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Abstract 

This essay aims to prove the thesis claim “the female characters in Dorothy Parker’s stories 

are portrayed as mad because they are women navigating an ideal that is impossible to fulfil. 

The essay also aims to show the advantages of using a critical reading of Parker’s stories in a 

classroom. This is done by doing a critical reading of five of Parker’s stories as well as 

through theories on women and madness and the process of othering by Phyllis Chesler, Luce 

Irigaray and Simone De Beauvoir while analyzing quotes from five of Parker’s short stories. 

The essay concludes that the thesis claim is proven correct, the female characters in Parker’s 

stories are perceived as mad because they are women and that it is prudent to use Parker’s 

stories in a teaching environment.  
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Introduction 

 

It has all to do with reproductive organs 

which are naturally unstable in a dame 

You see, from “lunar” we have “lunacy” and “lunatic” and “loony”  

and they’re always ovulating by the cycle of the moon  

- Autumn, Emilie. Girls! Girls! Girls! Emilie Autumn. Emilie Autumn, 2012. MP3.  

The concept of madness and insanity has throughout almost all of human history been 

connected to the concept of women and womanhood. The ancient Greeks had the notion that 

the uterus wandered around the female body, making them irrational and prone to emotional 

outbursts. These ailments were known under one name as hysteria, from the Greek word for 

“uterus”. This connection between women and madness is mirrored in almost every aspect of 

female gender identity. In the western society, gender and sex is most commonly seen as a 

binary, with the only gender choices available for us being either masculine or feminine. 

Simone de Beauvoir writes that even “in the most primitive societies, the most ancient 

mythologies, one finds the expression of a duality – that of the self and other” (de Beauvoir 

16). De Beauvoir further argues that “[…] humanity is male, and man defines woman not in 

herself but as relative to him” (17), thus making the human normative “self” primarily male. 

The concept of what a woman is has therefore always been put into contrast with what a man 

is. Since we live in an androcentric society, the gender setting the norm for what proper 

behavior, thoughts and feelings are has always been the male. This notion of women as being 

closer to madness is echoed in society’s perception of women’s overall emotions and state of 

mind (Felman 60).  
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The thesis claim of this essay is that the female characters in Dorothy Parker’s stories are 

portrayed as mad because they are women trying to live up to a female gender ideal that is 

impossible to fulfill. In this essay, the female gender identity will be illustrated using the 

images of women in literature supplied by Gilbert and Gubar as well as Simone De Beauvoir 

of “the angel” and “the monster”. Examples of how the women of Parker’s stories attempt to 

navigate these images and fail will be shown, resulting in them being constructed as mad 

either in their own or others eyes.  This will be achieved by performing what Derrida calls “a 

critical reading” of Parker’s stories and using feminist literary critical theories as a context of 

analysis. The aim of this essay is to analyze five female characters in five short stories by 

Dorothy Parker, in order to deduce what, if anything, it is within the female gender identity 

that is the reason for the women being perceived as mad. Theories of madness in women in 

literature will be utilized in the analysis of these short stories. This essay will also argue that 

this way of reading stories in general and Parker’s stories in particular is something that could 

translate well into a classroom, using Hattie’s ideas about critical reading as well as the 

Swedish curriculum and practical ideas for reading literature in a classroom taken from 

Lundahl.  

Dorothy Parker was an American writer based in New York who mainly wrote about people 

living during the “Jazz Age”, the 1920s and 30s. She wrote poems, short stories and a 

theatrical play, as well as several book and play reviews. Her short stories most often deal 

with heterosexual romantic relationships between men and women and the pain the two 

participants in the relationships inflict on one another, often written in a sardonic and cynical 

way. The reason for choosing Parker’s short stories in this essay is the writer’s exploration of 

female gender identity within the heterosexual relationship, how the female characters 

contrast and counter-act the male characters. Additionally, Parker’s writing reveals that she 

believes there is such a thing as a “true” woman which differed greatly from the ideal woman 
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of the time. I will argue that Parker imagines the real woman as closer to what Gilbert and 

Gubar refers to as “the monster” even though she should aspire towards “the angel”. She then 

creates this impossibility in writing and explores what happens to her female characters when 

they fail to live up to this idea of the good woman. I support this claim by utilizing the poem 

Interview written by Parker and published in the collection Enough Rope 1926. 

The ladies men admire, I’ve heard, 

Would shudder at a wicked word. 

Their candle gives a single light; 

They’d rather stay at home at night. 

They do not keep awake till three, 

Nor read erotic poetry. 

They never sanction the impure, 

Not recognize an overture. 

They shrink from powders and from paints. 

So far, I have had no complaints. (116) 

 Parker tells us what she “has heard” that men like in a woman. She then goes on to 

sardonically stating that “she never had any complaints” on her own way of being, implying 

that she in fact behaves the other way around. It is notable that Parker usually uses irony 

while she is writing. This is a strategy that according to Gilbert and Gubar is used by women 

writing literature, for example Jane Austen, in order to have leave to share unpopular opinions 

in writing under the guise of irony (40).  

Elaine Showalter writes about what she calls “the three phases in response to changing 

cultural conditions” concerning women’s writing (Showalter 50). Showalter argues that since 

writing done by women has not had the same acknowledgement as their male counterparts, 
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the link between the female writer’s lives, their cultural, historical and social backgrounds and 

their texts are somewhat lost and aims to correct this by suggesting these three phases of 

women’s literary history. Showalter has created a timeline beginning at the early nineteenth 

century and ending at the 1960’s.  These phases are known as the feminine, the female and 

the feminist phase (Showalter 55). As Dorothy Parker lived and worked in the 1920’s, her 

work can be seen as being somewhere between the “female” and the “feminist” phase. The 

“female” phase lasted between the 1880’s and into the beginning of the twentieth century to 

the 1920’s and the writing done by women at that time was prominently about protesting the 

status quo, with attitudes and norms being questioned. The last phase is known as the 

“feminist” phase, and according to Showalter, this was the phase of women writers’ self-

discovery, starting the search for an “independent female identity” (66). This fact could be 

worth taking into consideration for the modern reader, to further understand the historical, 

political and social context from whence Parker writes. 

