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ABSTRACT 
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TREADWELL’S “MACHINAL”, AND SARAH RUHL’S LATE: A COWBOY SONG 
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University of Guelph, 2022   Dr. Ann Wilson 

 

This thesis explores the connection between three feminist plays.  Though written in different 

eras, Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (1879), Sophie Treadwell’s “Machinal” (1928), and Sarah Ruhl’s 

Late: A Cowboy Song (2003) share similar concerns about patriarchal control and the limitations 

of agency for women in conventional heterosexual marriages.  Chapter One focuses on the 

leading women in each play prior to their marriages, demonstrating the social and economic 

conditions that compel each woman to marry.  In Chapter Two, each marriage is identified as 

inequitable, if not abusive.  Chapter Three identifies each woman’s “liberatory” moment; all 

three women leave their husbands.  These scripts all forefront individual agency by seemingly 

depicting women becoming free from oppressive situations.  However, I argue that each play 

ultimately suggests that the freedom of individual women in patriarchal societies is an 

impossibility: despite an escape from personal circumstances, an individual’s ability to act 

remains hindered by patriarchy.   
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Introduction 

 

Theatre has long been a place wherein ideas — political, social, personal — can be 

explored and contested, created and challenged.  According to Emma Goldman, theatre operates 

“through the double channel of dramatist and interpreter” (Goldman 165) that serves to “[drive] 

home great social truths” (Goldman 144).  Goldman identifies theatre as “the strongest force in 

developing social discontent, swelling the powerful tide of unrest” (Goldman 165).  Theatre has 

both social and political significance because it allows for the discussion of social issues and for 

the devising of potential solutions.  

In this way, feminist theatre “can help women to ‘see’ their lives politically: to raise 

awareness of oppression and to encourage women’s creativity” (Aston 2).  Elaine Aston, writer of 

Feminist Theatre Practice: A Handbook (1999), writes that there is “no one way of making 

feminist theatre, or making theatre feminist” (Aston 17).  Radical feminist theatre of the 1970s, for 

example, often made an attempt to “[reclaim]... the ‘female’ body from patriarchal victimisation”, 

a practice later decried by some for its reflection of a rather “essentialist” understanding of 

womanhood and gender (Aston 9).  Some feminist theatre practitioners aimed to create “new 

forms” divorced from patriarchal standards and structures, while others aimed to “[rework] old or 

established forms and styles… in the interest of feminist dramatic and stage practice/s” (Aston 7).  

Patriarchal structures that inhibit, oppress, and exploit women may be critiqued through form, 

structure, or theme.  Ultimately, Aston writes, it is the aim of feminist theatre “to disturb… our 

systems of representation” that “refuse women… agency, subjectivity, identity” (Aston 19).  It is 

this refusal of agency and identity that interests playwrights Henrik Ibsen, Sophie Treadwell, and 

Sarah Ruhl.  Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (1879), Treadwell’s “Machinal” (1928), and Ruhl’s Late: A 
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Cowboy Song (2003) — though written in vastly different periods of time — share strikingly 

similar concerns with women’s subjugation and its manifestations within marriage and 

motherhood.  Constrained by the heteronormative and misogynistic expectations placed upon 

women to become wives and mothers, the women that Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl depict have 

little control over the course of their own lives.  Forefronting women who are deeply discontented 

with their roles in society, each playwright focuses on the infantilization, alienation, and abuse 

experienced within the domestic sphere.  Each play ends with these women, newly discovering 

their agency, leaving their husbands, and ultimately, rejecting the notion that women belong, as 

Simone de Beauvouir writes, “at home” (Beauvoir 267).   Though each woman departs from her 

role as wife and mother in her own way, it is significant that each playwright identifies a correlation 

between feminist liberation and the individual agency that each woman exercises in each 

respective exit.  The plays of Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl suggest that personal freedom may be 

possible for women — yet individual agency has certain ideological constraints.  I argue that in 

their depictions of “liberated women” aiming to escape from the social and systematic structures 

that oppress them, A Doll’s House, “Machinal”, and Late: A Cowboy Song highlight the limitations 

of freedom and agency rather than merely depicting a woman’s journey to liberation. 

Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, the oldest of the three scripts, is a play “about a wife who leaves 

her home, her husband and her children” (Ørjasæter 19).  Containing a “forceful illumination of 

woman’s position in society”, A Doll’s House has remained a significant piece of drama since its 

publication (Tornqvist xi).   Despite the play’s canonical status and clear connection to women’s 

rights, the relationship between Ibsen’s play and feminist theory has long been hotly debated.  For 

feminists like Kate Millet, it seems clear that Ibsen was “...the first dramatist since the Greeks to 

challenge the myth of male dominance” (Durbach 9).  Whether he is the first or not, A Doll’s 
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House, depicting one woman’s journey to journey to personal liberation, challenges patriarchal 

authority.  However, to some, the challenge posed by Ibsen is not so apparent.  To Emma Goldman, 

for instance, it is apparent that Ibsen’s protagonist, Nora, does not leave her husband because she 

“feels the need of woman’s rights” (Goldman 136).  According to Goldman, Nora leaves her 

husband because “she has come to know that for eight years she had lived with a stranger and 

borne him children” — and this knowledge is separate from “the need of woman’s rights” 

(Goldman 136).  For Goldman, A Doll’s House exists as a critique of middle-class marriage and 

its failures.  Goldman suggests that Nora’s search for freedom from her subjugated position as a 

wife in a patriarchal society is more than feminist; it is representative of the ungendered and deeply 

human desire for freedom (Goldman 136).  Likewise, Errol Durbach writes that Nora’s desire for 

freedom “belongs not only to the history of women’s liberation, but also to the problematic context 

of an age in which the free spirit must define itself in a world reshaped by a series of revolutions 

in social and political life” (Durbach 3).   

While Goldman and Durbach accept that A Doll’s House corresponds with women’s 

liberation movements, both agree that the kind of freedom Nora seeks is tied to a universal need 

for a life of individual choice, rather than a life dictated by normative behaviors.  Tentatively, they 

link Ibsen’s play to feminist concerns, with the acknowledgement that his play is more than just a 

feminist tale.  Their hesitation to claim the play for the feminist movement perhaps corresponds 

with the voices of other critics, who attempt to deny the connection completely.  Indeed, R. M. 

Adams, a critic of Ibsen’s time, mocked feminist claims for the play, labelling them “fiddle-faddle” 

because “Ibsen meant [Nora] to be Everyman” (Adams in Templeton 112).  Like “angels,” Nora 

has “no sex” (Templeton 112).  Bolstering these claims of the play’s neutrality and indifference to 

women’s rights, Ibsen certainly did not openly profess his body of work to be feminist.  Indeed, in 
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1898, during his seventieth birthday, Ibsen rejected the celebration of his contributions to the 

feminist cause offered by the Norwegian Society for Women’s Rights with — what Errol Durbach 

identifies as — a “crusty response”  

I thank you for your toast, but must disclaim the honour of having consciously 

worked for women’s rights.  I am not even quite sure what women’s rights really 

are.  To me it has been a question of human rights.  And if you have read my books 

carefully you will realize that.  Of course it is incidentally desirable to solve the 

problem of women; but that has not been my whole object.  (Ibsen in Durbach 91) 

Durbach claims this to be Ibsen at “his most disingenuous” (Durbach 91).  To him, it is probable 

that Ibsen was “overreacting” to “the tendency… to reduce the complex analysis of freedom in his 

plays about women to the politics of women’s liberation” (Durbach 91).  Whatever Ibsen’s 

intention, his words on this occasion are often utilized to separate A Doll’s House from associations 

with the women’s liberation movement.   

The writings that claim Ibsen’s work to be above the feminist cause because of Ibsen’s 

striving for universality are short-sighted at best; they discredit the significance of the feminist 

movement, and indeed, represent a bias against political works.  Joan Templeton, in her book 

Ibsen’s Women, puts it bluntly: “it is standard procedure in Ibsen criticism to save the author of A 

Doll House from the contamination of feminism… Nora’s conflict represents something other 

than, or something more than, woman’s” (Templeton 110).  Templeton claims that to “elevate” 

Ibsen’s work and raise him above “thesis” playwrights concerned with deconstructing social 

issues, Nora’s struggle has been understood by many critics as larger than feminism, significant 

beyond social structures and oppressive gender roles (Templeton 111).  Yet, indeed, Nora’s 

experience is neither genderless nor universal.  Her struggle for freedom is contingent upon the 
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conditions to which she is subjected as a “a nineteenth-century married woman, a married woman, 

[and] a woman” (Templeton 120).  Her rejection of her duties as a wife and mother is significant 

because within “bourgeois society women were bound to their family” (Ørjasæter 29).  Therefore, 

“when Nora finally concludes that… her duty to herself is… more important...  she is echoing 

frontline figures of the women’s rights movement” (Ørjasæter 21).  Moreover, the feminist 

freedom Nora finds in separating from her husband comes with the potential complications of 

Nora’s new status as a single woman without work.  Her gender informs not only how her life has 

been lived within the boundaries of Torvald’s home, but how her life will continue to be shaped 

by the external forces of the patriarchy.  To claim that A Doll’s House is not a feminist play is to 

ignore entirely its complex handling of freedom and choice.  For agency, unpolluted by patriarchal 

control, is perhaps an impossible thing for Nora to gain.   

It is significant to note that distance from the women's liberation movement may initially 

have been necessary because of the play’s early reception.  Though A Doll’s House is a celebrated 

play, “frequently and widely performed”, and Ibsen’s Nora is “one of the most relished female 

roles in world drama”, the earliest productions of the play were quite heavily critiqued (Tornqvist 

xi).  Nora’s abandonment of her family was more than a shock — it was an unthinkable moral 

transgression, an upset to a deeply ingrained cultural norm.  Actresses performing Nora were 

terrified of being associated with any of her “unlikely female behavior”, and many theatres even 

decided to change the ending of the play to avoid scrutiny (Ørjasæter 36).  One actress, Hedwig 

Niemann-Raabe, refused to perform a Nora who abandoned her children, declaring that she “would 

never leave” her children (Durbach 14).  Writes Durbach, “Nora’s leaving the children was the 

single most controversial aspect of A Doll’s House for Ibsen’s contemporaries” (Durbach 76).  The 

moral protests were strong enough to force Ibsen to write a “conciliatory ending” for the play to 
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be performed (Durbach 14), wherein Nora’s husband, Torvald, makes Nora take one final look at 

their children before leaving their home (Templeton 113).  Faced with the love and responsibility 

she feels for her sleeping children, Nora “sinks to her knees… and abandons her emancipation for 

good” (Durbach 14).  There have been many variations of the ending of A Doll’s House that do 

not align with Ibsen’s.  In these, either Nora’s departure is prevented or Torvald learns to accept 

Nora’s deceit and secret debt (Templeton 113).  The couple does not separate.  One of the most 

heinous edits may be a German version of the production which added 

a new, fourth act . . .  to Ibsen’s three, [wherein] the penitent Nora returns with a 

baby Helmer in her arms.  In answer to her plea for forgiveness, Torvald produces 

an enormous bag of macaroons and pops one in her mouth.  She chews, swallows, 

and pronounces ‘The Miracle’ to a slow curtain.  (Templeton 113) 

Nora’s desire for a miracle, for a “‘real marriage’ based not on romantic fantasy but on respect, 

support, decency, and care” is herein trivialized, twisted into a sort of punchline (Durbach 35).  

Torvald is able to satisfy Nora’s deep desires for personhood and understanding simply by offering 

her a sweet.  In the one simple gesture of feeding her a piece of candy, he infantilizes her and 

simultaneously invalidates the entirety of her character arc.  Disturbingly dismissive of Ibsen’s 

dealings with freedom and liberation, this version of the play demonstrates how provocative A 

Doll’s House’s treatment of Nora truly was.   

Durbach cites a review from 1879, written by M. W. Brun, that reveals the “typical tone, 

audience concerns, and critical point of view of the period” (Durbach 15).  Brun claims that Ibsen, 

in depicting a mother who would abandon her children and husband, “devastates the domestic 

pleasures so realistically dramatized in the first two acts and disgusts his audience by violating the 

conventional” (Durbach 15).  Indeed, Ibsen was “accused not merely of advocating the destruction 
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of the family, and with it, morality itself, but of a kind of godless androgyny; women, in refusing 

to be compliant, were refusing to be women” (Templeton 114).  “Critics … lamented … [the] lack 

of reconciliation” between Nora and Torvald, reading their separation as “unnatural … against 

common psychological sense” (Moi 415).  At the time of the earliest performances of the play, 

critics and audiences were unprepared for the “frivolous macaroon-nibbling child-wife” of Act 

One to exist beyond the confines of her home and of her duties, dictated by her gendered place in 

society (Durbach 16).  The easiest way to subset the ways in which the audience was provoked to 

consider the status of mothers and wives within patriarchal societies was, as Templeton writes, to 

“attack [Nora] on moral grounds” (Templeton 115).  Just as A Doll’s House was deemed not a 

feminist play, but a play that dealt with human freedom, Nora was not a liberated woman, merely 

a woman who abandoned her children.   

A Doll’s House is deeply connected to the plight of real-life women of Ibsen’s time.  The 

plot of A Doll’s House was based on the experience of a woman named Laura Kieler (nee 

Peterson), a sort of mentee of Ibsen’s who had spent the summer of 1872 with Ibsen and his wife 

(Tornqvist 3).  Described as “young… and vivacious” (Tornqvist 2), Kieler was a writer, and had 

written a sequel to Ibsen’s Brand, titled Brand’s Daughters — it was this work that first garnered 

Ibsen’s attention (Tornqvist 3).  Kieler married shortly after their friendship was formed (Tornqvist 

2).  Her husband eventually became ill, and, to procure treatment for his illness, Kieler was forced 

to borrow money in secret by forging a signature (Tornqvist 2).  She implored Ibsen and his wife 

for aid in repaying her debts but was denied (Tornqvist 2).  Upon learning about the debt, he 

“demanded a legal separation on the grounds that his wife was an unfit mother, gained custody of 

the children, including the newborn baby, and had his wife committed to an asylum, where she 

was placed in the insane ward” (Templeton 136).  Though Kieler was eventually able to leave the 
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asylum and return to her life, she was forced to “beg” her husband to “take her back” (Templeton 

137).  After two years, he conceded (Templeton 137).  Ibsen was deeply disturbed by Kieler’s fate: 

“Laura Kieler had ‘done all for love’ and was treated monstrously for it” (Templeton 137).  A 

Doll’s House is modelled heavily on Kieler’s life, the difference being Nora’s departure from her 

family and Kieler’s shaky reconciliation with her own.  While Ibsen felt compelled to write about 

the injustices Kieler had faced, Kieler “became deeply angry with Ibsen for having made use of 

her private life” (Templeton 38).  Rendered a spectacle by Ibsen’s work, Kieler found it difficult 

to forgive her mentor (Templeton 38).  Templeton writes, “Nora exits… through a very literal 

door, slamming back in its lock to provide an exclamation point for her departure.  Perhaps, in 

1879, only a man could imagine such freedom” (Templeton 143).  For Ibsen, an exit was a 

possibility; for Laura Kieler, less so.  The play — tied to the suffering of a real woman, celebrated 

by feminist groups, and distanced from feminism by critics who did not see the value in plays that 

had a thesis — is irrevocably linked to feminist contexts, analysis, and interpretations, regardless 

of whether this connection was Ibsen’s intention.   

Nora’s troubles come from misogynistic ideas about what a woman ought to be, as she 

realizes, through the course of the play, “the fatal limits” of occupying the role “of wife and of 

mother” (Ørjasæter 33).  In abandoning the roles she once occupied, Nora defies convention and 

solidifies herself as a woman liberated from the constraints of marriage, though Kristin Ørjasæter 

notes that finding freedom in the way that Nora does would be unlikely for other bourgeois women 

“of her time” (Ørjasæter 21).  The idea that motherhood and marriage are biological and social 

destiny for women confines the abilities of Nora and other characters like her (and indeed, the real 

women that they represent) to freely choose the course of her life.   However, Ørjasæter argues 

that Nora has become “a possible utopian model for women of the future, allowing them to create 
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a free, individual identity” (Ørjasæter 22).  It is possible to see A Doll’s House as a sort of rallying 

cry.  Moreover, it has remained a significant play for over two hundred years.  A Doll’s House 

serves not only to provide significant context about the relationship between theatre and feminism, 

but as the chronological “first” of three plays that share similar ideological concerns and plot 

trajectories.   

