony in 

this translation, as Eadwacer is gone and cannot keep watch on his wife  

Because he cannot keep watch, this whole debacle of a love affair ensues  

But, circling back to the original line “It is different for us,” “different” 

likely refers to the narrator indulging in the freedom she finds in her affair  

It is different because society does not have knowledge of it, therefore 

the narrator holds some amount of control 

An important function of lament, especially in this poem, is the 

preservation of memory  That is, the narrator most likely is expressing 

her feelings so that she does not forget them  But there is the mention of 

another thing in this poem that is a tangible souvenir of this affair  Lines 

16 and 17 read, “Listen Eadwacer! The wolf will carry / Our wretched 

cub to the shade of the wood ” Although there is a character in this 

poem named Wulf, line 16 mentions a “wolf,” and that differentiation 

in spelling can easily be seen as intentional  I do think that wolf refers to 

Wulf, but it is used in a larger analogy  In this analogy “Our wretched 

cub” refers to a baby that was born out of this love, as a cub is a baby of a 

wolf  The reference to the cub being carried to the shade of the woods is a 

nod to the idea that their love has to be suppressed: it needs to retreat into 

the shadows  In this way, the responsibility is being put on Wulf to take 

care of their baby, as the narrator cannot do that due to her reputation 

as a married woman  Furthermore, the cub is referred to as “wretched,” 

as they have constructed an unhappy life for this child  This child is a 

bastard, and it is unwanted  Its existence is muffled, as its existence was 

unplanned and unwanted  Line 16 begins with “Listen Eadwacer,” and 

this is seen as the narrator’s proclamation that she will do her best to 

cover up her wrongdoings  In other words, she has control over cleaning 

up her mess, she wants to assert this idea 

Comprehensively, laments help build community with others who 

have gone through this experience or those that parallel it  Toward the 

end of the poem, that narrator cries, “Wulf, / Oh my Wulf, it was hoping 

and longing for you that sickened me, starved for the sight of you, Bent 

with a despair deeper than hunger” (lines 12–15)  In this section we 

get to see physical and emotional evidence of the narrator’s pain  Right 

before these lines, the narrator describes her eyes being red from crying 

and her arms reaching out to hold him  This physical description shows 

undeniable evidence of her agony  For most readers, this evokes empathy, 

or sympathy if empathy is not possible  At the very least, readers feel sorry 

for her, as they now get an inside view of her thoughts  Or some readers 
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read these lines and curate a sense of relatedness with the narrator  This 

narrator is surely not the only woman who has ever been in a situation 

similar to this, so there is a chance that other women, or even men, who 

have participated in affairs are reading this poem  As a whole, readers 

are drawn to texts that resonate with them  So when this lament reaches 

audiences that relate to her lived experiences, they can find solace in 

knowing they are not alone, as loneliness is largely prevalent in grief  At 

this time in history, laments were largely popular  So I think this author 

intentionally chose this forum, as it would most likely reach the widest 

audience, creating the most impact 

The ending line, “You and I together” (line 19) portrays a moment 

of fragility amid a powerful and compelling message  “I” refers to the 

narrator, a lonely woman  “You” refers to a man whom this woman has 

an affair with named Wulf, and “and” indicates a union between those 

forbidden lovers  The use of the word “you” in contrast to the word “he” 

allows for the lament to take on the form of an open letter of sorts, as if it 

is a letter the narrator will never send  A more direct lamentation might 

allow the narrator to mull over her feelings in a more productive nature  

More crucially, the word “together” leaves the reader with a sense of unity 

after a piece dedicated to the topic of loss and isolation  Although the 

narrator is trying to convey that the two people cannot be together, the 

choice to end with a word of unity gives the impression that she truly 

wants them to be together—assuming that they had had a passionate love 

affair that ended in the birth of a child  Interestingly, there are multiple 

translations to this last line, as there are many interpretations  The original 

line in Old English reads “uncer giedd geador ” “Uncer” means “you 

two,” “giedd” means “song” or “poem ” and “geador” means “together ” 

For example, the website Anglo Saxon Narrative Poetry Project translates 

it as “Our mutual riddling ” Perhaps the use of the word riddling refers 

to the idea that their affair was only fun and games, taking away the 

validity or seriousness of the relationship  Or the relationship was like a 

song, we enjoy it while it lasts, but there is always the accepted knowledge 

that it will come to an end—the music will stop  Visually, Old English 

poems are written in two half-lines  However, this last line is only one 

half-line, with no accompanying second half-line  This short line draws 

in the reader and blatantly asks the reader to look for the narrator’s true 

intentions  Ultimately, the ending shows a delicacy among the woman’s 

courage, and the lament keeps her memories and emotions alive, as she 

most likely lost part of her identity when she lost her paramour  

Overall, the purpose of a lament is to express sadness, sorrow, and 

despair  The lament in “Wulf and Eadwacer” is no exception, as the 

narrator is heartbroken over losing Wulf  However, this lament does not 

only function as an outlet for emotion—it also serves to remember the 

passion she felt, as we can see this highlighted in the last word of the poem  
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