This essay will be structured by an introduction of the aim and purpose. Following this will be 

a didactic discussion regarding why and how Parker can be used in a classroom. This will be 

followed by an explanation of the theoretical background in two parts. The first theory 

heading focuses on the theory of “the angel” and “the monster” by Gilbert and Gubar and the 

process of othering introduced by Simone de Beauvoir. The second theory heading focuses on 

theories of madness in women in literature written by Felman, Morris and Irigaray as well as 

a clarification of how the term madness is used in this essay after a definition by Jules 

Clarétie. After this, analyses and discussion of Parker’s short stories based on the theories 

used in previous theory headings will follow. The essay will then be summarized, concluding 

as to whether or not the thesis claim has been proven. Suggestions for further research, mainly 

in the areas of critical reading, shall also be offered in the conclusion.   
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Using Parker’s Stories in the Classroom 

 

There is a school of thought in literature called realism. Realism is more or less the 

assumption that language can be held up like a mirror to reality, and it will reflect it back to us 

perfectly. The point of realist writing is that it could be read as if taken from real life. The 

writing is credible, the characters, plots and themes are logical and contextualized so that they 

seem to be real. Even though this might be a valid argument as to why we tend to read and 

enjoy literature, the component of identification, it is also important to remember that 

language is never neutral. Words are signifiers of certain values prominent in our society, and 

as such can never be fully objective. Since our society and our culture are in constant change, 

words and texts change meaning depending on the reader and the context. Thus we can never 

be sure that a text aims to mean or reflect a certain static thing, one cannot use literature as a 

mirror to reality. Connected to this idea of language and text as something lacking a “true” 

meaning that never changes is the method of analysis within the compounds of literary theory 

called deconstruction. This method of reading a text has a somewhat vague definition, since 

the founding father of deconstruction, the philosopher Jacques Derrida, refused to give a 

straight explanation as to what it really meant to deconstruct a text. However, scholars seem 

to agree that deconstruction aims to analyze and interpret texts and search for new meanings 

by placing the text in different contexts. One aim of this essay is to place Dorothy Parker’s 

short stories in the feminist literary criticism context and thereby creating new meaning to the 

texts. One thing that deconstructive reading does, according Derrida, is to see meaning in a 

whole text, looking beyond specific signifiers and rejecting the thought that one mode of 

interpretation is more valid than another (28).  Barbara Johnson explains the term thusly in 

her book The Critical Difference; 

Deconstruction is not synonymous with "destruction", however. It is in fact 

much closer to the original meaning of the word 'analysis' itself, which 
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etymologically means "to undo" -- a virtual synonym for "to de-construct." ... If 

anything is destroyed in a deconstructive reading, it is not the text, but the claim 

to unequivocal domination of one mode of signifying over another (43). 

Derrida further claims that a text is a reality in itself since it is always read through the reality 

of the reader. A reading can never exist without a reader, and it is the reader that creates the 

reality of the text. Derrida describes his way of reading as “the reading must always aim at a 

certain relationship, unperceived by the writer, between what he commands and what he does 

not command of the patterns of the language that he uses […] but a signifying structure that a 

critical reading should produce” (Derrida 158). A text can mean different things to different 

people at different times. 

From a didactic point of view, this subjectivity of language is important to explain to the 

students (Felman 64-65). To omit the fact that language is never truly objective and to have a 

strictly “reflective” relationship towards language and literature is to allow androcentric views 

and opinions become the norm and unquestioned truth, because of the assumption that if it is 

written, it must be true. This is of course the case with other power structures as well, but the 

main focus of this essay is to study the structures connected with gender that permeates our 

society. This connects to the didactic element of the essay which is the importance of talking 

about language and the way we and others utilize language to make a point, in political and 

historical texts for example. Furthermore, it is important to discuss norms and their 

reproduction in our media and literature with our students, to ensure that the students are 

aware of the fact that language constructs our way of seeing things.  

According to John Hattie, some aspects of what constitutes a successful curriculum are that 

the curriculum in question is 

 - Aiming for the best balance of surface and deep understanding 
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- Ensuring a focus on developing learning strategies to construct meaning 

- Having strategies that are planned, deliberate, and having explicit and active 

programs that teach specific skills and deeper understanding” ( Hattie 35) 

By having the students conduct a critical feminist reading of Dorothy Parker’s stories these 

criteria that Hattie states are the foundations of a good curriculum are being fulfilled. The 

students would learn to utilize their reading skills in a more precise manner, using a specific 

reading method and theory to reach deeper understanding. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar 

mention a “plot behind the plot” in their book The Madwoman in the Attic regarding writing 

done by women (74). They mean that women writers “felt they had things to hide” and 

therefore wrote stories that at first glance might seem to be without a plot, partially or 

completely lacking a story (75). This “secret message” of literature written by women is, 

according to Gilbert and Gubar, essentially the writer’s “quest for her own story”. Women 

who write, Gilbert and Gubar say, “lacking the pen/penis which would similarly to refute one 

fiction by another, women in patriarchal societies have historically been reduced to mere 

properties, to characters and images imprisoned in male texts because generated solely […] 

by male expectations and designs” (12). So women in literature are searching for their identity 

in the midst of literary images of themselves created primarily by men. One might argue that 

this is one motivation for Parker’s writing as well. De Beauvoir writes that “women still 

dream through the dreams of men” (161), meaning that women have internalized the 

androcentric language and images connected with womanhood and female gender identity 

since they have no true language or culture of their own. This is also in accordance to what 

Irigaray writes about women and madness. Irigaray writes that “women have no voice of their 

own”, therefore making it impossible for them to interpret themselves as anything outside of 

the androcentric norm (Irigaray 12). Having students actively search for this “story behind the 
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story” by reading Dorothy Parker enhances a deeper understanding of literature, history, and 

modern day society.   