Ibsen’s concerns about marriage, freedom, and the liberty of women are shared by other 

playwrights — indeed, Sophie Treadwell and Sarah Ruhl each explore these themes, as well. 

Beginning with a naive and “ambivalent” young woman, on the cusp of marriage or already 

married, these plays concerned with liberation then introduce a complication (a debt, an affair, 

something outside the sphere of the domestic) that leads women into a kind of heightened 

awareness about the conditions of their lives.  This newfound awareness leads, eventually, to a 

state of comparative freedom.  In this way, though written years after A Doll’s House, Sophie 

Treadwell’s “Machinal” (1928) and Sarah Ruhl’s Late: A Cowboy Song (2003) are born of the 

same tradition and the same concerns.   

“Machinal” and Late: A Cowboy Song are strikingly similar, albeit tonally distinct.  Both 

share basic plot structures with the Norwegian A Doll’s House.  However, the contents of these 

two plays noticeably shaped by their Americanness.  Both begin with a single woman, who marries 

and has a child.  Each enters an extramarital affair with an individual representative of the 

romanticized Western frontier, an individual who embodies a life of freedom and choice; 

individuals whose lives have not been heavily coloured by the pressures of the same traditional 

gender roles as the women’s.  As a result of these encounters, both women desire to experience 

the world in this way, and are motivated to act in the interest of their own individual liberation 

from the patriarchal structures that dictate the shapes of their lives.  Both Treadwell’s Young 
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Woman and Ruhl’s Mary reject their lives as they exist in hopes of something better.  They long 

to reject what Goran Therborn deems the two “intrinsic dimensions” of patriarchy: “the rule of the 

father and the rule of the husband” (Therborn 14).  Like Nora, they strive for what Simone de 

Beauvoir would deem “a freedom that must invent its goals without help” (Beauvoir 10).  Both 

American women playwrights are aided and inspired heavily by the legacy of American 

colonialism and imperialism, inherently tied to the image of the cowboy as brought to life by their 

lovers.  The Young Woman’s lover, Roe, represents “the archetypal Western cowboy of the 1910s 

and 20s” (Williams 72) while Mary’s lesbian-coded love interest, Red, is “a cowboy” (Ruhl 121).  

Their conceptualization of freedom is based in the white masculinity often attached to the narrative 

of freedom and exploration of the West.  The cowboy-freedom that they seek is not designed for 

them, however, and just as Nora slams the door and departs from her family and into a great 

unknown, the fates of the Young Woman and Mary are ambiguous.   With the conclusion of each 

play, the freedom that the Young Woman and Mary seek to find is, as of yet, unimaginable.   

Treadwell’s “Machinal” is the playwright’s “best known play” (Ozieblo and Dickey 113).    

Sophie Treadwell was not solely a playwright, but was also a “journalist, novelist, producer and 

sometime actor” (Barlow in Treadwell, vii).  According to Judith Barlow, “Machinal” was 

Treadwell’s most popular and celebrated work: she “never had another success comparable” to it 

(Barlow viii).  Eventually, she became “embittered by… lukewarm reception” of her new works, 

and “presented no more plays on the New York stage” (Barlow xi). Though Treadwell and much 

of her work had fallen into “obscurity” before her death, “Machinal” survived into the present 

(Barlow in Treadwell, ix).  Revived many times since its popularity in the late 1920s, notably 

during the 1950s and 1960s, “Machinal” is still widely performed and studied today (Ozieblo and 
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Dickey 114), celebrated for “its merger of an innovative theatrical style with an insightful 

indictment of patriarchal society in modern America” (Ozieblo and Dickey 113).   

Many feminist theatre scholars have noted similarities between Treadwell’s life and the 

life of the Young Woman in “Machinal”.  Julia Walker, author of “Sophie Treadwell’s Pretty 

Hands”, pays particular attention to these commonalities.  Just as the Young Woman’s mother 

“nags” her daughter (Treadwell 8), Treadwell’s relationship with her mother, “an emotionally 

needy woman”, was strained (Walker 211).   Her mother, like the Young Woman’s mother, relied 

on “her daughter’s support”, financially and otherwise (Walker 211).  Walker writes, “Treadwell’s 

adult independence had been hard won” (Walker 212).  For Walker, it is “worth noting” that 

Treadwell’s independence was “won at the keys of a typewriter” (Walker 212).  Yet in “Machinal”, 

Treadwell’s Young Woman finds no such solace in her typewriter: she yearns for “rest” instead of 

the labour of her heavily mechanized office routine (Treadwell 11).  It becomes clear that while 

the typewriter may give women “the means by which to support herself in a career” it could not 

“alter the structure of patriarchal relations that continued to assign women to subordinate roles” 

(Walker 213).  It is also significant to note that Treadwell’s mother’s marriage had “failed”, a 

failure which had coloured Treadwell’s own view of marriage (Walker 211).  She grew concerned 

“about a woman’s loss of identity and autonomy in marriage”, with later events in Treadwell’s life 

serving only to add to these anxieties (Ozielbo and Dickey 121).  Like Ibsen’s inspirational Laura 

Kieler, Treadwell was placed in a sanitarium by her husband, William O. McGeehan (Ozieblo and 

Dickey 121).  Diagnosed with a “nervous prostration” within six months of their marriage, 

Treadwell’s husband was charged with deciding “when Treadwell was well enough to return 

home” (Ozieblo and Dickey 121).  Barbara Ozieblo and Jerry Dickey report that McGeehan was 

“reluctant” to undertake this responsibility (Ozieblo and Dickey 121) and claim that Treadwell 
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“retained tremendous respect for McGeehan” (Ozieblo and Dickey 122).  Inspired by the practices 

of a women’s liberation league, they “maintained separate surnames” and “separate residences at 

times” (Ozieblo and Dickey 122).  The concerns she had about women’s loss of independence and 

freedom within traditional marriages clearly manifest in “Machinal”, wherein a discontent young 

woman enters into marriage with a man she does not love and suffers his affections until she 

murders him to free herself.   

 While Treadwell’s personal life may have helped to shape the plot of her most successful 

play, its true source of inspiration was “the trial of Ruth Snyder” a woman who, alongside her 

lover, was “was convicted of murdering [her] husband” (Walker 212).   Ruth Snyder and her lover, 

Judd Gray, went to great lengths to attempt to conceal the murder: upon initial investigation, Ruth 

was “discovered outside [her] daughter’s room, bound and gagged” (Jones 485).  She initially 

attempted to claim that she had been “attacked by a tall Italian man”, fainting upon his approach, 

and “remaining unconscious for over five hours” (Jones 485).  However, “after nearly twenty hours 

of questioning”, she confessed that with the help of Gray, she “had beaten her husband to death 

with a sash-weight while her nine-year-old daughter slept in the next room” (Jones 485).  Snyder’s 

trial was “one of the most written-about murder trials of the twentieth century”, with one hundred 

and eighty New York reporters assigned to the story (Ozieblo and Dickey 172).  Though Snyder 

later changed her story, claiming that Gray had acted alone and without her consent, she met with 

little belief and little sympathy (Jones 485).  Her affair with Gray existed already as “the most 

damning evidence against her” (Jones 491).  As Jennifer Jones writes, “the jury and the press 

seemed to excuse Gray's part in the murder by casting him as the weak-willed, impressionable 

sap” (Jones 487).  “Despite the substantial evidence which suggested that in her marriage Ruth 

Snyder and her nine-year-old daughter were victims of several beatings and violent threats” 
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(Dickey 71), Ruth Snyder was portrayed as “an embodiment of evil or an inhuman monster” 

(Ozieblo and Dickey 172).  It was Ruth Snyder who became “the first woman executed by electric 

chair in New York State” and whose death was photographed by a “reporter for the New York 

Daily News” that had “smuggled a camera into the execution chamber, a photo which appeared in 

the next morning’s post and sold out within “fifteen minutes”” (Ozieblo and Dickey 172).  The 

public was fascinated and horrified by Snyder’s crime, and because “the trial couldn't explain what 

made this particular unhappy wife kill her husband . . . all wives became suspect” (Jones 490).   

Only “eight months after Ruth Snyder died in the electric chair . . .  “Machinal” . . . opened 

at the Plymouth Theatre in New York City” (Jones 485).  Treadwell’s Young Woman, like Ruth 

Snyder, takes a lover, kills her husband, and is subsequently executed.  Jennifer Jones argues that, 

with “Machinal”, Treadwell was attempting to offer “the testimony, disallowed by the court of law 

. . . into the court of public opinion” (Jones 486).  Not seeking to “prove Snyder’s innocence”, 

Jones posits that perhaps Treadwell was suggesting that there was “another way of looking at the 

case, one that the all-male jury and predominantly male press corps did not understand” (Jones 

486).  It is evident that with “Machinal”, Treadwell is interested in examining the social conditions 

that could lead such a woman to discontent, distress, and violence in the same way that Ibsen had 

once been interested in envisioning the kind of conditions that could drive a woman from her 

home.  Treadwell casts her Young Woman not as a murderer, but as “the common, ordinary, young 

working woman”, a woman who represents “a potentially more widespread rejection of traditional 

gender norms” (Ozieblo and Dickey 175).  Like Ibsen, Treadwell finds it necessary to craft herself 

an everywoman.  

 Late: A Cowboy Song, written in 2003, 75 years after “Machinal”, is neither a dark 

expressionist piece like Treadwell’s “Machinal” nor a parlour room drama like Ibsen’s A Doll’s 
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House.  An early piece by the Pulitzer Prize winning Sarah Ruhl, Late: A Cowboy Song was 

developed during a Clubbed Thumb “workshop production” and is not considered to be “[a] 

complete thing” (Muse 70).  A review of the play by Variety’s Joe Leydon claimed, “Late is 

nothing more than an irony-steeped, gay-themed melodrama about a ‘mannish’ cowgirl who woos 

a discontent woman away from her weakling husband” (Leydon in Muse 75).  Amy Muse suggests 

that Late is disadvantaged by its comparisons to Ruhl’s later, “more accomplished” work (Muse 

75).  Indeed, Late is one of Ruhl’s most critically unexplored works and one of her least-produced 

shows.  Dismissing it entirely ignores the way in which it continues to explore the themes of 

marriage, agency, and feminism that A Doll’s House and “Machinal” introduce.  Notably, her work 

has often been described as “whimsical” and “quirky” — descriptions that Ruhl finds trivialize 

and invalidate the works of woman artists (Ruhl 125).  Ruhl writes that these words are “a way of 

making feminine and therefore trivial a whole school of aesthetic fabulation” (Ruhl 125).  It is 

important that Ruhl, unlike Treadwell, is a writer allowed to be conscious of her worth.  While 

Treadwell’s work post-“Machinal” was poorly received and did little to bolster the playwright’s 

reputation, Ruhl’s successes are numerous and continue to grow.  As Muse writes, 

In 2006, at the age of thirty-two, she was awarded a MacArthur “genius grant” 

Fellowship, and in 2016 the Steinberg Distinguished Playwright Award for career 

excellence. She is a member of New Dramatists and, from 2003 until its implosion 

in 2012, of the playwrights’ collective 13P.  She is also a staple on college 

campuses: a literary playwright whose works get taught in dramatic literature 

courses and a theatrical playwright whose plays are used in design courses and 

staged by university theatre departments. (Muse xiii)  
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Indeed, even the unpopular Late has “occasioned another look in recent years”, owing to Ruhl’s 

“popularity” (Muse 76).  Theatre companies have been forced “to dig deeper into her repertoire 

for new material to stage” and produce shows like Late in order to remain competitive (Muse 76).   

Ruhl dedicates the play to playwright Paula Vogel and her wife, Anne Fausto-Sterling 

(Ruhl 120).  Writes Amy Muse, “it is a play that presents a Vogel-like character who is both a true 

original and deeply kind and compassionate toward others and takes up the issue of sexual 

construction surgery for babies born intersexual, drawing upon Fausto-Sterling’s research” (Muse 

70).  Significantly, Ruhl acknowledges Fausto-Sterling twice, and explicitly in her production 

notes, says: “I am indebted to Anne Fausto-Sterling and her groundbreaking book, Sexing the 

Body” (Ruhl 122).  Fausto-Sterling’s book is concerned with the false narrative of the gender 

binary and the harm said narrative inflicts on intersex individuals.  She writes, “if nature really 

offers us more than two sexes, then it follows that our current notions of masculinity and femininity 

are cultural conceits” (Fausto-Sterling 33).  In acknowledging her debt to Fausto-Sterling, Ruhl 

ties her play to the dissolution of the gender binary, to the aims of intersex activists, and to certain 

branches of feminism therein.  The connection between Fausto-Sterling’s research and Ruhl’s play 

is Mary’s child.  Mary — like Treadwell’s Young Woman — gives birth within the play’s 

narrative.  However, Mary’s baby is born intersex.  Though her husband, Crick, “gets . . . upset” 

at the prospect of the child’s gender, Mary finds herself wondering why the doctors insisted upon 

performing so-called corrective surgery on the child and why “they couldn’t have left well enough 

alone” (Ruhl 164).  Ruhl represents the disappearance of “children who are born ‘either/or—

neither/both’ — a fairly common phenomenon” and the way it is facilitated at birth when “doctors 

‘correct’ them right away” (Fausto-Sterling 33).  Crick sees the need for this “correction”; Mary 

does not.  Herein lies the fundamental conflict of their marriage: Mary can picture a life outside 
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“the city limits of convention”, while Crick is thoroughly steeped in the fantastical myth of the 

traditional family unit (Ruhl 119).   

While Mary reconnects with an old high school acquaintance named Red (a woman who 

identifies as a cowboy), Crick’s behaviour grows increasingly concerning and violent — his abuse 

of Mary is the antithesis of the blissful domestic scene that he desires.  Eventually, he attempts to 

strangle his wife, who, craving freedom, departs with their child and Red (Ruhl 217).  Her 

departure signals not only her liberation from the abusive husband who has ruled her life, but also 

“the formation of a new family” (Al-Shamma 96).  Late: A Cowboy Song focuses heavily on sexual 

and gender identity, “as well as the myths of the cowboy and the American family” (Al-Shamma 

87).  Ultimately, Ruhl chooses to believe the myth of the cowboy and the possibilities of a “vast 

landscape” over the myth of the American family (Ruhl 218).   

These plays, written in different eras, are united by the same concerns.  Ibsen, Treadwell, 

and Ruhl seek to express the failures and restrictions inherent to marriage within patriarchal 

contexts.  The harm that is perpetuated from inequitable relations between married men and 

women is significant: marriage “is a major mechanism for settling the social status of adults”, and 

yet, as these playwrights make clear, this “settling” is often restrictive and confining (Therborn 

133).  Emma Goldman writes that “from infancy, almost, the average girl is told that marriage is 

her ultimate goal; therefore, her training and education must be different towards that end” 

(Goldman 136).  While the expectations for women and the shape of women’s education have 

certainly changed since Goldman’s publication in the 1910s, heterosexual marriage and the 

traditional family structure of a mother, father, and children remain a significant social force and 

a continued social standard.  Simon Wendt writes that motherhood within the United States, 

particularly from 1890 to 1945, was “loaded with the notion of being something essential… 



17 

 

depicted and discussed as being the very foundation of society” (Wendt 22).  Throughout history, 

mothers unable to meet the standards set for them “met harsh criticism” (Heinemann 22).  Mary’s 

husband, Crick, is shocked when his wife leaves and tries to understand her departure through the 

heteropatriarchal “frame” he has used to view their life together (Ruhl 219); the Young Woman’s 

murder of her husband is met, in court, by multiple reporters and “the sounds of the telegraph” 

(Treadwell 76); and Nora, when she walks out the door, confuses her husband and, off-stage, 

managed to horrify the entirety of Norway.  Their behaviour is identified as distinctly anti-maternal 

and un-wife-like.  Joan Templeton writes, “Ibsen does not separate Nora as a mother from Nora as 

a wife because he is identifying the whole source of her oppression, the belief in a ‘female nature,’ 

an immutable thing in itself whose proper sphere is domestic wifehood and whose essence is 

maternity” (Templeton 143).  It is this essentialized womanhood, centering motherhood and 

marriage, that all three playwrights identify and critique.   