One aspect that highlights the importance of reading stories by and about women can be 

found in the Swedish curriculum for upper secondary school in chapter one regarding 

fundamental values and tasks of the school. “The national school system is based on […] 

equality between women and men […]” (Skolverket 4). Ever since the study of literature 

started, our western literary canon has been predominantly centered on literature written by 

(white) men. It was these texts that were read, analyzed and seen as “good literature”. Since 

then, in the throngs of postmodernism, postcolonialism and feminism has made their marks in 

our cultural consciousness, creating a “new” literary canon using the texts of people of color 

and women. However, since our modern day literary traditions more or less stem from these 

ancient “dreams of men”, androcentric cultural norms exist within the study of literature as 

well. This is made apparent in for example the 9
th

 edition of The Norton Anthology of English 

Literature, published 2013 and with the sub-heading “the major authors”, where 24 out of 89 

named writers were women. This is just below 27%, less than a third of all the writers 

included. One way of widening the idea of what good and worthwhile literature is could be to 

introduce students to more women writers.  

The advantages of using Parker’s stories in a classroom are many. Teaching students about 

deconstruction as a way of reading for instance, that we create meaning and reality through 

context will teach them to investigate other kinds of discourses critically. According to the 

syllabus, using literature in the classroom is part of the core content of the English subject 

(Skolverket English 5). Furthermore, teaching in English should cover the content of “subject 

areas related to students' education, and societal and working life; current issues; events and 

processes; thoughts, opinions, ideas, experiences and feelings; relationships and ethical 

issues” as well as “living conditions, attitudes, values and traditions, as well as social, 
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political and cultural conditions in different contexts and parts of the world where English is 

used.” (Skolverket English 5). This is something that can be found in Parker’s stories.  In 

addition to that, teaching in English should strive to “help students develop an understanding 

of how to search for, evaluate, select and assimilate content from multiple sources of 

information, knowledge and experiences”. Utilizing a critical reading of texts may help the 

students to do this. Additionally, comparing the attitudes of the reader of today with the 

readers that were current with Parker and her literary works also gives an understanding of 

how our society shapes our opinions and how a historical perspective on literature is 

important. Reading literature has also been known to help students with their second language 

acquisition. One way of using Parker’s stories in a classroom might be to have the students do 

a critical reading of the texts by putting them into different contexts, for instance feminist 

literary criticism, and then having the students keep a reading diary as suggested by Lundahl 

(120).  

The Angel, the Monster and the Process of Othering 

 

Gilbert and Gubar have written about the two roles women are casted (by men) to play in 

literature; the angel and the monster. The angel is, according to Gilbert and Gubar, the ideal 

woman that male writers dream of (20). The idea of the angel, Gilbert and Gubar as well as 

De Beauvoir seem to agree on,  appears to have originated from the idea of the Virgin Mary, 

being virginal, the Mother, pure, passive, self-sacrificing, loving, caretaking and encouraging 

creativity and action in men (De Beauvoir 178). In short, she offers salvation. The monster on 

the other hand seems to have her roots in Delilah and Lilith, being deceitful, selfish, full of 

independent action, malice and hidden dark forces of destruction, being everything that men 

fear (De Beauvoir 180). In other words, she offers damnation. These two roles in many ways 

embody the ideals of female gender identity, the dichotomy of what man perceives her to be. 
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Gilbert and Gubar illustrate these two images with the tale of Snow White, where Snow 

White herself is cast in the role of the angel and her stepmother, the Queen, as the monster. 

What is notable in this tale regarding the images of angel and monster is that the attempts on 

Snow White’s life all happen through some symbol of femininity. The Queen uses a poisoned 

comb, a strangling shawl and a poison apple, which Snow White finally chokes on and dies. 

She kills Snow White through cosmetics and food, which are interests classically attributed to 

females. This brings up the idea of women being “killed” by their own gender role, that being, 

or trying to be, a woman literally strangles them. This idea is echoed in Parker’s texts, where 

she continuously writes characters that turn almost self-annihilating by trying to live up to the 

gender role ascribed to her. 

De Beauvoir writes that “the privileged place held by men in economic life, their social 

usefulness […] the value of masculine backing, all this makes women wish ardently to please 

men” and therefore, she concludes that “it follows that woman sees herself and makes her 

choices not in accordance with her true nature in itself, but as man defines her” (169). 

According to De Beauvoir, one must look at what woman has been portrayed as to be in order 

to explain what she is. Pam Morris makes clear that the male gaze permeates literature as 

much as everyday life and that even the fictional woman cannot escape the “voyeuristic and 

judgmental” male interpretation of their beings (64). This statement should indicate that in 

reading Parker’s stories, the characters in the stories will be affected by this “process of 

othering”. It is therefore also valid to investigate the images created by men for women to 

fulfil in literature as an illustration of the female gender identity in this essay. In these two 

roles, woman is seen as being above and simultaneously as being below the common morals 

of human conduct and modes of relating. Sherry Ortner describes this way of seeing woman’s 

state of being in her text “Is Female to Male as Nature Is to Culture?” as a “symbolic 

ambiguity” (86). It is also suggested by Gilbert and Gubar that the angel and the monster do 
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not need to be separated, the monster can in fact reside within the angel (29). Thus, the 

angelic woman, “submissive [and] enshrined in domesticity” may hide a “cunning serpent” 

within herself (Gilbert & Gubar 28). This idea of every good woman hiding a monster within 

is clearly reflected in Dorothy Parker’s writing. The impossibility of not being able to become 

neither the angel nor the monster and at the same time not being able to be or become 

anything else, at least in literature, creates something similar to clinical madness the women 

of Parker’s short stories.  

As mentioned before, much of early feminist literary criticism subscribes to the idea of the 

female writer as someone who is continually trying to search for an identity of her own as the 

only available options for her are images created by male writers. Gilbert and Gubar further 

argue that this dichotomy of angel and monster is pervasively present in the literature of 

women. They write that “if the vexed and vexing polarities of angel and monster, sweet dumb 

Snow White and fierce mad Queen, are major images literary tradition offers women, how 

does such imagery influence the way in which women attempt the pen?” (46). They further 

claim that “the images of “angel” and “monster” have been so ubiquitous throughout 

literature by men that they have also pervaded women’s writing to such an extent that few 

women have definitely “killed” either figure”. One could argue that Dorothy Parker’s 

authorship reflects this. The women in her stories are acutely aware of the images expected of 

her, being the angel, and continuously attempts to hide the monster or to convince the man 

she is with that the monster does not, in fact, exist at all. At the same time, she herself is 

aware of this “serpent within” and is afraid of being exposed as a fraud for not being able to 

be the angel fully. However, this “serpent within” could be nothing else but an impossibility 

to conform to this angel image. De Beauvoir writes that “against the […] multiple existences 

of actual women, mythical thought opposes the Eternal Feminine, unique and changeless”, 

and continues that “if the definition for this concept is contradicted by the behavior of flesh-
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and-blood women, it is the latter who are wrong” (283). Thus, if you cannot conform to this 

image of what femininity is, it is not the image of the angel that is incorrect, it is the woman 

herself that is not feminine enough. This is reflected through several of Parker’s characters, 

who continuously struggle with the danger of not being the right sort of woman, feminine 

enough for a man to want her. 

In these images of angel and monster, we see an image of what a woman should be. Another 

way of understanding what a woman is, is to look to the explanation given by Simone de 

Beauvoir in the process of othering. According to what Simone de Beauvoir writes in The 

Second Sex, the process of othering can be described as the consequences of the process of 

identification (14). Repeating the statement by De Beauvoir used in the introduction of this 

essay, even “in the most primitive societies, in the most ancient mythologies, one finds the 

expression of a duality – that of the Self and the Other” (14). When a group, such as Swedes 

for example, searches for a sense of group identity, it often describes itself in the terms of 

what it is not and what is different, in other words it compares itself to “the other”. To be 

Swedish is to not be Norwegian or Spanish or Turkish. In order for the sense of identity 

within the group to be positive, the “other” must in turn be thought of as negative. With the 

current value system being of an androcentric nature, it is “man” and “masculine” that are 

used to describe the norm, what is normal.  Thus, “woman” is always “the other”. Simone de 

Beauvoir describes woman as a secondary term, negative space, she does not have a positive 

sense of identity of her own but is simply a display of everything that man is not. De Beauvoir 

says that “thus humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative to him; 

she is not regarded as an autonomous being” (16).  She also urges the point that this process 

in one-sided. De Beauvoir writes that “[woman] is defined and differentiated with reference to 

man and not he with reference to her; she is the incidental, the inessential as opposed to the 

essential. He is the Subject, he is the Absolute – she is the Other” (17). While man is rational, 
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woman is irrational, where he is logical she is emotional, where he is sane, she is insane, all in 

order for men to create a positive self-image. And since “man” is the norm, misogynistic 

values and norms are reproduced, internalized and normalized in our culture and in our 

language, and as such also reproduced in literature (14). 

Chesler, Irigaray and Morris on Madness in Women in Literature 

 

Gilbert and Gubar write that “it is debilitating to be any woman in a society where women are 

warned that if they do not behave like angels they must be monsters” (53). They continue 

with stating that “recently, social scientists and social historians […] have begun to study the 

ways in which patriarchal socialization literally makes women sick, both physically and 

mentally” (53). It is, therefore, reasonable to argue that the constant attempts to live up to the 

ideals created by men for women to fulfil is mentally damaging and could construct madness 

in Parker’s characters.  

In this essay, the terms “mad” and “madness” are used according to the definition of the 

illness hysteria explained by Jules Clarétie in his novel Les amours d’un interne, where his 

character, the doctor Charcot, describes the disease to a nurse with whom he is in love as “It 

is, if you will, the exaggeration of anything.” (7). Exaggeration of response, of feeling, of 

behavior. Hysteria, the female madness, could simply be spelled out as being over the top, 

distraught, dramatic and over emotional. As hysteria is a symbol for the distinct sort of 

madness adherent almost exclusively to females, it is known as the “female malady”, it is 

pertinent to raise the question as to whether or not it is the female gender identity itself which 

is perceived as mad.  

In Women and Madness, Phyllis Chesler argues that women are over-represented in 

psychiatric care because of the fact that she is a woman, or more precisely, because she is not 
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a man (Chesler 68). Chesler’s research is mainly centered on women who have been in 

psychiatric care telling their own stories. Chesler writes that; “It is clear that for a woman to 

be healthy she must “adjust” to and accept the behavioral norms for her sex even though these 

kinds of behavior are generally regarded as less socially desirable […] The ethic of mental 

health is masculine in our culture” (Chesler 138). In order to be a sane woman, she must 

accept her fate as less valid than men. If she does not, she is by default seen as mad. Chesler 

further states that “what we consider “madness”, whether it appears in women or in men, is 

either the acting out of the devalued female role or the total or partial rejection of one’s sex-

role stereotype” (Chesler 56). Note that Chelser’s use of the word “sex-role” is the equivalent 

to what current research would call “gender-role”, and is therefore interpreted according to 

that assumption. When men fail to “perform” gender properly, they are seen as mad. At the 

same time, when women do “perform” their gender, they are in turn perceived as mad.   