Concerns with wives and mothers are not limited solely to the intimate relations of husband 

and wife or mother and child.  As Goldman writes, “marriage is primarily an economic relation” 

(Goldman 135).  This, too, is a perspective shared by the playwrights.  Each play highlights the 

connection between marriage and class, defined by Marxists as a social relation shared by “a group 

of people” with similar “relations to labor and the means of production” (“Cl”, Marxists.org).  

Ibsen’s A Doll’s House is concerned with critiquing not just Nora’s treatment in society as a 

woman, but her place in society as a “new middle class” woman (Durbach 3).  Treadwell’s Young 

Woman is a stenographer until she is seemingly liberated from her labour by a marriage to her 

wealthy employer, a marriage that promises “money” just as equally as it promises the deeply 

unwanted touch of “fat hands — flabby hands” (Treadwell 11).  The Young Woman must “earn” 

one way or another: through the isolating work as a typist or through the facade she is forced to 
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perform as the wife of George H. Jones (Treadwell 12).  Ruhl’s Mary, too, suffers from the 

economic attachment to her husband: “Crick is unable to provide any semblance of economic 

stability” (Al-Shamma 89).  Marriage alters (for better or for worse) each woman’s social position, 

demanding that she perfect the role of middleclass wife; preventing her from earning her own 

wages; and rendering her vulnerable to the financial choices of her partner.  In each script, feminist 

liberation is not limited solely to the plight of women.  Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl explore the 

intersections of gender and class.   

Just as “feminist theatre” can have multiple meanings, “feminism” itself is a quite a fraught 

term.  Feminism is not a static set of values — feminist theories and ideologies are varied, and, 

oftentimes, may contest one another.  Elin Diamond suggests that “perhaps all theories that call 

themselves ‘feminist’ share a goal: the passionate analysis of gender in material social relations 

and in discursive and representational structures” (Diamond 121).  The works of Judith Butler and 

Simone de Beauvoir are useful in producing a nuanced understanding of these plays, though it is 

significant to note that the two theorists conceive of gender in different ways.  Butler writes that 

“for Beauvoir, gender is ‘constructed,’ but implied in her formulation is an agent … who somehow 

takes on or appropriates that gender and could, in principle, take on some other gender” (Butler 

12).  To Butler, it is clear that Beauvoir conflates gender and sex: she claims that in Beauvoir’s 

work, “sex, by definition, will be shown to have been gender all along” (Butler 12). However, for 

Butler, who understands that one cannot become a woman without “a cultural compulsion to 

become one”, the limitations of this way of thinking are evident (Butler 12).  Ultimately, Beauvoir 

operates from an essentialist view of gender, while Butler’s view of gender allows for those that 

exist outside of the binary.  Fausto-Sterling, Ruhl’s muse for Late, also provides quite useful 

information on how the gender binary is maintained.  Drawing on the works of Butler and Fausto-
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Sterling, it becomes evident that being Woman is not a “natural fact” (Butler 520).  Nora, the 

Young Woman, and Mary are all subjected to the same rigidly enforced normative values and 

gender roles that heavily inhibit and limit the possible shapes of their lives.  This limitation 

prevents them from sooner establishing a sense of self, or from dreaming earlier of a life freely 

lived.  Here, Beauvoir’s work becomes necessary.  When she writes that “[Woman] is the 

inessential in front of the essential.  [Man] is the Subject; he is Absolute.  She is the Other”, she 

does not mean to assert that these categories are justified, necessary, or inherent (Beauvoir 6).  

Rather, she is gesturing to the same truth that Treadwell and Ruhl seem to know: women are cast 

so severely as mothers and lovers, prevented from “assert[ing] themselves as human beings”, 

because they have been Othered (Beauvoir 162).  Denied other ways of being, the women in these 

scripts occupy the roles available to them until becoming conscious of their own oppression.  Then, 

and only then, are they driven to act.  Drawing from these theorists, I will establish the way in 

which each play can be read through a feminist lens.   

Class and gender are largely explored in these plays.  However, a third facet of identity 

must be introduced, as it is necessary to question exactly who this vision of feminist liberation is 

designed and imagined for.  In some ways, each playwright addresses race within their plays; in 

the works of Ruhl and Treadwell, whom each rely on the colonial myth of the frontier, race is quite 

significant.  Ibsen (a white Norwegian man), Treadwell (a playwright of “mixed ethnicity” who 

identified with her “Mexican . . . of Spanish descent” great-grandmother and great-great-

grandmother), and Ruhl (a white American playwright) are concerned with oppression of the same 

type of women (Ozieblo and Dickey 119).  With characters coded as white even when/if race is 

not specified, each playwright’s conception of freedom is therefore informed by and (partially) 

limited to addressing the specific kind of oppression faced by white women.  These plays are 
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informed by the gendered and racialized experiences of each leading woman and her husband.  

Each play gestures to various forms of oppression that exist, even if and when they are outside of 

the realm of their leading lady’s experience.  In this work, it is my intention to analyze critically 

the intersections of gender, race, class, and sexuality within the contexts of these plays.   

A Doll’s House, “Machinal”, and Late: A Cowboy Song track generations of women 

confined to the domestic sphere; women whose lives are dictated by the demands of a 

heteropatriarchal society that has relegated them to the bedroom, the birthing room, and the 

kitchen.  Each play, written in vastly different eras, expresses the same feelings of confinement 

and limitation.  All have advocated for something more.  “Nora slams the door of her doll’s house 

in 1879, and the note of explosive defiance reverberates around the world,” writes Errol Durbach 

— and indeed, Nora’s slamming of the door has echoed not only globally, but throughout time 

(Durbach 3).  The slamming of Nora’s door can be mirrored in the breaking of the Young Woman’s 

bottle over her husband’s head (Treadwell 64) and in the sight of Mary clad in a “cowboy hat”, 

side-by-side with her lover (Ruhl 218).  Yet this is where their stories end; this is where each play 

completes.  What are audiences left with?  What are these women left with?  In their visions of 

freedom and liberation, each playwright allows for an imagined future after making stunning 

critiques of the worlds they inhabit, but none offer little more than inspiration for audiences to act 

against their own oppressors.  In this work, I argue that these three plays serve primarily as 

critiques of how things are rather than radically imagining what could be.   
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Chapter One 

The Woman 

 

 Simone de Beauvoir acknowledges that the lives of many women are claimed for “[the 

home]” (Beauvoir 267).  In A Doll’s House, “Machinal”, and Late: A Cowboy Song, this 

claiming process is made and unmade with varied results.  Each playwright begins in a similar 

way: with an everywoman.  According to Joan Templeton, Ibsen’s Nora was dubbed an 

“everyman” by critics of Ibsen’s time (Templeton 112).  Treadwell describes her lead character 

as “an ordinary young woman, any woman” (Treadwell xi).  Ruhl follows suit, referring to hers 

as merely “a woman” (Ruhl 1.1).  Crafting an “everywoman” in their writing, these playwrights 

unpack and rewrite the destinies of women oppressed within the patriarchal societies which treat 

them “like… living doll[s],” particularly within the context of marriage (Beauvoir 295).  In these 

plays, it is what Judith Butler would refer to as “cultural compulsion” that leads to the 

transformation of women into wives and mothers, not biological imperatives or innate desires 

(Butler 11).  The passivity that each lead character exemplifies is not inherent to the nature of 

women, if such a thing exists, but rather, is “a destiny imposed on [women]... by society” 

(Beauvoir 294).   

Ibsen, Ruhl and Treadwell allow their audiences to glimpse the conditions through which 

these characters “become” women (Beauvoir 283).  Beginning with women whom the world 

seems to act upon rather than women who act, each playwright creates a portrait of a woman 

primed for some mode of liberation from the constraints of the patriarchy.  With this chapter, it is 

my aim to unpack the choices these playwrights have made in their initial construction of their 

central characters as women who are oppressed.  At the beginning of each play, each woman 
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struggles with feelings of alienation and unhappiness (particularly in “Machinal” and Late: A 

Cowboy Song) but can see no alternative to misogyny or the restrictions of labour and of class.  

They accept the imposed characteristics dictated by the construct of femininity.  Late: A Cowboy 

Song’s Mary, “Machinal’s” Young Woman, and A Doll’s House’s Nora are similarly meek, 

resigned to their prescribed place in society.  In each script, the main characters symbolize a 

universal experience of womanhood — yet this “universal experience” is heavily shaped by the 

cultural constructions of gender, class, and race.  As the “everywoman”, Nora, the Young 

Woman, and Mary are intended to exist as visions of standardized womanhood; they are 

oppressed, seemingly, along every axis.  They passively submit to the forces that propel their 

lives.  It is these initial attitudes of acceptance, their resignation to the seemingly inevitable, that 

contributes heavily to their later desire for agency, and indeed, imbue each woman with longing 

for a freedom which can only be partially imagined.   

In the construction of their leading ladies, Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl pay particular 

attention to the process and significance of naming.  Sarah Ruhl, in 100 Essays I Don’t Have 

Time to Write, claims that “the state of having a first and last name is a cultural practice closely 

aligned to patriarchy…. and the individuation of the self” (Ruhl 19).  For Ruhl, it is necessary 

before naming a character to “consider whether the world one is creating on stage is a world of 

first and last names” (Ruhl 19).  In A Doll’s House, Ibsen names his everywoman Nora Helmer, 

tying her definitively to her husband, Torvald Helmer, through Nora taking her spouse’s last 

name.  Late: A Cowboy Song’s Mary is given a rather common name.  Notable here are the 

biblical connotations of her name: “Mary” as in the Virgin Mary, a mother figure idealized for 

her virginity and for birthing the child of God.  It is also significant given her husband has a 

propensity for the traditional and so he longs to give their child “a nice old-fashioned name out 
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of the Bible” (Ruhl 141).  In the play, Mary has no surname, and nor does Crick, a reflection of 

Ruhl’s belief that surnames are linked to patriarchal control.  Not giving her characters last 

names is one way in which Ruhl imbues her play with feminist ideology.  Likewise, Act One of 

“Machinal” introduces the main character as the “Young Woman”, maintaining a level of 

anonymity (Treadwell 1), although she is later referenced when in the bar as “Mrs. Jones” 

(Treadwell 34) and as “Helen Jones” (Treadwell 61) during her trial for the murder of her 

husband. Treadwell goes to great lengths to establish that Young Woman is, and could be, 

merely any young woman.  She, like Nora, is tied to her husband by her surname — however, 

she remains the “Young Woman” throughout the text.  Ibsen, Ruhl, and Treadwell, in their 

generic naming, aim to ensure that their leading women are conceived of as truly average.   

 A Doll’s House begins with its central character, Nora, already established in a marriage.  

It is clear that her upbringing shapes her understanding of what it is to be a woman.  The events 

of her childhood are not enacted onstage, but rather, alluded to by Nora and those that surround 

her.  Nora was raised without her mother, whose role was assumed by “dear old Anne-Marie,” 

the same nurse who, throughout the course of her play, cares for Nora’s children (Ibsen 34).  

That Nora’s father could afford to pay a nurse to take care of his daughter suggests that Nora was 

born in a financially stable, if not financially flourishing, household.  Nora’s father, deceased for 

a significant amount of time at the onset of the play, is often mentioned.  It is made evident that 

Nora was “awfully fond” of her father, a fact noted by her friend, Mrs. Kristine Linde (Ibsen 11).  

Having died when Nora was pregnant with her son, Ivar, and caring for her own ailing husband, 

her father dies without Nora being “there to nurse him” (Ibsen 11).  Nora dubs her absence at his 

deathbed “the hardest thing” she ever endured “since [her] marriage” (Ibsen 11).   It is significant 
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that the role of “caretaker” is one that Nora must occupy as a mother, wife, and daughter; as a 

woman, the domestic labour falls to her.   

As Nora grieves her father’s death, her husband speaks ill of him.  Despite Nora’s 

fondness for her father, his conduct is described by Torvald as “not entirely unimpeachable” 

(Ibsen 39).  Tidbits of information about her father are revealed throughout the play.  Nora’s 

friend, Mrs. Linde, claims that he had “a way of making things . . . gay and cozy”, a way that 

Nora has inherited (Ibsen 35).  It is Torvald who has only negatives to contribute, claiming that 

Nora’s father, like Nora, would “go to any lengths to get a sum of money” that would just as 

soon “slip through his fingers” (Ibsen 6); and, perhaps owing to his conduct, was slandered by 

“awful people… in the newspapers” (Ibsen 39), a fate that could befall her just as easily because 

of the act of forgery she has committed (Ibsen 68).  It is significant to note that, repeatedly, Nora 

is compared to her father.  Ibsen takes great pains to establish that Torvald believes Nora to be 

“exactly like [her] father” — and that this likeness is distinctly negative, in his eyes (Ibsen 6).  

Torvald accuses her, after hearing of her forgery, of having inherited “all [her] father’s lack of 

principle… no religion, no moral code, no sense of duty” (Ibsen 68).  She falls to the status of 

“liar… hypocrite” and “criminal” (Ibsen 67).   

Though Torvald gestures to the characteristics Nora shares with her father, throughout 

the script, it becomes apparent that Nora’s likeness to her Father (and how that may or may not 

impact her moral code) is not the only likeness that must be noticed.  Rather, the similarities 

between Nora’s father and Torvald become increasingly significant over time.  Their shared 

responsibility for and mistreatment of Nora ties them together.  For indeed, while she has been 

“merry” in her life she has never, in her marriage nor in her relations with her father, been 

“happy” (Ibsen 72).  Nora herself says it outright, acknowledging that “a great injustice has been 
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done me, Torvald; first by Father, and then by you” (Ibsen 71).  She condemns their treatment of 

her, linking together the patriarchal control of the father and the husband.   

When I was still at home I used to hear Father airing his opinions and they 

became my opinions; or if I didn’t happen to agree, I kept it to myself — he 

would have been displeased otherwise.  He used to call me his doll-baby, and 

played with me as I played with my dolls.  Then I came to live in your house… 

From Father’s hands I passed into yours.  You arranged everything  according to 

your tastes, and I acquired the same tastes, or I pretended to — I’m not sure which 

— a little of both perhaps.  Looking back on it all, it seems to me I’ve lived here 

like a beggar, from hand to mouth.  I’ve lived by performing tricks for you, 

Torvald.  But that’s the way you wanted it.  You and Father have done me a great 

wrong.  You’ve prevented me from becoming a real person. (Ibsen 72) 

Here, Nora links her past and present — her father and her husband — by noting her own status 

within households she has occupied.  Nora has conformed to the traditional image of femininity 

held by the two most influential men in her life.  Notable, too, is the fact that her father and 

Torvald quite literally switch places when Nora is forced to abandon her ill father in order to care 

for her ill husband — their dual illnesses demand equal attention, and yet, she is “passed” to 

Torvald (Ibsen 72).  This “passing” delineates the two halves of her life, the transformation of 

daughter into wife.  Throughout the entirety of her life, Nora has always been possessed by a 

man.  She is consistently constrained and limited by the man to whom she devotes herself, the 

same man who provides for her financially.  As Durbach writes “the cost” of Nora’s 

performances is “an impoverishment of spirit (she sees herself as a beggar in her husband’s 
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house) and a trivialization of her human significance (she sees herself as a circus performer 

living off her trickery)” (Durbach 124).   

Theatregoers and play-readers are given glimpses of the true Nora on occasion, even 

through the smokescreen of her “doll” identity.   To her friend, Mrs. Linde, her performance of 

ignorance and gaiety is initially convincing.  Like the men in Nora’s life, Mrs. Linde can see 

Nora as nothing more than “a child” who has lived a life without “hardship” (Ibsen 13).  Torvald, 

too, accuses Nora of acting “like a child”, despite his propensity to enjoy her childlike 

dependence upon him (Ibsen 73).  Certainly, compared to Kristine Linde’s difficulties, Nora’s 

life has been one of sheltered security — yet the security Nora is afforded comes at a steep price.  