The theories of psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray can be utilized to explain the connection between 

women and madness. Irigaway’s take is a of a more theoretical nature, focusing on Freud’s 

fictive lecture “On Femininity” while using deconstructive methods of analysis derived from 

the thinking of Derrida. According to Irigaray’s interpretation of these methods, women have 

been excluded from the opportunity to produce speech by being denied a sense of identity 

through the process of othering, and thus being denied access to the privileges available to the 

male identity (Irigaray 11). Irigaray explains this by stating that “the possibility of a thought 

which would neither spring from nor return to this masculine Sameness is simply 

unthinkable” (Irigaray 13). What Irigaray means with “masculine sameness” can be conveyed 

by her translator Carolyn Burke in the book Engaging with Irigaray: Feminist Philosophy and 

Modern European Thought: 

In her [Irigaray’s] view, the syntax of discursive logic does not tolerate such 

female speakers, who cannot be assimilated into a system of meaning based on 
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masculine identity as sameness. “Sameness” refers to what Irigaray sees as the 

tendency in Western theoretical discourse to privilege masculine “sameness-

unto-itself” as the basis of meaning and identity… “Oneness”, like “sameness”, 

refers to the masculine standard that takes itself as a universal. (67, 71) 

Not being able to use their voice and produce speech since they do not fit in this male system 

of meaning, women are forced to have their behaviors and feelings be interpreted by their 

other, the men. Thus, the idea of women being mad simply because they are not as men is 

cemented in linguistic theory as well as with examples from reality. Using Irigaray’s 

argument, Parker’s characters are perceived as mad because they lack a voice by which to 

distinguish themselves beyond the “masculine sameness” that defines madness as something 

distanced from the male identity (13). 

In Literature and Feminism, Pam Morris states that literature written by women has to be read 

in a different context than literature written by men. This is because the way we read 

women’s literary texts in an androcentric context, with its own fixed set of rules of what 

“good” literature is, creates the assumption that these texts are not as valid or important as 

their male counterparts (Morris 59). Furthermore, Morris argues that “writing by women can 

tell the story of the aspects of women’s lives that have been erased, ignored, demeaned, 

mystified and even idealized in the majority of traditional texts” (60). When the reader is 

introduced to themes which are commonly not given much room in literature they are forced 

to judge the content according to the androcentric norms of what quality is to judge the 

content of women writers’ texts. Thus, reading Dorothy Parker’s short stories in the context in 

which they were created and first read and appreciated, the androcentric literary context, will 

affect how the reader interprets the characters in the stories. It might be arguable to assume 

that the reader will be more inclined to interpret women in literature to be mad or irrational 

based on the androcentric interpretations of women in our culture.  
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Parker’s Heroines and Their Madness Seen Through the Angel and the Monster 

 

When analyzing Parker’s short stories, I endeavored to choose quotes which showed a woman 

exhibiting behavior that she or someone in her proximity found irrational, over emotional or 

crazy, as well as trying to figure out why she is perceived in this manner, in accordance with 

Clarétie’s definition of female madness. I also aimed to analyze quotes which showed that 

Parker was aware of the angel/monster dichotomy and had her characters try to navigate these 

images. According to Chesler’s research, women are seen as mad when they do not behave or 

react like men, in accordance with the idea of the process of othering. Pam Morris argues for 

the same statement, by mentioning that the male gaze is present in literature as well as in real 

life, making the reader see literature through the male filter.  In “The Lovely Leave”, the main 

character Mimi is waiting for her husband to come home for a short leave from the army 

during World War I. What she believes is going to be 24 hours together turns out to be only 

one. She expresses her disappointment to her husband. 

 - Couldn’t you have said something? She said. Couldn’t you have told them you’ve 

only had one leave in six months? Couldn’t you have said all the chance your wife had 

to see you again was just this poor little twenty-four hours? Couldn’t you have 

explained what it meant to her? Couldn’t you? 

- Come on, now, Mimi, he said. There’s a war on. (Parker 10) 

Here, the character Mimi is casted by her husband as the monster. While Mimi is emotional 

and focused on her own feelings regarding her husband’s revoked leave, her husband displays 

the classically male behaviors such as being rational and putting his duty before his own 

personal feelings, and showing abhorrence towards Mimi for not doing the same. According 

to the process of othering, woman is what man is not. This process is clearly displayed in this 

short exchange, where Mimi is being emotional and irrational and her husband is not. 
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According to the ideal of the angel image, Mimi should be projecting a motherly and 

nurturing instinct towards her husband, the other soldiers and even to her country. However, 

Mimi fails at this, and her husband reprimands her for this.  

Another example of the process of othering making a woman in Parker’s stories appear 

irrational and over emotional is found in the story “Dusk Before Fireworks”. This story also 

brings up one of the most clear examples of a female character trying to find her own identity 

somewhere in between the angel and the monster. The short story revolves around a man and 

a woman, Hobie and Katherine, enjoying an evening together, while they keep being 

interrupted by the man’s telephone ringing. The callers are always other young women trying 

to get the man to come see them. Katherine does not take kindly to this and explains that in a 

passionate tone to Hobie. He replies: 

-You know, he said, I knew that was coming. I could tell it by the way you were 

when I came back from the telephone. Oh, Kit, what makes you want to talk like 

that? You know damned well the last thing I want to do is see Connie Holt. You 

know how I want to be with you. Why do you want to work up all this? I 

watched you just sit there and deliberately talk yourself into it, starting right out 

of nothing. Now what’s the idea of that? Oh, good Lord, what’s the matter with 

women anyway? 