Indeed, “security (in Nora’s experience) means trading autonomy for a facile happiness” 

(Durbach 104).  She is trapped in her place as Torvald’s “helpless little darling” (Ibsen 70).  She 

is bound to a man who cannot see her as a human, who, instead, must “belong to him in a double 

sense” as both wife and “child” (Ibsen 70).  Indeed, she confesses to Mrs. Linde that “... 

Torvald’s loves me so tremendously that he won’t share me with anyone; he wants me all to 

himself” (Ibsen 35).  Torvald’s desire to possess her entirely is so strong that she must give up 

talking about her “old friends back home” (such as Mrs. Linde) to avoid his “[terrible] jealousy” 

(Ibsen 36).  Nora’s connection with Mrs. Linde is, in some ways, a defiance of Torvald’s control 

of her.  Her continued care for her friend certainly challenges her husband’s expectations of her 

total devotion to him and him alone.   

It is significant, too, that she confesses to discussing “old friends” like Mrs. Linde with 

their family friend, Dr. Rank, who “likes to hear about [such things]” (Ibsen 36).  It is important 

to note that Nora’s relationship to every man in the play (husband, father, debt collector, and 

doctor) is coloured by money.  In A Doll’s House, Ibsen directly highlights the financial 
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dependence of women upon their fathers and husbands.  In her effort to repay the debt she has 

incurred to Krogstad, Nora attempts to seduce Rank — however, this halfhearted attempt is 

immediately abandoned when he confesses his love for her.  Though the potential of his money 

certainly influences their relationship, Nora cannot exploit Rank.  Joan Templeton writes, “much 

has been made of Nora’s relationship with [Dr. Rank], a sure proof… of her dishonesty” 

(Templeton 116).  Critics have deemed Nora a “heartless flirt” and a “sexual tease” (Templeton 

116), claiming her flirtations to be “cruel” and accusing her of “[toying] with [Dr. Rank’s] deep 

affection” (Crawford in Templeton, 116).  Errol Durbach has an alternate reading of the scene, 

suggesting that herein can be found “recognition… of real sexual attraction” (Durbach 89).  

Durbach claims that “Dr. Rank is the man she would rather be with” (Durbach 89).   

Regardless of whether Nora is sexually or romantically attracted to Rank, it is clear the 

connection between Rank and Nora is charged with true care one for the other.  She is unable 

and unwilling to exploit him for her own financial gain, stopping herself from asking him for 

money once he confesses his willingness to “gladly give his life” for hers (Ibsen 44).  When his 

feelings are brought to light — his care for her that springs not from her performance of self, but 

from whom she truly is — she cannot possibly exploit their connection, stating, “there can do 

nothing for me now” (Ibsen 45).  She cannot perform for him as she has for Torvald.  After 

rejecting his confession of romantic love, Nora says to Dr. Rank, “When I was still at home, it 

was of course Papa whom I loved best.  And yet whenever I could, I used to slip down to the 

servants’ quarters.  I loved being with them” (Ibsen 46).  She states that she enjoyed the 

company of the servants because they “never lectured” her and it was “such fun to hear them 

talk” (Ibsen 46).  However, when she likens her relationship with Rank to her relationship with 

the servants, it becomes apparent that there is more to it.  As Nora herself states, “there are the 
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people one loves best — and yet there are others one would almost rather be with” (Ibsen 45).   

Nora “loves” her father and her husband “best” in that she is willing to forgo selfhood in order to 

fulfill their expectations — her connection with the servants perhaps indicates that she sees her 

relationships with her father and husband as transactional.  Like the servants, her place in the 

household is secured by the service she provides them by performing the role of dutiful daughter 

and loving wife.  In the company of the servants, and in the company of Rank, Nora’s 

performance is unnecessary.  With Rank, she is able to discuss her “old friends” (Ibsen 36).  She 

is allowed to claim parts of herself otherwise discarded and erased for Torvald’s sake.  With 

Rank and Mrs. Linde, Nora is able to be more authentically herself.   

Throughout her life, Nora is permitted no self.  Her characteristics are understood to be 

shared with her father because she has not been permitted to develop her own identity.  She 

shares stolen moments of truth with Dr. Rank, Mrs. Linde, and the servants at her father’s house, 

but otherwise, her life is a performance.  Her tastes (“gay and cozy”) and her submission to her 

husband’s will, her ability to adapt to the desires of others and to acquiesce to their needs, are all 

owing to her earliest taste of patriarchal control (Ibsen 35).   She is identified in the character list 

simply as, “Nora, [Torvald’s] wife” (Ibsen 2).  Torvald, too, consistently refers to her in the 

possessive, accompanied generally by dehumanizing pet names, such as “my little lark” (Ibsen 

3), “my squirrel” (Ibsen 4), and “my little featherbrain” (Ibsen 4).  Her very essence is broken 

down: she is a wife before she is a human, an extension of Torvald before she is allowed to be 

herself.  When Torvald “forgives” her, in the wake of his discovery of her forgery and of 

Krogstad’s promise to not blackmail them or reveal Nora’s forgery, he tells Nora to let him “be 

both will and conscience” to her (Ibsen 70).  He is willing to subsume her entire identity, to, in a 

way, erase what bits of her have resisted control.   
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Nora cannot reconcile herself to this submission.  To give up the control that she has 

hidden from his view, to be honest with him about the truth of her character, would 

fundamentally challenge the basis of their marriage.  She, who has coddled and sheltered him 

from her actions, knows this well, as in Act One, she tells Mrs. Linde that “Torvald could never 

bear to think of owing anything to me!  It would hurt his self-respect — wound his pride.  It 

would ruin everything between us.  Our whole marriage would be wrecked by it!” (Ibsen 15).  

Torvald can have Nora, or the doll — ultimately, he chooses the doll.  For Nora, however, the 

choice is more difficult.  Not only will her marriage come into question, but so too will her sense 

of self.  Errol Durbach writes that “for Nora, playing the role [of doll] is a matter of habit and 

accommodation.  Her behaviour reflects the image of the featherbrained pet in Torvald’s mind 

because she has consciously repressed the threatening alternative” (Durbach 103).  For, as 

Durbach writes, “Nora deconstructing the doll’s role means finding… a blank nothingness at the 

core of life” (Durbach 61).  Her life’s journey has been a constant pursuit of security and 

pleasing others.  Her agency has been suppressed, supplanted by the need to devote her life to 

her father and her husband.  As she claims, she has been prevented from becoming a “real 

person”, with thoughts of her own, aspirations of her own, and her own set of beliefs (Ibsen 72).   

Sophie Treadwell’s Young Woman is also prevented by the social codes of womanhood 

from becoming a “real” person prior to her marriage.  Like Nora, the Young Woman’s role has 

been consistently shaped by patriarchal authority.  Unlike Nora, whose struggles with gender 

norms do not manifest until they are provoked by her husband’s rejection, Treadwell’s Young 

Woman navigates her world with a persistent discontent and anxiety.  Though the world around 

her is simple and “hard… mechanized”, she herself is both complicated and “essentially soft, 

tender” (Treadwell xi).  This dissonance affects her deeply: her “desires” and “dreams” are 



30 

 

“confus[ed]” (Treadwell 1).  She is never at home in the roles she occupies, finding no solace as 

daughter, wife, or mother.  As Julia Walker writes in her assessment of the Young Woman,  

Almost as if [she] had anticipated Judith Butler’s theory of performativity, 

Treadwell suggests that gender is a performance that is made to appear natural 

through the enforced repetition of authorized codes of behavior. Only, in 

“Machinal”, it does not appear to be natural; the Young Woman’s tragedy lies in 

her inability to perform that role with emotional conviction. [emphasis my own] 

(Walker 215)  

It is, therefore, just as Treadwell intends: “business, marriage, having a child, seeking pleasure — 

all are difficult for her — mechanical, nerve-nagging” (Treadwell xi).  Act One highlights this 

discontent in the Young Woman’s place of employment.  In the 1920s, women were active 

participants in the workforce.  Their labour, however, was less respected than the labour of men.  

Sharon Hartman Strom notes that women’s wages “were almost always lower than those of men” 

(Hartman Strom 60).  Women were often held “[captive] in low-paying jobs”, as there were more 

women seeking employment than there was employment available for women (Hartman Strom 

61).  Moreover, women “could be subjected to a marriage bar”, which subsequently guaranteed 

the inability of women to “stay on to earn higher wages and agitate for more responsible positions” 

(Hartman Strom 62).  Hartman Strom claims that the idea that women “couldn't be promoted 

because they might marry became a self-fulfilling prophecy” (Hartman Strom 62).  Without being 

paid a living wage, and unable to support themselves, women were forced to marry in order to 

obtain financial security (Hartman Strom 62).  Certainly, this economic disadvantage is a reality 

demonstrated by Treadwell in “Machinal”.  Jerry Dickey writes that “the prospect of marriage to 

her older, physically repugnant boss as the only visible alternative to her social station” (Dickey 
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73).  The Young Woman is forced into marriage in part because of a system of capital that does 

not value her as an individual.   

Marriage alone is not the only factor to consider when it comes to the working women of 

the 1920s.  Women’s labour was indivisible from the process of mechanization, for, as Hartman 

Strom writes, “women were more likely than men to be hired for office jobs that were being 

subjected to systematization, mechanization, or both” (Hartman Strom 59).  Julia Walker marks 

this connection between feminization of the labour force and mechanization as particularly 

significant.  For Walker, the standardization of office work through the mechanization of 

typewriters combined with the removal of the “personal” touch offered forth by handwriting 

allowed women to become prominent in secretarial work and within the field of stenography 

(Walker 225).  With the popularization of the typewriter, the gender of the person writing the letter 

was rendered obsolete; neither femininity nor masculinity could be determined from the standard 

print of a typewriter.  She writes that typewriters, “being marketed for use by female employees… 

feminized a formerly respectable white-collar profession for men” (Walker 226).  While it allowed 

for women to participate in office work in a new way, it subsequently “relegated that profession 

to a more subordinate position within the office” (Walker 226).  These are the conditions under 

which Treadwell’s Young Woman is employed.  In them, she finds no kinship, no solace, and no 

sense of self.   

With her labour devalued, poorly compensated, and viewed as merely temporary, 

Treadwell’s Young Woman finds neither peace nor place within the brutal rhythms in her work 

environment.  Amy Koritz writes that the Young Woman displays an “inability to cope with or 

resist the demands of work and city life”: 
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The character of the Young Woman is depicted as sensitive and capable of complex 

and powerful emotional responses to her environment, qualities expressed as a 

persistent dissatisfaction with and feeling of oppression by almost every aspect of 

her surroundings.  (Koritz 558) 

Her surroundings are certainly oppressive within her bare work environment.  She works in “an 

office”, described as containing “a switchboard, filing cabinet, adding machine, typewriter and 

table, manifold machine” (Treadwell 1).  Treadwell depicts an office of machinery and 

functionality, characterized by a distinctly impersonal touch.  Her coworkers are identified solely 

by their job titles: there is the stenographer, “drying, dried”; the adding clerk, “her male 

counterpart”; the filing clerk, “a boy”; and the telephone girl, the secretary, “young, cheap, and 

amorous” (Treadwell 1).  Unnamed, each of these characters are denied individuality.  Julia 

Walker notes that most characters in this play (except for the Young Woman, her husband/boss, 

and her lover) remain nameless (Walker 215).  Likewise, these characters are never developed in 

a substantive way.  According to Walker, these characters (“nurse, doctor… judge, lawyer, 

reporter… priest”) exist only “to define [the Young Woman] in relation to them and the 

interpellating structures they represent” (Walker 215).  They are representative of categories, 

rather than developed individuals.  They are static, used to accentuate and contrast starkly with the 

inner-depths of the Young Woman, who has her own “inner thoughts, emotions, desires, dreams” 

(Treadwell 1).  

 Importantly, most of the characters are defined by occupation alone.  Her coworkers are 

identified heavily with the equipment that they require to perform their job, listed by Treadwell in 

her setting of the scene as “characters and their machines” (Treadwell 1).  They take on similar 

rhythmic patterns of speech, the Adding Clerk, Filing Clerk and Stenographer speaking “in the 
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monotonous voice of [their] monotonous thoughts” (Treadwell 2).  It is the noise of “office 

machines” that adds real flair to the scene, the sound of “typewriters, adding machine, manifold, 

telephone bells, buzzers” (Treadwell 1).  The Young Woman is “oppressed by her job” and, like 

her coworkers, “speaks in a telegraphic style, having internalized the alienating rhythms of her 

work” (Walker 213).  However, arriving to work “late” for three days in a row, the Young Woman 

cannot identify her work schedule as more than an imposition with which she struggles to comply 

(Treadwell 5).  Amy Koritz writes of the Young Woman that her arrival to work, wherein she is 

“disoriented”, demonstrates her fundamental “incapab[ility] of conforming to the rhythms of her 

work life” (Koritz 558).  While the Telephone Girl attends to her phone, the Adding Clerk to his 

adding machine, and the Stenographer to her typewriter, the Young Woman’s “machine” is “out 

of order” (Treadwell 9).  Therefore, she is not referred to as a “stenographer,” though the typewriter 

at her workstation makes it evident that that is her job (Treadwell 1).  She cannot be identified by 

job title alone.  The Young Woman is disconnected from her labour (Walker 218) and cut “off 

from any actual adjustment to the routine of work” (Treadwell 1).  Unwilling to compromise the 

existence of her “inner thoughts” (Treadwell 1), she cannot be entirely defined by her status as a 

worker, and because of this, she cannot adequately perform her role in this “hard, mechanized” 

setting (Treadwell xi).  

Her home life only adds to her distress.  In her frenzied monologue at the end of Act One, 

she lays out the cause of her panic and the sources of her discontent and anxiety: “late — alarm 

clock — alarm clock — alarm clock — hurry — job — ma — nag — nag — nag” (Treadwell 11).  

She gets “no rest” (Treadwell 11).  With the absence of her father, the Young Woman becomes 

the breadwinner for herself and her mother, referred to solely as “Ma”, who supplies the Young 

Woman with an overwhelming sense of duty and guilt (Treadwell 11).  With the context provided 
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by Hartman Strom’s writing on women’s labour, it is apparent that the money that she brings in 

can hardly be sufficient to sustain both women.  The wages the Young Woman earns, as well as 

her mother’s dependence, indicates that the Young Woman is a member of the working class.  In 

Scene Two, the Young Woman sits with her mother, in what appears to be an apartment: the 

window provides them with the view of “an apartment house court” (Treadwell 13).  Her mother 

feeds her stew and potatoes, noting the price of the potatoes to be “three pounds for a quarter” 

(Treadwell 14).  Their strained budget is therefore rendered visible.   

Though she is hardly sustained by the Young Woman’s labour, “Ma” is dependent on her 

daughter not only financially, but emotionally as well.  The Young Woman’s mother is 

overbearing and overwhelming, prone to beration.  Her mother accuses her consistently of being 

“crazy” (Treadwell 14) (Treadwell 19).  It is unsurprising, then, when the Young Woman is 

proposed to by her boss, George H. Jones, she “consults her mother” and is met “with little help” 

(Walker 213).  Given her mother’s lack of interest in her daughter’s pending nuptials and the 

absence of her husband, there is a distinct sense that her mother was abandoned by her husband.  

“Ma” places little significance on love and emotional connection within marriage.  Whether or not 

she “loved” her husband, she asks her daughter, “what difference does it make — now?” 

(Treadwell 17).  What matters to her mother is not love, but whether or not one is “clothe[d]” and 

“[fed]”, with bills paid (Treadwell 17).   