- Please don’t call me “women”, she said. (Parker 141) 

To be able to be seen as sane, you have to behave like something other than a woman being 

the monster. To be able to be seen as understandable and rational, you must behave like 

something other than the monster, throwing hysterical and selfish tantrums. Katherine is 

unwilling to behave “like a woman”, here understood as the monster side of the female gender 

identity dichotomy created in literature, since she knows that this would make her 
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uninteresting to Hobie who, being a man, “just wants “peace and quiet”” (Parker 136), so she 

distances herself from this gender identity entirely. She has understood that for Hobie to not 

see her as mad or hysterical, she must behave like the angel, selfless and self-sacrificing for 

Hobie’s “peace and quiet”. However, Katherine has severe difficulty acclimatizing to the 

image of the angel. Hobie also pinpoints something; that this behavior is by him seen in all 

women, and he therefore connects the idea of being very emotional and expressive and 

exaggerated with being a woman.  

The same distancing from the own sex, making a woman appear more appealing and less 

demanding and crazy can be noticed in Parker’s short story “Mr. Durant”. Mr. Durant is a 

man who has an affair with his secretary, Rose. Rose then becomes pregnant, as is convinced 

to have an abortion. Parker then has Mr. Durant muse on what made Rose a good companion 

and lover, painting the perfect image Gilbert and Gubar’s angel.   

She was never one to demand much of him, anyway. She never thought of 

stirring up any trouble between him and his wife, never besought him to leave 

his family and go away with her, even for a day. Mr. Durant valued her for that. 

It did away with a lot of probable fussing. (Parker 38) 

Rose is behaving like a perfect angel should, and as such is seen as the “good kind of woman” 

according to Parker. This angel image however, Parker implies, is impossible to personify for 

any longer amounts of time.  Rose is not making any emotional demands on Mr. Durant, thus 

qualifying her as a good companion and a good woman. As a lover, her merits lie in that she 

doesn’t need or ask for anything beyond what the man is willing to give her, fulfilling the 

criteria of the angel, being the ideal partner. She is moderate and rational. She is not behaving 

like a crazy woman in love, a monster, and therein lays her appeal.  
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However, when Rose finds out that she is pregnant, and reveals this to Mr. Durant, she also 

reveals her, according to Parker, “the serpent within”. And as she does this by coming into his 

office and crying, she is physically transformed. She is not just behaving like a monster; she 

also starts to resemble a monster. The image of the fallen angel comes to mind. 

Ten days before, Rose had come weeping into his office. She had the sense to 

wait till after hours, for a wonder, but anybody might have walked in and seen 

her blubbering there; Mr. Durant felt it to be due only to the efficient 

management of his personal God that no one had. She wept, as he sweepingly 

put it, all over the place. The color left her cheeks and collected damply in her 

nose, and rims of vivid pink grew around her pale eyelashes. Even her hair 

became affected: it came away from the pins, and stray ends wandered limply 

over her neck. Mr. Durant hated to look at her, could not bring himself to touch 

her. (Parker 39) 

Since Rose’s only redeeming quality lied in the fact that she was unwilling to “make a scene” 

or “make a fuss”, Mr. Durant finds himself physically repulsed by her when she bursts into 

his office crying, turning from celestial being into uncontrollable monster before his very 

eyes. Her charms have disappeared because she has started to act like a “real” woman rather 

than a virginal Mother Mary. When Mr. Durant finds out why Rose storms into his office as 

she explains her situation, his emotional response is different from Rose’s.  

All his energies were expended in urging her for God’s sake to keep quiet; he 

did not ask her what was the matter. But it came out, between bursts of 

unpleasant-sounding sobs. She was “in trouble”. […] She had suspected it for 

some time, but she hadn’t wanted to bother him about it until she was absolutely 
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sure. “Didn’t want to bother me!” thought Mr. Durant. Naturally, he was 

furious. (Parker 39) 

The fact that Rose is upset makes her a bother; her emotional outburst is an inconvenience 

which needs to be dealt with by getting her to keep quiet. Her monstrous response to, what in 

the 1920’s, was a disastrous situation, is by Mr. Durant seen as exaggerated, she behaves like 

a mad woman and it irritates him. The focus in this passage is not on the fact that Rose is 

upset about something, as Mr. Durant assumes that whatever it could be it is not relevant to 

him. Her feelings are irrational and not valid. Her emotional response is not seen as either 

proportional or appropriate; she is seen as a crazy woman, one who exaggerates for dramatic 

effect. And when Mr. Durant finds out the reason for her emotional outburst he responds with 

anger over the whole situation. Anger, being an emotion mostly connected with men, is by 

default a more appropriate reaction according to Mr. Durant. This can be noted by the word 

“naturally” in the sentence “naturally, he was furious”.   

When the situation finally resolves and Rose has agreed to have her abortion and then leave 

her job, Mr. Durant says goodbye to her in his office. Rose’s emotional response to having to 

go through with an abortion and being treated poorly by the man she has had an affair with is 

seen as over dramatic and irrational by Mr. Durant. The angel has disappeared completely, 

leaving a desolate creature in its wake. 

He promised, moreover, to put in a good word for her whenever she wanted her 

job back. But Rose had gone pink about the nose again at the thought. She had 

sobbed her rasping sobs, then had raised her face from her stringy handkerchief 

and said, with an entirely foreign firmness, that she never wanted to see the 

rubber works or Ruby or Mr. Durant again. He had laughed indulgently, had 

made himself pat her thin back. (41) 
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Parker’s stories often have the theme of romantic relationships where the two heterosexual 

participants are unable to communicate due to the different ways of conveying messages 

utilized by the two sexes. In the stories, the man often interprets the woman’s behavior to be 

irrational, overly dramatic or crazy, because she does not communicate like he does. Since the 

reader is shaped by the same androcentric norms that were prevalent in the 1920’s, they also 

have the tendency to interpret women’s behavior in Parker’s stories to be irrational or overly 

emotional. The exception of this seems to be when it comes to readers who are women, since 

they have learned to communicate in the same way as the women in the stories (Morris 15). In 

the short story “Here We Are”, the main characters are a newlywed couple on board on a train 

going to their honeymoon. The topic of conversation turns to the woman’s new hat. It turns 

out that the man liked the old hat the woman had, and an argument ensues that is resolved, 

and the train is soon to arrive at their destination. The woman in the story tethers on the edge 

between the angel and the monster. Here, she has deliberately chosen to present herself as the 

angel. However, one can feel the presence of the monster behind the seemingly innocent 

comments over her hat. 