Dickey describes her mother as “lonely” and “dependent”, caring “more for her own future 

security than her daughter's happiness in finding love in marriage” (Dickey 73).  “Ma” 

demonstrates herself to be indifferent to the longings and private dreams that occupy the Young 

Woman’s mind.  Though the Young Woman is repulsed by George H. Jones, wondering whether 

she ought to marry a man who makes her “skin... curl” (Treadwell 18), her mother is concerned 
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only with the prospect of his extraordinary income and ability to support them both (Treadwell 

17).  Moreover, Walker writes that, like most characters in the play, the Young Woman’s mother 

“is unaware of the Young Woman’s true desires, haranguing her with her own selfish needs” 

(Walker 213).  This misunderstanding and their fundamentally juxtaposed approaches to life 

render the mother resentful of her daughter’s behaviour.  Her mother dwells in a world where what 

one can count on is “that you’ve got to eat and sleep and get up and put clothes on your back and 

take ’em off again — that you got to get old — and that you got to die” (Treadwell 17).  The Young 

Woman, however, treasures the lofty aspiration of “love”: that it is “just in [her] head” makes her 

value it nonetheless (Treadwell 17).  She dreams of love, of “somebody young — and — and 

attractive” (Treadwell 17).  While her mother has reconciled herself to a cynical reality, the Young 

Woman aspires consistently for more, filled with hopes for a life that will not leave her “stifling” 

(Treadwell 19).  Her mother has no sympathy for these dreams.  Indeed, she actively seeks to 

counter them.  When the Young Woman paces while the garbage is collected, her mother declares 

that her daughter must believe herself to be “too nice for anything so common!” (Treadwell 14).  

When the Young Woman dons gloves to wash dishes, her mother declares, “I’ve been washing 

dishes for forty years and I never wore gloves!  But my lady’s hands!  My lady’s hands!” 

(Treadwell 20).  “Ma” is irritated by the Young Woman’s “preoccup[ation] with herself”, her 

“well-kept hands” and constant “arranging her hair over her ears” (Treadwell 1).  The rhythmic 

and mechanical nature of life is familiar and acceptable to “Ma”; to the Young Woman, such a life 

is oppressive.    

  Desirous of any escape from the demands of her labour and the ever-present need to care 

for her mother, the Young Woman is tempted by her boss’ marriage proposal.  Doing “the best 

[she] can” is not enough to prevent her from feeling “nearly crazy” (Treadwell 19).  She dreams 
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of a life of choice, romanticizing the idea of being able to wake when she “[wants] to” (Treadwell 

12).  In the absence of “children with curls” and “somebody young… and attractive”, the Young 

Woman settles for the life of rest and financial security that can be provided by “the only man 

that’s ever asked” for her hand in marriage (Treadwell 19).  Moreover, when the Young Woman 

acquiesces to her boss’ marriage proposal, her decision rests more upon her deep conviction that 

all women get married than it does on any sort of romantic or platonic affection for George H. 

Jones.  It is no desire of her own that motivates her to marry and marriage subsequently becomes 

simply a “phase of life” (Treadwell ix).  To her mother, she says, “I suppose I got to marry 

somebody — all girls do —” (Treadwell 19).  This is an echo of an earlier refrain from Scene One: 

“all girls — most girls — ma — pa — ma — all women — most women — I can’t — must — 

maybe — must” (Treadwell 12).  Her attitude affirms the writing of Beauvoir, who claims that the 

lives of many young women are pre-determined because of their genders: “the girl will be wife, 

mother, and grandmother… her story is already written in the heavens; she will discover it day 

after day without shaping it” (Beauvoir 312).   

It is notable that Treadwell goes to great lengths to establish the Young Woman as simply 

average.  She is “ordinary”: she is “not homely and she is not pretty” (Treadwell 1).  She is any 

woman amongst the masses, going “any day to any business” (Treadwell 1).  She is normal, just 

as the social requirement for women to marry is normalized.  While this normalization convinces 

the Young Woman that marriage is something she ought to do, it cannot quite convince her to be 

happy or content with her choice.  Just as she is incapable of performing the role of stenographer, 

the roles of “fiancee” and “wife” that she is expected to play do not suit her, and indeed, are 

examples of many roles that do not suit her.  In her life as a daughter and a worker, she is “stifling!” 

(Treadwell 19).  She knows she “can’t go on” living under the conditions that she does (Treadwell 
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19).  Though the Young Woman knows what she ought to do — what her coworkers would do, 

what her mother would do, what other women would do — she herself does not want George H. 

Jones.  She “pulls away” from his touch (Treadwell 10).  She is sick at the thought of being touched 

by his “fat hands — flabby hands” (Treadwell 11).  He is nothing like her vision of a husband, 

somebody “young… and attractive — with wavy hair” (Treadwell 19).  She describes him as 

“straight — thin — bald” (Treadwell 11).  She cannot condemn herself to “honor and to love” him 

or to physically engage with him (Treadwell 11).  However, the financial benefits of such a 

marriage are clear to her: “No money — money — George H Jones — money — Mrs. George H. 

Jones — money —” (Treadwell 12).  “No work — no worry,” she continues, “free!” (Treadwell 

12).  As a married woman, her toiling in the office will be over.  While she may be liberated from 

the concerns of the working class if she marries George H. Jones, her marriage to him can hardly 

result in true personal “[freedom]” (Treadwell 12).   

Her needs are deeper than her desire to “sleep til noon” (Treadwell 12).  She feels a deep 

lack in her life, a profound discontent: she wants “rest” without “worry” (Treadwell 12).  Marriage 

is not the answer to her problems.  All girls marry, she claims, and yet, she “can’t” (Treadwell 12).  

Her desires do not align with the roles (wife and mother) she is forced to take on.  She wants 

“somebody” or “something” (Treadwell 12).  She wants “something” that cannot be named 

(Treadwell 12); she’s “got to do something”, but she doesn’t know what (Treadwell 19).  She has 

“[counted] on” love to provide her with meaning in her life and, in its absence, she settles for 

George H. Jones (Treadwell 17).  In the highly mechanized world she inhabits — a world wherein 

each individual is known by their one, specific role — the Young Woman is an aberration.  No 

one role suits her or can contain her.  Unlike Nora, a doll performing in a world of men allowed to 

know themselves, the Young Woman knows, to some extent, her discontent.  She knows her deep 
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dissatisfaction with the roles she is offered, confessing that “sometimes in the subway [she] thinks 

[she’s] going to die” (Treadwell 19).  In her position, she is incapable of rejecting George H. Jones’ 

proposal because he offers financial freedom previously unknown to her.   

 Sarah Ruhl’s Late: A Cowboy Song introduces yet another woman whose life is not 

within her own control.  In Ruhl’s 2003 work-shopped script, Mary, like Treadwell’s Young 

Woman, is first introduced to us as merely “a woman” (Ruhl 123).  Similarly, like the Young 

Woman, Mary is “late” within her first moments onstage (Ruhl 123).  Mary “steps in the door” 

at dinnertime, greeted by Crick and his “dirty dishes” (Ruhl 123).  He says, “You’re late” (Ruhl 

123).  Mary cannot adhere to his sense of time and his schedules.  She cannot abide by the 

rhythms of patriarchal time.  In another show of similarity with the Young Woman, Mary is an 

active participant in the labour force, although her work is never depicted onstage.  Money is a 

concern for Mary — she is the sole provider for herself and her boyfriend, Crick (Ruhl 128).  

She has a small savings account that consists of only five hundred dollars (Ruhl 128).  Though 

Mary’s financial concerns are less of a driving force than the Young Woman’s financial 

concerns, they exist and serve to strain her relationship to and with Crick.  Treadwell’s Young 

Woman is desperate for an escape from the “mechanization” of her life and the tyranny of her 

“typewriter”, ultimately choosing marriage to a wealthy man to address her financial insecurity 

and unrelenting demands of labour (Walker 213).   

Classism is not Ruhl’s focus, though certainly the constraints of capital are visible in the 

play.  Mary does not find herself compelled to marry for money.  Indeed, Mary finds herself in a 

long-term relationship — and eventual marriage — with a man who “never [has] more money 

than [she]” (Ruhl 128).  Indeed, Crick seems never to have any money at all.  Mary’s labour is 

exploited by her partner, just as the Young Woman’s is by her mother.  Crick’s manipulation of 
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Mary takes place perhaps more visibly.  In Act One, he attempts to borrow five hundred dollars 

from her, for “a surprise” (Ruhl 127).  His true aim is to “invest… in a painting” to give her, 

despite her lack of interest in art.  In doing so, he demonstrates his irresponsibility with the little 

money they share, most of which Mary has earned (Ruhl 169).  When Mary shows hesitation 

about giving him the entirety of her savings, he employs a variety of tactics: he labels her “an 

heiress” (Ruhl 128); he deems the act of giving him the money the sign of “a just society” (Ruhl 

128); he claims he would do it for her (Ruhl 128); he asks whether, “in the mind of God”, she 

believes she has spent more money on him than he has on her, and then claims, it does not matter 

(Ruhl 129).  She attempts to defend her position, quipping that “Most people are more of an 

heiress than [him].  They — like — inherit money from their jobs”, but ultimately, succumbs to 

his pressure and loans him the money (Ruhl 128).   

Upon their marriage and the birth of their child, he is unwilling to repay Mary as he had 

promised, claiming “We’re married now.  We share everything” (Ruhl 168).   He refuses even to 

repay her when she clarifies that she needs to buy a stroller for their child (Ruhl 168).  Although 

Crick is unwilling to “get a job” — and is quickly fired from the job that he grudgingly does 

secure — he has much of the financial control (Ruhl 140).  He decides that their marriage 

negates the need for him to repay her, just as he decides that her pregnancy ought to result in 

their marriage.  Though Treadwell's Young Woman wracks her brain to decide whether or not 

she ought to marry George H. Jones (“please — no — can’t — must” ) (Treadwell 11), Mary’s 

decision to marry Crick is not presented as an option but as her only choice.  They must marry 

“before [she] start[s] to — show” (Ruhl 137).   

Crick’s control over Mary is not just stifling and abusive but is a relic of the kind of 

patriarchal authority evidenced in A Doll’s House and “Machinal”.  Though Scott Knowles 
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thinks of Crick is a man who has taken on “a feminine role by remaining at home and playing 

housewife”, it is evident that Crick’s performance as housewife is one still influenced by the 

inequitable gender politics that he reifies throughout the entirety of the play (Knowles 60).  

Though he cooks her dinner in Act One, he sits surrounded by “dirty dishes”: his contribution to 

their household is half-hearted at its best (Ruhl 123). 

 Mary has been romantically involved with Crick since they each were “eight years old” 

(Ruhl 139).  Amy Muse writes that they seem trapped in an “adolescent stage of love” leading 

them to “rankle” in their scenes of love and affection rather than “charm” (Muse 71).  This 

“rankling” seems quite intentional on Ruhl’s part.  Both Crick and Mary are stuck in their 

childhoods resulting in their being underdeveloped as adults.  Crick is described as “charming, 

fragile and childlike” (Ruhl 121).  Meanwhile, Mary cries when she “thinks about being grown-

up”, though she claims to be “glad” that she is an adult (Ruhl 135).  There is a sense that Mary, 

like Nora and the Young Woman, has been unable to develop much as a person.   Indeed, Muse 

suggests that Mary “seems — very much unlike a Ruhl heroine — to have little inner life” and 

that she is “... an empty space at the middle of the play” (Muse 73).  She claims that Mary is 

neither “interesting” nor “bright” (Muse 73).  This, too, seems intentional.  While her growth is 

certainly stunted by the same forces that hinder Nora and the Young Woman, it is significant that 

Mary has been entwined with her future husband for almost her entire life.   

Most aspects of Mary’s life are dictated by Crick, who manipulates her, spends her 

money, and indeed, according to James Al-Shamma, even “abuses” her (Al-Shamma 89).  He is 

deeply envious at the slightest sign of Mary having a life outside him, including her impromptu 

meeting with Red at a Chinese restaurant that they, in the past, have frequented together (Ruhl 

126).  When Crick asserts that he wants to know “every moment” of her day “like a beautiful 
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detailed painting — the sort a Russian might paint on a hollowed egg”, Mary is dismissive (Ruhl 

125).  She states simply, “I don’t think any Russians are interested in painting my life” (Ruhl 

125).  Mary portrays her days as painfully uninteresting — whether she does this to conceal the 

truth of them from Crick or because she herself finds little interest in her own life is never 

specified.  Mary is dissatisfied in her life.    In Act One, she writes in the journal that she 

“keeps... locked” (Ruhl 121): 

MARY.  My life is not so bad.  I read somewhere in a book: you have a right to be 

happy.  Or was it: you have the right to pursue happiness.  That’s right.  You have 

the right to chase happiness. (Ruhl 158) 

Mary initially resolves herself to the monotony of her life.  However, she is “troubled” when her 

fortune cookie tells her that her “onion” is somebody else’s “water lily”, and has no trouble 

applying said fortune to her exact dynamic with Crick (Ruhl 145). Ultimately, she concludes that, 

to be happy, she must actively “chase happiness” (Ruhl 158).  It will not merely reveal itself to 

her, and must be, in some way, hunted down.  She must act.   

To act is more difficult than it appears.  Even with Red’s exemplary displays of freedom 

that seem to exist “as both fantasy and reality”, after Mary and Crick are wed, Mary stands on 

shakier ground than ever (Muse 73).  What little agency she possessed, what little resistance she 

has held up against Crick’s abuses, seem to have dissolved.  She is entirely incapable of trusting 

herself with even the most basic decisions, confessing to Red that “Lately — I can’t decide 

simple things, like should I eat this potato chip or take a walk” (Ruhl 154).  Indeed, Mary is not 

even sure that her inner monologue is her own: “I think it’s my voice, but I’m not sure.  

Sometimes I think it’s God’s voice.  But I’ve never been sure about God.  So it must be my 

voice” (Ruhl 154).  Indeed, not only is Mary entirely removed from herself and her own desires, 
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but it also seems clear that she is frightened of taking control of them.  She is plagued by the 

sense that her life is not her own.  Her marital status has evaded her control, and in its wake, so 

too does everything else.  James Al-Shamma writes that Mary seems to experience “a 

generalized anxiety about her life and marriage” (Al-Shamma 96).  In the midst of this anxiety, it 

is Red who attempts to coax Mary from her indecisiveness, not Crick 

RED.  Maybe you think about things too much, Mary.  You should learn to ride a 

horse.  When you’re riding a horse, there’s no time to think, should I jump this 

fence or shouldn’t I? All of a sudden you’re just jumping over a fence.  You know? 

MARY.  But life isn’t like that.  Life is — 

RED.  What? 

MARY.  I don’t know.  I’m afraid of horses. (Ruhl 155) 

Mary’s interiority — coupled with the strength of the heteropatriarchy that ties her to Crick as wife 

and mother of his child — has rendered her a being without convictions.  She is held captive by 

her inability to choose and is unable to act definitively or deliberately.  Instead, the world acts 

upon her.  Unable to identify even the most basic of her needs, Mary exemplifies (just as Nora and 

the Young Woman do) Beauvoir’s theory that “the less [woman] exercises her freedom to 

understand, grasp, and discover the world around her, the less she will find its resources, and the 

less she will dare to affirm herself as subject” (Beauvoir 295).   

A Doll’s House’s Nora, “Machinal’s” Young Woman, and Late: A Cowboy Song’s Mary 

are confined by the social and structural enforcement of gender roles.  Their lives, before 

marriage, are still deeply impacted by the patriarchal standards that continue to be oppressive in 

their marriages.  Each woman lives a life that is unfulfilling, dictated by traditional gender roles 

for women that inhibit and prevent all three from exploring themselves and exercising individual 
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agency.  Nora, the Young Woman, and Mary each represent the evolution of similar standards of 

womanhood over time.  It is therefore evident that each woman is meant to constitute “the 

average woman” of her time.  Each is, in her own way, an “everywoman”.  If Ibsen, Treadwell, 

and Ruhl are each attempting to construct an everywoman, however, it is necessary to ask what 

constitutes an everywoman in feminist theatre and in these particular works.  Each play ties 

concerns about gender to concerns about class through the lead character.   

While each script addresses the intersection of these two forms of oppression, none of the 

three deal with gender in a way that is not coded as, or explicitly stated to be, white.  Neither 

women of colour, nor the experiences of women of colour, are not found in the script.  While a 

play cannot be critiqued expressly for what it lacks, this lack of representation becomes 

significant for several reasons.   Where Treadwell and Ruhl do address race in some ways, this 

absence of representation of women of colour becomes more apparent.  Though Mary, the 

Young Woman, and Nora are meant to be read as standards of womanhood and their experiences 

as women are meant to be understood as normative and relatable to the average woman, their 

whiteness contributes to their narratives, shaping the kind of oppression that they do experience 

and informing how each woman envisions freedom and liberty. Ultimately, the lack of 

universality in the experience of each woman further gestures to each play’s status as not a 

practical guide to liberation for women, but rather, as a demonstration of the limits of the 

individual’s ability to act.   

A Doll’s House offers a picture of the Norwegian middle class during the nineteenth 

century.  In this environment, race is never specifically addressed.  The absence of race, 

however, can be read as a testament to the whiteness of the Norwegian middle classes.  

Therefore, the story of A Doll’s House is white in its conception of the limitation of women’s 
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freedom.  In “Machinal”, there are clues that suggest that Treadwell’s everywoman is a 

representation of white womanhood alone, though this becomes increasingly clear when the 

Young Woman is apprehended and tried for the murder of her husband.  In court, the Young 

Woman’s defense is predicated upon her claim that her husband was murdered by two “big dark 

looking men” (Treadwell 65).  It is significant to restate that during the trial of Ruth Snyder 

(mentioned initially in the Introduction), Snyder claimed that “a tall Italian man” had attacked 

her and subsequently killed her husband (Jones 485).  By addressing the privilege of her white 

leading lady, Treadwell expresses an awareness of the privilege attached to white womanhood.   

Her protagonist’s defense, as with the defense of Ruth Snyder, relies on the supposition of white 

superiority and the violence of non-white individuals.  Treadwell’s “big dark looking men” are 

not given a specific racial or ethnic group, allowing their identities to remain in a kind of liminal 

space, embodying the fear of the other (Treadwell 65).  Treadwell deals with race throughout the 

text, sometimes even likening the struggle for racial justice with that of feminist struggles.   

While Young Woman sits in a jail in Episode 8, Treadwell includes in her stage 

directions that the “voice of a Negro offstage” singing “a spiritual” can be heard (Treadwell 78).  

When the Young Woman hears his voice, she begs for him to be allowed to sing because he 

“helps” her (Treadwell 78).   The Priest, reading her final rites, asks whether he helps her, too 

(Treadwell 78).  The Young Woman rejects his help, however, because he does not “understand” 

her in the same way that the singing man does.  In this passage, while suggesting “that the only 

freedom available to the Young Woman is outside the dominant structures of society”, Treadwell 

manages also to “problematically [conflate] gender and racial oppression” (Walker 219).  For 

how can the Young Woman both “understand” the plight of the black man who sings from his 

prison cell and exploit racist assumptions about “dark looking men” (Treadwell 65)?  She may 



45 

 

understand imprisonment, but she contributes to the structure of racial oppression that has 

affected the incarceration of this singing man.   

Ruhl, like Treadwell, does not identify the race or ethnicity of her woman.  While it is 

possible to envision a Mary who is not white — as Ruhl states decidedly that she is “not 

interested in writing plays that are specifically about white people” — this play does not explore 

race in any significant way (Ruhl 89).  There is certainly a sentiment of universality expressed in 

Late’s Production Notes, wherein Ruhl writes that “Crick, Mary and Red need not be any 

particular race or ethnicity” (Ruhl 121).  However, her refusal to name the racial identities of any 

of the characters in this play does not make the story one that notably engages with the 

intersection of racism and misogyny.  Ruhl has written the characters without the consideration 

of race, which does not, necessarily, result in a play that exists outside of dialogues of race.  In 

refusing to specify who the story is about, Ruhl neglects to address that racial oppression would 

re-shape the landscape of her play.  This choice made for her 2003 script seems to no longer 

reflect her beliefs about casting.  Ruhl has recently written that “even if the philosophy of the 

playwright is that his or her plays should be cast without regard to race, somehow the structure of 

theater (or our country [the United States]) intervenes, and whether from subtle, unconscious 

racial or mimetic biases, our stages are way too white-washed” (Ruhl 89).  Ruhl identifies that a 

woman of colour portraying Mary, or any other character written for an unspecified racial group, 

is unlikely.  To Ruhl, it has become evident that if a character’s race is not specified, the role will 

be read as “white”, and given to a white actor (Ruhl 89).   Though Ruhl credits this discrepancy 

to unconscious biases and racism, it is significant that she, too, once attempted to write roles 

without specification.  It is worthwhile to note that there is no apparent racial bias experienced in 

Late: A Cowboy Song by the characters themselves: neither Mary, Crick, nor Red seem to be 
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affected by spheres of racial oppression, now so widely understood to be deeply interwoven with 

others that are visible in the play, such as sexism and classism.  By making race invisible, Ruhl, 

no matter her striving for universality, tells a story that can be read only as white.  It is important 

to note exactly what structures each playwright is aiming to challenge, and how that informs the 

shape of each individual woman’s liberation.   

Ultimately, in A Doll’s House, “Machinal”, and Late: A Cowboy Song, theatergoers bear 

witness to white, lower- and middle-class women whose lives are not their own.  As a child, 

Nora must please her father to earn and maintain his affection; the Young Woman works 

unrelentingly to fill the place of her absent father, eventually succumbing to the promise of 

financial security and comparative relaxation offered by marriage; and Mary, trapped in an 

abusive relationship, cannot control even the smallest of things in her day-to-day life.   These 

characterizations assert Beauvoir’s claims that “for the woman there is, from the start, a conflict 

between her autonomous existence and her ‘being other’” (Beauvoir 294).  Nora, the Young 

Woman, and Mary are subjected to forces beyond their ability to control, the tyranny of their 

husbands, the pressure of capital, and the limitations of traditional womanhood.   

Ultimately, in these plays, the limitation of choice and the absence of agency is an ever-

present conflict.  Nora feels she has no choice at all: it is apparent to her that she must act “to 

save her husband’s life” (Ibsen 28), and to continue to play the part of the doting wife who 

would never “go against” her husband’s “wishes” (Ibsen 7).  The Young Woman is caught in the 

impossible choice of feeling that her death is imminent when she commutes to the office or 

marrying a man who makes her “blood… run cold” (Ibsen 18).  Mary carries the child of the 

man she has been involved with since her childhood, and marries him thereafter, similarly caught 

in the traditional notions of “the idea of being a family” (Ruhl 166).  Working women existing in 
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intensely patriarchal environments, both Mary and the Young Woman accept marriage as their 

“traditiona[l]... destiny” (Beauvoir 439).  Without alternatives presented to them, both women 

become engaged, marry, and have children, embedding them further within the roles they are 

anticipated to play (“wife, mother, and grandmother”) (Beauvoir 312).   In all women, regardless 

of the variations to be found in their individual struggles, it is possible to find a similarly shaped 

everywoman.  Nowhere near as “frivolous, infantile, [and] irresponsible” as the idea of the 

“eternal feminine” would suggest (Beauvoir 12), each of these women ultimately recognize their 

discontent.  Each woman is impelled to act, even when the profound discontent they feel can 

initially be attributed only to an unnamable “something-else”.  These forces that contain and 

inhibit them cannot remain invisible and unnamed forever, however, and do not.  Once 

identified, each woman rebels.  Indeed, all three women choose to seek to “discove[r]” 

themselves “in a world where men force [them] to assume [women] as the Other” (Beauvoir 17).   
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Chapter Two 

The Marriage 

 

In A Doll’s House, “Machinal”, and Late: A Cowboy Song, Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl 

critique gendered oppression and the limitations of patriarchal rule as it manifests within 

heterosexual marriages.  For all three playwrights, marriage has alarmingly oppressive potential 

in its reaffirmation of harmful gender roles, particularly for women and wives.  Emma Goldman 

writes that marriage is a “social sham” (Goldman 136).  In her essay, “Marriage and Love”, 

Goldman highlights the contradictory natures of marriage and love, demonstrating that each can 

exist without the other.  Indeed, Goldman views marriage primarily as an “economic arrangement” 

that imprisons women, damning them to “life-long dependency… parasitism… [and] to complete 

uselessness, individual as well as social” (Goldman 135).   

For Goldman, it is evident that women must abandon selfhood in most traditional 

heterosexual marital arrangements.  She writes, “the less soul a woman has, the greater her asset 

as a wife, the more readily [she will] absorb herself in her husband” (Goldman 136).  Goldman 

notes the fundamental inequities of marriage in the 1910s: the economic disadvantages; the 

diminished value of a woman’s own, individual life trajectory; the imbalance of power within 

heterosexual marriages in a patriarchal society.  Until the late 19th century, in England and the 

United States, a wife’s “legal personality” was “suspended… [upon] marriage, [covered]... with 

that of her husband” (Brake).  Removed were “[the woman’s] rights to own property, [her rights 

to] make a will, earn her own money, make contracts, or leave her husband” (Brake).  Historically, 

within marriage, women’s autonomy was overwritten — if, that is, women had any autonomy to 

begin with.  Emma Goldman’s criticism of marriage is an early expression of feminist concerns; 
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though conditions have changed with time, her concerns are quite clearly carried into the present 

moment.   

In contemporary contexts, the question of whether women can act autonomously is further 

complicated.  Though there are no laws in North America that limit a woman’s ability to exercise 

autonomy or direct her own life, a culture of inequity in marriage persists.  Within contemporary 

context, it is “culture”, not “formal institutions”, where the idea of “the traditional gendered 

division of labor in the family” resides (Ferguson 690).  In the “early modern period”, family units 

were exceptionalized, dubbed “special sphere[s] of life” outside of the political, social, and 

economic (Kleingeld 2).  They were something separate entirely, dependent on “the total 

dedication of women” (Kleingeld 2).  Women’s dedication to this sphere evidently rendered their 

involvement in other spheres an impossibility.  Women were understood to be suited for the 

domestic alone due to “their refined sensibilities and their emotional attachment to husband and 

children” — these same characteristics, naturally, were utilized to prevent women from 

participating in the “harsh world of economics, learning, and politics” (Kleingeld 2).   

Elizabeth Brake notes that these beliefs about a woman’s nature are not inherent.  Indeed, 

given that “socially, marriage is often understood in terms of gender roles”, the adoption of gender 

roles within marriages becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy; or, as Brake writes, “expectations 

surrounding marriage define social gender roles in and out of marriage” (Brake 101).  Women’s 

choices are defined by “social gender norms… within a system of oppression” (Brake 107).  These 

roles are taught and prescribed in various social institutions.  She writes that there are “learned 

expectations that women will be nurturing, self-sacrificing, and passive” while “…men will be 

independent, decisive, and powerful, shape marital arrangements” (Brake 107).  Michaele 

Ferguson writes that “the institution of the family seems always to have performed the linchpin 
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function of naturalizing gender roles and thereby oppressing women” (Ferguson 695).  If women 

are reared to be — or to aspire to be — “self-sacrificing” and “passive”, taught that their biological 

destinies are wifedom and motherhood, how much autonomy is the average woman truly able to 

exercise?  Is a woman able to choose the direction of her life, if she is moulded from childhood to 

believe herself best suited to the domestic?   

Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl, at least, seem to believe that this moulding merits another look.  

In A Doll’s House, “Machinal”, and Late: A Cowboy Song agency, freedom, and the rights of 

women are reckoned with through the particular lens of heterosexual marriage.  Marriage further 

subjects these women to the inequalities that have shaped their lives.  Their passivity is enforced, 

and their lives are further wrenched from their control.  It is the conditions of their marriages that 

reveal to them the pervasive misogyny in their worlds, the same misogyny that limits and defines 

their choices. In this chapter, the inner-workings of each of these respective marriages will be 

examined; namely, the ways in which marriage entraps each wife and indeed, to a limited degree, 

entraps each husband.  Each man, Late’s Crick, “Machinal’s” Husband, and A Doll’s House’s 

Torvald are devoted (albeit in different ways and for different reasons) to the idea of the nuclear 

family, and to the image of the wife as one who “cares for the home” (Beauvoir 443). While their 

husbands find ignorant security in marriage, Mary, the Young Woman, and Nora are further 

stripped of meaning and identity; in marriage, the potential for these women to develop further as 

individuals is obfuscated by the necessity of performing the roles of wife and mother.   

Errol Durbach writes that at the center of the nineteenth-century Victorian home resides 

“the married wife, the angel in the house, who bears the responsibility for maintaining the virtues 

of Victorian domesticity: ‘household happiness, gracious children, debtless competence, golden 

mean’” (Durbach 28).  Chapter One considered Nora’s disposition prior to her marriage.  Chapter 
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Two examines Nora within her marriage, finding that the performance of “wife” conflicts with 

Nora’s sense of her true identity.  Nora seems to be, to some degree, aware of her performance, or 

at least of the deliberate arrangements she must make and then conceal to please her husband.  

Indeed, she knows that in order to have a “charming lovely home for Torvald”, it is she who must 

“make” it (Ibsen 17).  She performs the part of the dutiful, passive wife who would “never” go 

“against the wishes” of her husband (Ibsen 7).  Yet in secret, Nora eats the macaroons that Torvald 

has forbidden her from indulging in, listening “cautiously” at his door to hear if he’s home (Ibsen 

3).  She hides the bag “in her pocket” and “wipes her mouth” before calling him into the room 

(Ibsen 4).  The macaroons she indulges in become important once more.  Nora must render 

invisible her “sweet-tooth” in order to follow his “rules” (Ibsen 6).  This is only one of the things 

that Nora hides from her husband.  In order to “[maintain] the virtues of Victorian domesticity”, 

Nora must navigate outside the limits of that very same kind of virtue (Durbach 28).  To be “the 

angel in the house” and preserve the home she has “made”, Nora must act, in secret and duplicitous 

ways, outside of the domestic sphere (Durbach 28).   

Nora’s devotion to Torvald may be one that exists without self-regard, one wherein she can 

proclaim “I’ll do everything to please you, Torvald, I’ll sing for you, I’ll dance for you” and truly 

mean it, but it is not one that aligns strictly with Victorian morality (Ibsen 29).  For, while she 

desires time spent with her children and a “charming lovely home”, her determination to have 

“everything” just as Torvald “likes it” is less a blessing than it appears (Ibsen 17).  Prior to his 

promising position as a lawyer, she tells her friend Mrs. Linde, 

...Torvald left the Government service right after we were married.  There wasn’t 

much chance of promotion in his department, and of course he had to earn more 

money when he had me to support.  But that first year he overworked himself 
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terribly.  He had to undertake all sorts of odd jobs, worked from morning til night.  

He couldn’t stand it; his health gave way and he became deathly ill.  The doctors 

said he absolutely must spend some time in the South. [...] (Ibsen 10) 

 

He wasn’t even supposed to know how ill he was… they came to me privately, told 

me his life was in danger and that he could only be saved by living in the South for 

a while.  At first I tried persuasion: I cried, I begged, I cajoled — I said how much 

I longed to take a trip abroad like other young wives. [...] He was almost angry; he 

said I was being frivolous and that it was his duty as my husband not to indulge my 

whims and fancies [...] Then I made up my mind that he must be saved in spite of 

himself — and I thought of a way.  (Ibsen 15)  

With the decision to save her husband no matter the cost, Nora forges her father’s signature in 

order to pay off her debt to Krogstad (Ibsen 27).  The process of “mak[ing]” and maintaining 

Torvald’s home is not one of picturesque and innate domestic inclinations.  If Nora is responsible 

for maintaining the “economic cleanliness” and “spiritual innocence” in their household, she fails 

deeply after signing “a guarantor's note with blithe indifference to the consequences” (Durbach 

29).  Confronted with the illegality of her actions, Nora remains resolute: “[it] was to save my 

husband’s life.  I simply couldn’t give [...] up” (Ibsen 27).  She cannot understand why her actions, 

in the name of saving the life of her husband (and subsequently, her own life and the lives of her 

children), ought to be met with punishment of any kind.  Later, she repeats as if to reassure herself, 

“I only did it for love’s sake” (Ibsen 28).   