- We won’t go all to pieces, she said, we won’t fight. Reach me down my hat, 

will you sweetheart?  It’s time I was putting it on. Thanks. Ah, I’m so sorry you 

don’t like it. 

- I do so like it! he said. 

-You said you didn’t, she said, you said you thought it was perfectly terrible. 

- I never said any such thing, he said. You’re crazy. 

- All right, I may be crazy, she said. Thank you very much. (Parker 133) 

Here, the man goes so far as to call her crazy since he does not understand her strong 

emotional response over a hat. For the woman reader, this argument is about something other 



24 
 

than the hat. Since women are taught more than men to speak in symbols (Morris 18), the 

reader might deduce the hat is a symbol for something else. She seeks affirmation of that their 

decision to get married was the right one, and that she can feel that she has a husband who 

will understand her and what is important to her, so that her being the angel is worth it. She 

bought a new hat because she wanted perhaps to imprint on herself this new role, of an 

engelic spouse. This way that Parker writes about the woman’s experience of life is connected 

to Showalter’s three phases of literature written by women and an expression of how Parker 

fits into the female as well as the feminist phase. Because the woman interprets what the man 

says earlier about the hat as “you thought it was perfectly terrible” when he insists that all he 

said was that he liked her other hat better, she is being exaggerating and over emotional about 

“just a hat”. When the woman does not respond in a positive manner, and even twists the 

man’s words to be more menacing than they perhaps sounded to him, the woman seems to 

him to be irrational and over emotional, closing in on the monster, and he does not understand 

why she is responding in this way. While these feelings at first feel justified and correct, she 

then agrees with his interpretation of her feelings and behaviors as “crazy”, even though she 

clearly implies that this interpretation hurts her feelings even further, by adding the “thank 

you very much”. She is surrendering to the male interpretation of her emotions. 

In these stated examples, the woman in the passages have had her behaviors and feelings 

observed and interpreted through the eyes of another character or the reader. What happens 

when the character herself has to categorize her emotional state and behavior? The question is 

raised whether or not the idea of madness in women is internalized within the women 

themselves. According to Irigaray’s theory of women and madness, women have no voice of 

their own, therefore making it impossible for them to interpret themselves as anything outside 

of the androcentric norm (12). This theory is proven to be correct in several of the passages 

from the short stories written by Parker. 
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In “The Lovely Leave”, Mimi reflects over her relationship with her husband and how it has 

suffered due to the war. Here, Parker shows that Mimi is very aware of how she ought to react 

and behave, i.e. like the angel.  

There had been rules to be learned in that matter, and the first of them was the hardest: 

never say to him what you want him to say to you. […] Do not bedevil him with the 

pinings of your faithful heart because he is your husband, your man, your love. Because 

you are writing to none of these. You are writing to a soldier. (Parker 6) 

Mimi understands that there are “rules” to be followed when writing to her husband, and that 

is to abide to the point of view of her husband, to resign her emotional response to the much 

more valid manly way of handling the separation, the self-sacrificing Virgin Mary showing 

her face once more. Mimi realizes that she has to understand that her husband is first and 

foremost a soldier and not “hers” to expose to her emotional turmoil. She understands that her 

behavior is less valid and proper than her husband’s, which is to accept that his duty is 

towards his country. He serves an ideal rather than prioritizing their relationship, and she 

knows that she has to accept this if she wants to keep him. 

Mimi also displays some knowledge of the fact that her feelings are valid, that it is dangerous 

even to become over emotional over things, and that it is the wrong kind of woman, the 

monster, who behaves that way. 

If you looked for things to make you feel hurt and wretched and unnecessary, you were 

certain to find them, more easily each time, so easily, soon, that you did not even realize 

you had gone out searching. Women alone often developed into experts at the practice. 

She must never join their dismal league. (Parker 3)  

Parker argues that there is a “right” sort of woman, an image that every woman must do her 

best to imitate. In “The Lovely Leave”, the character Mimi is also aware of this. To be the 
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“right” sort of woman is to not be the kind of woman who “goes out searching” for reasons to 

be miserable. Mimi has internalized the idea of what it means to be an angel, i. e. not crazy 

and emotional, and knows what behaviors are deemed to be outside of this spectrum and 

therefore seen as irrational and mad.. This impossibility between conflicting emotions is what 

Parker writes about, and is also connected to Chesler’s idea of madness in women as 

something deeply connected with the necessity to “perform” womanhood, i.e. the correct kind 

of womanhood (38). 

In the short story “A Telephone Call”, a woman conducts an inner monologue concerning a 

telephone call that she is not receiving by a man who promised he would telephone her. She is 

lamenting over the fact that he does not call, implores the phone to ring, and begs to God to 

intervene and make the man dial her number. She is torn between the images of monster and 

angel, her raging emotional response to the man having broken her promise to her killing the 

angel inside her, coupled with an internalized fear of becoming the monster after all.  

I mustn’t. I mustn’t do this. Suppose he’s a little late calling me up – that’s 

nothing to get hysterical about. Maybe he isn’t going to call – maybe he’s 

coming straight up here without telephoning. He’ll be cross if he sees I have 

been crying. They don’t like you when you cry. He doesn’t cry. (Parker 121) 

Crying is something women do, and men don’t. She also calls herself “hysterical”, and 

chastises herself about her behavior. She knows that the way she is thinking and behaving is 

not attractive to men, that in their eyes she is behaving like a madwoman, the monster, and 

therefore she urges herself to stop. She also holds up her own emotional standard to that of the 

man, she cries but she knows that he would not like it if he knew that she cried, since he never 

cries. Since she is a woman and exerting womanly behaviors and feelings, she is being 

irrational and crazy. Again we are faced with the impossibility in being a woman in Parker’s 
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world. While the woman’s natural response to what’s happening to her, that the man is not 

calling her when he said he would, is to let out the “serpent within”, becoming “hysterical” 

even, she also knows that this response would be abhorred and drive the man she wants 

further away from her.  

I wish he were dead. I wish he were dead, dead, dead. This is silly. It’s silly to 

go wishing people were dead just because they don’t call you up the very minute 

they said they would. (122) 

Again, the main character “knows” that her thoughts are seen as ridiculous and not valid, she 

is invalidating her own feelings, trying to ignore her inner serpent, if you will. She analyzes 

her own behavior as silly and crazy. One minute she is involved in her emotional response, 

embraces the monster, and the next she discards it. She has internalized the male gaze into her 

own mind, and realizes that she is behaving in a way that men would call mad and crazy.  

In “A Telephone Call”, the main character criticizes herself for her own emotions. In the story 

“Dusk Before Fireworks”, Katherine is criticizing her behavior to a man, Hobie. Trying to 

excuse her behavior in front of him, since she knows it to be wrong, she attempts to rectify 

herself and be accepted into his good graces once more by assuring him that she will be the 

angel for him, not the monster, and not be repeating the mad emotional outburst. 

- Ah don’t, she said, you promised you’d forget about – about last Wednesday. 

You said you’d never remember it again. Oh, whatever made me do it! Making 

scenes. Having tantrums. Rushing out into the night. And then coming crawling 

back. Me, that wanted to show you how different a woman could be! Oh please, 

please don’t let’s think about it. Only tell me I wasn’t as terrible as I know I 

was. 
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- Darling, he said, for he was often a young man of simple statements, you were 

the worst I ever saw. (Parker 137) 

This could be seen as Chesler’s argument reproduced in Parker’s writing. The main character 

who is a woman describes her own behavior as mad, crazy and embarrassing, and is in 

complete agreement that it is the fact that she behaved like a the wrong woman, the monster, 

that is the terrible part of her behavior. The important thing, to Katherine, was to show how 

much not like a woman she could be, navigating carefully between the angel and the monster, 

hiding “the serpent”. This attempt to display emotions which are more appropriate is further 

developed later in the short story, when the telephone rings once again, disturbing the couple. 

-Let’s not answer it, he said. Let’s let it ring. 

- No, you mustn’t, she said. I must be big and strong. Anyway, maybe it’s only 

somebody that just died and left you twenty million dollars. Maybe it isn’t some 

other woman at all. And if it is, what difference does it make? See how sweet 

and reasonable I am? Look at me being generous. (Parker 139) 

Being romantically possessive is also part of what the monster is, and Katherine knows this. 

So she ensures that the man, Hobie, does not think that she is going to let herself show any of 

those behaviors. However, this apparent façade of the angel is soon falling apart, as is 

common in Parker’s writing. Katherine breaks down in an emotional monologue, marking her 

forever and irretrievably as a monster, and in Hobie’s eyes she has become a madwoman, like 

all other women.   

“- I know it’s horrible, she said. It’s – well, I do in in defense, I suppose, Hobie. 

If I didn’t say nasty things, I’d cry. […] I – oh, I’m so hurt dear. I don’t know 

what to think. […] I don’t know much of anything, any more. My mind goes 

round and round. I thought what we had was so different. Well – it wasn’t. […] 
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I’d do anything to be with you! And so I’m just another of those women to you. 

And I used to come first, Hobie – oh, I did! I did!” (Parker 142) 

In the end, however, Katherine seems to understand that it is not her own emotions that are 

the problem, it is the way she is constantly seeing herself through Hobie’s eyes. She realizes 

that she has internalized his idea of what a good and sane woman should be. She concludes to 

no longer play neither the angel nor the monster. 

- I don’t know! he said. I don’t know what the hell they’ll do. I don’t know what 

the hell you’ll do, any more. And I thought you were different! 

- I was different, she said, just so long as you thought I was different. (149) 

Parker ends this short story by making a commentary on the impossibility to “perform” 

womanhood.  The images of monster and angel prove impossible to navigate and still remain 

sane. Additionally, this quote shows an awareness in Parker how the process of othering 

creates an impossible role for women.  

 She rushed for the door, opened it, and was gone. She was, after all, different. 

She neither slammed the door nor left it stark open. (150) 

Conclusion 

 

The aim of this essay has been to prove the thesis claim; ” the female characters in Dorothy 

Parker’s stories are portrayed as mad simply because they are women, navigating an ideal of 

female gender identity that is impossible to fulfil”. It has also been my aim to show why and 

how reading Parker’s stories might be beneficial in a teaching environment. This has been 

done by performing a critical reading of a selection of Dorothy Parker’s stories. By allowing 

the female gender identity to be illustrated by the angel/monster dichotomy explained by 

Gilbert and Gubar as well as utilizing theories on madness and women in literature, I can 
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conclude that the women in Parker’s short stories do get perceived as mad simply for being 

women, or, more accurately, for not being able to fulfil the ideals of the image of what Gilbert 

and Gubar call the angel. Of course, it should be noted that my research has been conducted 

on a restricted selection of Parker’s stories and should therefore need to be made in a bigger 

scale in order to deduce whether or not my conclusions and analyses are to be considered as 

valid for all of Parker’s stories. Further research might be conducted to investigate whether or 

not it is possible to use this method of reading and analyzing literature on other female 

characters in literature or in the media.  
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