If it is her role as a wife to uphold their family, to support her husband and children, then 

her motivations are pure and her actions are justified, regardless of formal laws.  For Nora, 
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however, the illegality of her forgery and the threat of a disreputable reputation that her debt is 

entirely disconnected from her concerns regarding Torvald.  Her secrecy is less in fear of Torvald’s 

moral disapproval than it is a nod to her respect for and adherence to his own personal sensibilities 

about gendered positions within his household.  All is invisible to her husband, as the domestic 

sphere is Nora’s to navigate and to nurture.  Nora hints at her debt to Torvald, saying “you don’t 

know, Torvald, what expenses we larks and squirrels have” (Ibsen 6).  This, however, is nothing 

more than a joke to herself.  Torvald has no way of knowing what Nora spends their money on, 

because Nora (wisely) will not let her doll façade slip.  In her secrecy, Nora protects Torvald’s 

image of himself as the head of the household, while simultaneously managing to retain her “ideal 

status in his home” (Durbach 29).  Nora knows well that “Torvald could never bear to think of 

owing anything to me!  It would hurt his self-respect — wound his pride.  It would ruin everything 

between us.  Our whole marriage would be wrecked by it!” (Ibsen 15).  For Nora, it is clear that 

her husband’s traditionally masculine pride cannot stomach the thought of being rescued by a wife.  

So long as her secrets are concealed, so long as she remains “pretty and attractive”, Nora has no 

reason to divulge her act to her husband (Ibsen 15).  She holds tight to “household happiness” even 

as “debtless competence” slips from her fingers (Durbach 28).   

Nora is cast in the role of “wife” by Torvald Helmer, “a lawyer” (Ibsen 2).  Just as Nora 

projects that she is a “dainty, pampered little lady”, Torvald does everything the opposite (Ibsen 

49).  It is his aim to cultivate characteristics associated distinctly with masculinity.  As he tells 

Nora in Act Two, before the revelation of her forgery, “I have strength and courage for us both.  

My shoulders are broad — I’ll bear the burden” (Ibsen 41).  However, like Nora, he is guilty of 

pretension.  Torvald is deeply concerned with the appearance of morality and masculinity.  He 
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desires his home to be “a stronghold of moral virtue, an unsullied alternative to the fallen 

commercial world” (Durbach 29).   Errol Durbach writes,  

His business life and his home life, it would seem, are kept stringently separate, as 

if the “home” were some inviolate haven against the encroachment of the money 

ethic on family life, as if the debtless competence of the wife were some 

compensation for his immersion in the nastiness of daily business. (Durbach 28) 

His pursuit of morality within the domestic sphere is stifling and resolute.  He refuses, in his 

profession, to handle “any cases that are in the least bit — shady” (Ibsen 10).  His newfound job 

as the “president of the Joint Stock Bank” frees him from the interactions with criminality that 

were unavoidable for him as a lawyer (Ibsen 10).  His relationship with money, too, is coloured 

by his rigid system of beliefs.  Preferring to live sparsely rather than rack up any kind of debt, he 

believes, ironically, that there can be neither “freedom” nor “beauty” in a home “based upon loans 

and credit” (Ibsen 5).  He acts, seemingly, in pursuit of honour and goodness.   

Most alarmingly, he confesses to Nora that the act of forgery, committed by the very same 

man who lent Nora money, has resulted in the man’s “[thorough] demoral[ization]” (Ibsen 31).  

Not only the demoralization of the man, Krogstad, but of “his . . . wife and children”, whom, 

according to Torvald, were forced to breathe in air “filled with evil” (Ibsen 31).  His morality is 

strict and unforgiving.  He scolds Nora and “threatens her with his finger” when he catches her in 

a lie, ordering her to “never do that again!  A song-bird must sing clear and true!  No false notes!” 

(Ibsen 29).  Yet, ironically, his morals are not entirely based on a desire to be good.  Instead, they 

are born of a need to appear good.  When he discovers Nora’s debt and forgery, he is not concerned 

with his wife, her feelings, or her wellbeing.  His primary concern is deducing how he “can save 

appearances” (Ibsen 68).  His concern for his reputation determines his actions.  This is evidenced 
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again in an act that Nora deems “petty,” wherein Torvald fires Krogstad less for his poor moral 

conduct and more because of his inability to respect Torvald’s proper title as boss: “He’s tactless 

enough to call me by my first name — regardless of the circumstances — and feels quite justified 

in taking a familiar tone with me” (Ibsen 40).  In another instance of “pett[iness]” (Ibsen 40), when 

Nora, who is secretly being blackmailed by Krogstad, asks him to reconsider firing the man, 

Torvald replies scornfully: “As long as the obstinate little woman gets her way!  I’d simply be the 

laughing-stock of the whole staff; they’d think I was weak and easily influenced — I should soon 

be made to feel the consequences” (Ibsen 39).   

Despite Nora’s persistence and tactful display of desperation (“We could be so happy now, 

Torvald, in our lovely, peaceful home — you and I and the children!  Oh!  I implore you, Torvald 

—!”) he refuses to bend to her will (Ibsen 39).  His rationale is evidently based in part on Nora’s 

role as his wife: her gendered position in their traditional marriage dictates her subservience to 

him.  To Torvald, it is a necessity to refuse his wife and to fire someone for addressing him 

incorrectly because he must be dominant—or at least appear to be so.  In the same way, his 

appearance of morality must be preserved, preventing him from dealing with cases he deems too 

“shady” (Ibsen 10).  This inability to appear weak is something Nora seems to recognize in her 

husband, as she pleads with Krogstad, “You must know my husband would never be influenced 

by me!” (Ibsen 24).  In their marriage, he fancies himself to be both breadwinner and moral 

backbone.  Replacing her father, Torvald is the representative of patriarchal authority, of masculine 

rulership, and exercises the control that these roles allow him to possess.  Even if Nora manipulates 

the circumstances of their marriage without his knowledge by taking on debt to save his life, it is 

Torvald who maintains the appearance of control, and Torvald whose rigid morality, chauvinist 

beliefs, and need for authority dictates Nora’s need to structure their household in the shadows.   
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The details of their romantic and sexual interactions are coloured by Torvald’s deeply 

ingrained misogyny.  Torvald frequently refers to Nora by diminutive and dehumanizing pet names 

(“my little lark”, “my little squirrel”, “my little featherbrain”) (Ibsen 4).  Her “incarceration in his 

language becomes more and more oppressive” as the play progresses (Durbach 108).  To Torvald, 

Nora is not quite an adult woman.  He frequently refers to her as “the child” (Ibsen 54).  She is, to 

him, “a frightened little dove” (Ibsen 41) and a “sweet, helpless little thing” (Ibsen 52).  When she 

purchases Christmas presents for their children and he dubs her his “little spendthrift” who 

“[flings] money about” (Ibsen 4).  He does not see her as someone possessing much sense, depth, 

or foresight.  She is submissive to him, in his eyes, not because she chooses to be, but because she 

can be nothing else.  Durbach writes that “the baby talk… reinforces Nora’s propensity to 

childishness, the nursery jargon… reduces her careful domestic budgeting to playful hoarding” 

(Durbach 108).  His use of language makes clear that Torvald aims to act as both her guardian and 

her husband.  He relishes in her perceived incompetence and reliance upon him, and perhaps 

subsequently, experiences sexual attraction to her.  He values her physical features, her “dear little 

eyes” and “sweet little fingers” (Ibsen 8).  Everything about Nora he describes as “little”.  She is 

made small and childlike.  Torvald’s love is based deeply on her being “pretty and attractive” 

(Ibsen 15).   He enjoys the knowledge that he possesses Nora, and Nora’s beauty, as made evident 

when he dubs her his “own dearest treasure” (Ibsen 62).  While the language of lovers may tend 

towards this kind of romantic possession, Torvald takes it further, enthralled by “all this loveliness 

that is mine, wholly and utterly mine — mine alone!” (Ibsen 62).  Sex, and reaffirming his 

possession of Nora through sex, is evidently something he is seldom refused.   

Consent figures little into their interactions — he possesses Nora, who in turn lives to 

please him.  When Nora turns away Torvald’s sexual advances in Act Three, he confusedly askes, 
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“You’re teasing me, aren’t you, little Nora?  Not want me —!  Aren’t I your husband —?” (Ibsen 

63).  He can turn only to fantasy to explain her rejection.  Torvald, with his obsessive pursuit of 

goodness and his need to possess Nora, fantasizes about Nora as a “young bride” when Nora is 

hesitant to receive his affections in the final act (Ibsen 63).   

I put your shawl round your smooth, soft, young shoulders — round that beautiful 

neck of yours — I pretend that you are my young bride, that we’ve just come from 

the wedding, and that I’m taking you home for the first time — that for the first 

time I shall be alone with you — quite alone with you, in all your tremulous beauty. 

(Ibsen 63) 

Tovald delights in the idea of Nora, who has borne their children, performing youth and virginity.  

To satisfy Torvald’s appetite for purity, Nora is willing to pretend to be anyone.  She offers, earlier 

in the play, to “pretend to be an elf and dance for [him] in the moonlight” (Ibsen 38).  Durbach 

describes Torvald’s “sexual attitudes” succinctly, noting that Torvald has “a determination to see 

Nora as an ubermarionette, a dancing and singing and reciting doll, created for his leisure moments, 

the maintenance of his household economy, and the convenience of his bed” (Durbach 53).  

Torvald’s love for Nora, evidently, is as much based on appearances as his appetite for morality 

and authority.   

Nora, too, understands that Torvald’s love for is sustained by — if not entirely based upon 

— her constant performances for his benefit.  She knows that she must “dance and dress-up and 

act for him” (Ibsen 15).  Durbach notes that “Each plays up the other’s social, domestic, and sexual 

expectations, maintaining a facade that gradually hardens into a kind of half-life” (Durbach 110).  

While this is certainly the case, each remains in ignorance of the other’s performance.  Torvald, in 

particular, does not notice Nora’s performance.  He has little knowledge of his wife as anything 
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other than his “little lark” who “twitter[s]” and his “little squirrel” who “bustle[s] about” (Ibsen 

3).  She is not a real person in his eyes.  Joan Templeton dubs them a “parodic, bourgeois version 

of the pan-cultural ideal of marriage as a relation of natural superior and inferior, in which the wife 

is a creature of little intellectual and moral capacity whose right and proper station is subordination 

to her husband” (Templeton 138).  Nora feeds Torvald’s ideas of what a woman should be while 

simultaneously undermining those very ideas by acting in secret.  One early critic declared 

Torvald’s greatest fault to be “his choice of a frivolous girl as his wife” (qtd in Durbach 15).   

However, Torvald, too, is frivolous — perhaps even more so than Nora, who has proven 

herself to be willing to sacrifice all for Torvald.  Reputation, appearances, and the upholding of 

morality pale to her when their union is threatened by his illness.  Nora knows she must act to 

preserve their marriage.  Conversely, Torvald daydreams about his wife being in “some great 

danger” so that he can “risk body and soul — my whole life — everything, everything, for [her 

sake]”, but falters when he is confronted with true danger and the risk of a ruined reputation (Ibsen 

66).  Torvald’s ideal Nora is a dependent woman-child, eager to please him and to devote herself 

to him wholly, so long as she acts within the boundaries of his own sense of propriety.  His desire 

is coloured by his need to possess and control her.  Torvald requires Nora’s subservience, her 

complete and total devotion.   

After Nora betrays his sense of morality, Torvald’s vision of her as a child dependent on 

his guidance is abruptly flipped on its head.  Her childlike qualities are no longer desirable.  

Instead, they serve only to repulse him.  Torvald resents that he has “spoil[ed]” and “pamper[ed]” 

the Nora who does not live up to his expectations (Ibsen 68).  When she tells him that she remains 

resolute in her actions, in her drive to save his life, he scolds her by saying “you talk like a child!” 

(Ibsen 74).  Gone is his “little lark” (Ibsen 3).  In her place, there remains only a woman that he 
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describes as “lawless” and “unprincipled” (Ibsen 68).  Durbach, too, notes these shifts in language, 

writing that “the language of marital flirtation, with a slight shift in tonality, reveals the brutal 

contempt beneath the playful condescension” (Durbach 119).  When Nora’s performance fails, so 

too does Torvald’s love.   

Michaele Ferguson writes that “the gender-structured family is a heterosexual, 

reproductive, married family in which the husband takes on the role of breadwinner, and the wife 

that of caretaker” (Ferguson 692).  Nora undermines the traditional masculine role of 

“breadwinner” that Torvald plays by quite literally saving his life.  This is an act that Torvald 

cannot forgive, and he tells Nora, “there can be no further thought of happiness between us” (Ibsen 

68).  Marriage, writes Kleingeld, is popularly viewed and marketed as “a matter of love and 

affection, of romance and physical attraction, and of sensitivity and care” (Kleingeld 1).  Despite 

this common belief, as Kleingeld and others have gone on to argue, marriage is not just an 

expression of love.  Goran Therborn writes that “marriage is a major mechanism for settling the 

social status of adults” (Therborn 133) and Emma Goldman writes that marriage functions 

“primarily” as an economic arrangement (Goldman 135).  Torvald and Nora are decidedly “middle 

class” (Durbach 3), with Torvald’s promotion promising them that they will be able to have more 

than basic necessities.  Nora, in particular, is excited at the prospect of having “everything [they] 

want!” (Ibsen 10).  While she may covet macaroons and long to wear anything other than the 

“simplest cheapest dresses” (Ibsen 16), it is Torvald who will go to any length to preserve the 

social position that they, together, have earned.  “In the eyes of the world,” he tells her, nothing in 

their marriage need change when her forgery comes to light (Ibsen 68).  Meaning that she will 

“continue to live” in their home, while being barred from “bring[ing] up the children” (Ibsen 68).  
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Love will no longer figure into their marriage; instead, they will go on together as economically 

interdependent individuals.   

Torvald cannot allow his reputation to — and subsequently his career — to suffer the social 

consequences of divorce. He frets over the idea that he may be “suspected of collusion” and finds 

little comfort in Nora’s plan to end her life — because “[Krogstad] could publish the story all the 

same” (Ibsen 68).  His concern is only for himself.  There is no part of him willing to act the role 

of the strong, burden-bearing man he once described himself to be (Ibsen 41).  He is quick to 

discard and abandon Nora when his own reputation is at stake.  Torvald’s love, then, comes with 

the condition of obedience and of propriety.  Nora’s love does not.  She asserts that she saved 

Torvald’s life only for the sake of love — that she “loved [him] more than all the world” (Ibsen 

67).  Upon this declaration, Torvald has only one reply: “Stop all this play-acting” (Ibsen 67).  

While Nora knows that “millions of women” have sacrificed their “honor for love’s sake” 

and counts herself as one of many, Torvald cannot understand the urge to do so (Ibsen 75).  The 

idea of that lack of self-hood, of holding one above oneself, is not something he can understand.  

He is not, as Durbach writes, “a pillar of altruistic self-sacrifice” (Durbach 64).  Indeed, he has had 

to sacrifice very little — Nora dotes upon him, attending his every need.  He quits his job at a law 

office and is rewarded with the position of an elected President at the Bank (Ibsen 10).  He has 

faced no fear, the severity of his illness hidden from him by his doctors and wife.  Moreover, within 

the patriarchal world they inhabit, Torvald has had to compromise none of his desires.  He does 

not give in to Nora, unless there is the promise of a sexual reward.  He tells her that she “think[s]” 

and “talk[s] like a silly child” (Ibsen 75).  For Nora, the sudden revelation that Torvald’s character 

has been a pretension serves as a confirmation that women require “independence from a world of 
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fantasy and false romantic expectation” (Durbach 64).  For Torvald, there is no clarity.  He cannot 

understand Nora’s experience of their marriage, or indeed, of the world as gendered.   

Gendered expectations also dictate the life and the roles played by Sophie Treadwell’s 

Young Woman.  She concedes to the pressure to marry her wealthy boss and is swiftly freed from 

the burden of her desk-job.  Treadwell focuses heavily on the ways in which marriage operates as 

a social and financial agreement; or, as Emma Goldman writes, the ways in which marriage serves 

as an “economic arrangement” (Goldman 135).  George H. Jones, her husband, is wealthy enough 

to provide for them both with ease.  Indeed, he is wealthy enough to care for her aging and 

dependent mother, whom he provides with an “allowance” at the first of every month (Treadwell 

56).  He asks the Young Woman, “What would she do without me?” (Treadwell 56).  As the Young 

Woman no longer works after their marriage, her husband is the sole provider for her mother.  The 

Young Woman marries for financial security, to escape both the demands of her mother and the 

unrelenting pace of her office job.  She is rewarded, in turn, with a stay at a “pleasure [resort]” that 

costs “twelve bucks a night”, greeted by the sound of “a small jazz band” and with the sight of “a 

dancing casino” in the window (Treadwell 21).  No longer staving off poverty in an apartment 

with her mother, the Young Woman is married to a man who can afford to travel buy her “a lot of 

that French underwear” and himself “a Swiss watch” (Treadwell 25).  She has secured for herself 

a life of wealth.   

In their “hotel bedroom”, on their honeymoon, the Young Woman is anything but satisfied 

(Treadwell 21).  She “desperately” longs for the “view of the ocean” that her husband promised 

her, but instead is greeted by a view of “dancers going round and round in couples” (Treadwell 

22).  She had been “counting on” the view, as if seeing the ocean were the only thing compelling 

her to travel alongside him (Treadwell 22).  The luxury and expenses that surround them are not, 
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to the Young Woman, an adequate comfort.  She longs, instead, for the natural world — 

meanwhile, her husband scarcely notices the difference at all, commenting only that she’ll “see it 

tomorrow” when they “take in the boardwalk” (Treadwell 22).  This first disappointment is a 

precursor to a marriage filled with discontent.  While her husband dreams of the luxurious products 

they will purchase during their future travels, the Young Woman longs only for the distraction of 

the crashing ocean.  Instead, she can see only men and women paired off, going around and around 

in the same circles, making the same steps.  Though her decision to marry him was based purely 

on financial security, marriage alone cannot possibly satisfy the Young Woman.  Moreover, her 

revulsion for her husband can leave her only in distress.   

During their honeymoon in Episode Three, she steps out of the bathroom wearing “a little 

white gown that hangs very straight.  She is very still, but her eyes are wide with a curious, 

helpless, animal terror. [...] Sound of girl weeping” (Treadwell 26).  She calls out, “Ma!  Ma!  I 

want my mother” (Treadwell 26).  When her husband says, “I thought you were glad to get away 

from her,” she can reply only, “I want her now — I want somebody” (Treadwell 26).  She longs 

for the familiarity of the situation she was once so resentful of, and she longs for more than that.  

It becomes apparent to the Young Woman that living in her mother’s home is preferable to 

stomaching the attentions of a man who repulses her.  By the end of Episode Three, the Young 

Woman realizes that her profound discontent — her unnameable need for “somebody — 

somebody” — cannot be solved by sharing her new husband’s wealth (Treadwell 26).  When she 

marries her Boss/Husband, “her job as wife and mother” will be “no less alienating” for her than 

the work she’d done in his office or the care she’d given her mother (Walker 214).  Julia Walker 

writes that “Machinal” is a play that “details the desperation that women feel when they are 
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financially dependent upon men they do not love” (Walker 212).  In her marriage, the Young 

Woman wants for little materially: yet all she desires is to be “let … alone” (Treadwell 30).   

Their marriage is a constant source of degradation for the Young Woman.  Like Torvald 

Helmer in A Doll’s House, George H. Jones cannot prevent himself from referring to his wife with 

infantilizing terms.  He “puts her on his knee” and asks for a kiss, all the while referring to her as 

“the girlie” and “little girl” (Treadwell 23).  Similarly, just as Torvald relishes in possessing Nora, 

George H. Jones takes pride in “ownership” of his wife.  He refers to her as his own, compares her 

to a piece of property: “I got a first mortgage on her — I got a second mortgage on her — and 

she’s mine!” (Treadwell 54).  In this marriage, too, the husband holds himself above his wife.  

They are not equals, and this lack of equality, for George Jones and Torvald Helmer, is part of the 

romance and an integral part of the family structure.  Each man stands to benefit from the structure 

of marriage within patriarchy that allows them to play the dominant role.  As Beauvoir writes,  

For man, marriage provides the perfect synthesis of them [the couple]; in his work 

and political life, he finds change and progress, he experience his dispersion 

through time and the universe; and when he tires himself of wandering, he 

establishes a home, he settles down, he anchors himself in the world; in the evening 

he restores himself in the house, where his wife cares for his furniture and children 

and safeguards the past she keeps in store.  (Beauvoir 443)  

Kleingeld, too, writes that “the husband, with his [perceived] greater rational powers and control 

of his feelings, was thought to be the only one suited” for the task of representing the unity of the 

family “in the public sphere” (Kleingeld 2).  “This notion of the family,” Kleingeld continues, 

“played an important role in legitimating women's legally, economically, politically, sexually, and 

personally inferior status” (Kleingeld 2).  Man’s dominance within the labour force and within the 
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social sphere relegated women to the home, effectively ousting them from the public.  This 

dynamic, as evidenced with Nora and Torvald previously, carries into home lives.   

The Young Woman’s husband is the ruler of the household and of her.  He makes her 

“wait” to go to bed with him at exactly “eleven”, scolding her when she attempts to go to bed alone 

at “ten-forty-six” (Treadwell 57).  She is permitted to do very little without his approval and 

accompaniment.  She exists in their marriage, primarily, as his companion and accessory.  Upon 

their marriage, the Young Woman spends her time listening to her Husband repeat the same jokes: 

as she says in Episode 5, “I’ve heard ‘em all” (Treadwell 35).  Though she must respond to his 

stories and his jokes, her Husband cares little about her identity — her stories, her jokes — and 

instead, comforts himself in the knowledge that, in marriage, he can begin to “enjoy life” 

(Treadwell 25).  Years into their marriage, during Episode Seven, it is revealed that she has “never 

been away alone” (Treadwell 58).  She is subjected consistently to his presence and company.  It 

is deeply ironic that he finds freedom and pleasure, the ability to “enjoy life”, in the very domestic 

sphere wherein his wife finds only entrapment (Treadwell 25).   

Emma Goldman acknowledges that men, too, “pay [their] toll” in marriage, and certainly, 

the Young Woman’s Husband is intensely limited in a multitude of ways (Goldman 135).  He is 

confined by his work, feeling his marital chains in what Goldman would call an “economic sense” 

(Goldman 135).  He provides economic stability for his wife, their daughter, and his mother-in-

law.  Life outside the sphere of business is something he is unfamiliar with.  He himself admits, 

after his wife tells him he is just imagining a cold breeze, that he “never” imagines “anything” 

(Treadwell 57).  While the Young Woman is often preoccupied by visions of a different life, her 

Husband is concerned only with the material realities that surround him.  While she longs for 

“somebody young… and attractive” who could give her a child with “little curls all over their 
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head”, he is content in his life, left longing for only a Swiss watch (Treadwell 19).  After marrying 

the Young Woman, Jones admits hasn’t “had such an easy time of it.  I got where I am by hard 

work and self-denial — and now I’m going to enjoy life — I’m going to make up for all I missed” 

(Treadwell 25).  This confession from the Vice-President of the company that the Young Woman 

was formerly employed by is deeply ironic.  Her work was gruelling and poorly compensated; his 

work allowed him to “get” “5,000 — 10,000 —15,000 — 20,000 — 25,000” and “plenty put 

away” (Treadwell 7).   He does not, and cannot, share in her discontent because it arises from her 

experience as a labourer, a woman, and a wife.  It is important, then, that Goldman makes a 

necessary distinction: while marriage may be limiting for a man, “his sphere is wider” and he is 

not nearly as contained in marriage as women are (Goldman 135).  George H. Jones himself is a 

container, whose very existence entraps the Young Woman.   

The Young Woman experiences everything about her husband as oppressive.  In addition 

to his stories and his jokes, she is subjected to his touch.  Jennifer Jones writes that Treadwell 

utilizes “the Young Woman’s sexual degradation” as “a central part of her testimony against the 

system that convicted Ruth Snyder,” the woman whose execution inspired “Machinal” (Jones 

491).  “The experience of having one’s body used by a man one does not love,” Jones claims, “was 

probably not one that the male jury could sympathize with” (Jones 491).  If Treadwell’s aim was 

to capture this pervasive discomfort, she certainly does so in her depiction of sexual relations 

between the two.  The Young Woman’s reaction to her husband’s touch is overwhelmingly 

negative: when he “kisses along the back of her neck”, she “tries to get to her feet” (Treadwell 23).  

Even and especially prior to their marriage, when touched by Jones, the Young Woman shrinks to 

avoid his touch (Treadwell 10).  Her disgust is obvious to her coworkers, one of whom even asks 
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her, “why did you flinch, kid?” (Treadwell 10).  The Young Woman replies, “just his hand” 

(Treadwell 10).   

Very little changes in their dynamic following their marriage.  Their first sexual encounter, 

during their honeymoon, is coercive.  Upon entering their hotel room, he makes a number of 

remarks implying the impending consummation of their marriage: he tells her to close the blinds, 

asking if she wants “people looking in” (Treadwell 22); he “pinches her above [her] knee” and 

asks her what “[she’s] got under there” (Treadwell 23); he tells her to take off her “heavy” clothes 

and “relax” (Treadwell 24).  All the while, the Young Woman appears, by his estimation, “a little 

white around the gills” (Treadwell 22).  When he approaches her to initiate sex, she weeps and 

cries out for her mother (Treadwell 26).  As previously mentioned, she cries out for “somebody — 

somebody” (Treadwell 26).  However, as Episode Three turns to Episode Four and the “rhythm of 

the music” is replaced with the “sound of steel riveting” it becomes clear that there is nobody who 

can rescue the Young Woman (Treadwell 26).   

Episode Four, titled “Maternal” is set in “a room in a hospital”, where the Young Woman 

“lies still in bed” after having given birth (Treadwell 27).  She refuses to speak (Treadwell 27).  

Despite her revulsion for him, they conceive a child.  The Young Woman, in her silence, is deeply 

affected by her pregnancy.  For certainly, any sexual act he subjects her to is against her will.  

During their honeymoon, when her husband asks what’s under her skirt, she tells him “nothing” 

(Treadwell 23).  Though he finds this amusing, interpreting her comment as a lewd joke, one may 

interpret the Young Woman’s response as a reflexive rejection of his sexual advances.  Under her 

skirt, there is “nothing” for him, a fact reiterated moments later when “she tries to get up again, 

as he holds her” (Treadwell 23).  She cannot, and will not, engage with his flirtations.  She cannot 

permit his groping.  The Young Woman has never actively consented to his touch.  George H. 
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Jones is not deterred by her discomfort.  He tells her there is “nothing to be scared of” because she 

is with her “husband” (Treadwell 22).  Yet this is a fact the Young Woman already knows too 

well, and she can only reply, “I know” (Treadwell 22).  If she is afraid, she must disguise it.  As 

an employee, she could shrink from his touch; as a wife, she is condemned to it.  Accepting his 

sexual advances becomes a part of her new career as his wife.  She compares the experience of 

loving God to the “love” she has for her husband, stating after delivering their daughter, “... Even 

if he’s bad they’ve got to love him — even if he’s got fat hands — fat hands —” (Treadwell 30).  

She must allow his touch.  Jones states that the “Young Woman… has never experienced love or 

pleasure at the hands of her husband” (Jones 492).  Despite her visible hesitance to engage with 

him physically, her husband is not deterred.   

Years into their marriage, the Young Woman has all but resigned herself to her Husband’s 

touch — after a brief extramarital affair in Episode Six, however, the Young Woman is left feeling 

“purified”, cleansed of her Husband’s touch (Treadwell 51).  After this, her Husband’s proximity 

is overwhelming: she shrinks from it.  He notes this behavior.   

HUSBAND. You flinched when I touched you.  

YOUNG WOMAN. No. 

HUSBAND. You haven’t done that in a long time.  

YOUNG WOMAN.  Haven’t I? 

HUSBAND.  You used to do it every time I touched you. 

YOUNG WOMAN.  Did I? 

HUSBAND.  Didn’t know that, did you?  

YOUNG WOMAN (unexpectedly).  Yes.  Yes, I know it. (Treadwell 54) 
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Her flinching is not something he was unaware of or something he ignored.  Instead, her husband 

lives in blissful awareness of her trepidation at his touch.  Instead of interpreting it as disgust or 

fear, however, he is only further encouraged by her nerves, understanding them to be based in 

“purity” (Treadwell 54).  Like Torvald’s vision of Nora as a virginal young bride, the Young 

Woman’s husband delights in her aversion to sex.  He confesses to the Young Woman, in Episode 

Seven, that her hesitance to welcome his touch was something he enjoyed: “Oh, I liked it.  Purity… 

You’re one of the purest women I’ve ever known” (Treadwell 54).  Horrifically, he is incapable 

of reading her disgust for him as anything but a woman’s tendency to be “modest” (Treadwell 25).  

Furthermore, her disgust for him has been, throughout the course of their marriage, entirely 

misinterpreted and utilized against her.  Her fear, degradation, and shame is transformed by him 

into timidity and soft, feminine demurring.  Even her feelings of distress are not her own.  Emma 

Goldman writes that many marriages serve primarily as “economic arrangements and are “far away 

from the spontaneity, the intensity, and beauty of love, without which the intimacy of marriage 

must prove degrading” (Goldman 135).  In the case of the Young Woman, marriage is certainly 

without the “beauty of love” (Goldman 135).  When the Young Woman and her Husband share 

moments of intimacy, the Young Woman’s body is used and her desires are discounted; every 

touch to which she is subjected by her husband is an act of degradation. 

Touch, consent, and disembodiment are all at work in “Machinal”.  Juli Parker writes that 

the “episodes that are perceived as violent by [the Young Woman] are centered on her body: she 

experiences deep anxiety when consummating her marriage [and] she is repulsed by the birthing 

of her daughter” (Parker 353).  Repulsed by intimacy with her husband, the Young Woman feels 

that her life has become a series of submissions.  She submits to his marriage proposal, his 

sexual advances, and in Episode Four, she submits to bearing his child.  When asked by a nurse 
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if she wanted a child (“maybe you didn’t want either [a boy or a girl], eh?”), the Young Woman 

can only “[sign] No” (Treadwell 27).  She does not consent to sexual intimacy with her husband; 

how can she consent to having his child?  Yet, as Becky Becker writes, “she is [...] expected to 

produce a child she does not want, with a man she does not desire” (Becker 49).  Subsequently, 

the birth of their daughter is a deeply dehumanizing experience for the Young Woman.  She 

refuses to speak; she “chokes” and “gags” each time her husband enters the room to visit her 

(Treadwell 28); she refuses to hold or nurse her child (Treadwell 29).  She needs the window to 

be kept open, otherwise, she “smell[s] everything” in the hospital (Treadwell 28).  If women are, 

as Michaele Ferguson claims, socially thought to be “naturally best suited to [...] [motherhood]”, 

then the Young Woman is an aberration (Ferguson 695).  The process of birth, the scent of the 

hospital, and the sight of her husband and baby serve only to repulse her.  Her body is used 

against her will.   

Even within the hospital, she is not free from the gendered expectations that dictate her 

life.  Her husband and the Doctor work hard to reassert the gender roles that are so deeply 

embedded in patriarchal authority.  Julia Walker writes, 

the husband’s advances, the doctor’s orders – all reveal how the Young Woman’s 

life is propelled by forces beyond her control. Indeed, her life is not so much 

propelled as compelled by such forces, suggesting that it is not her own but the 

by-product, as Butler would have it, of social structures reproducing themselves 

through the compulsory actions of their subjects. (Walker 217)  

Like so much of her life, the process of her daughter’s birth is heavily mechanized.  Outside her 

window, there is the sound of “riveting” (Treadwell 27).  A new hospital wing is being built, an 

addition to what the Nurse calls “the biggest Maternity Hospital in the world” (Treadwell 27).  
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This expansion, this terminology, calls to mind the idea of a factory: the Maternity Hospital, in 

turn, becomes less a place for care, and more one wherein women’s bodies “produce” a child.  

Her body is treated “as an instrument of technology, a machine for making babies” (Becker 50).  

Becker writes “in a capitalistic society mothers are not just perceived as machines, but they are 

workers who provide the resources to produce children” (Becker 50).  As a result of this 

mechanization, the “Doctor’s primary concern is for the child — a byproduct which requires the 

biological reinforcement of its producer: the mother” (Becker 50).  Though the Young Woman 

signs “No!  No!” when the doctor demands her child be “put [...] to breast”, the Doctor is 

unrelenting (Treadwell 29).  The sound of the “riveting machine” increases when he demands the 

baby be brought to nurse regardless of the Young Woman’s desire to be “let alone” (Treadwell 

29).  He has little interest in the Young Woman’s clear psychological distress, chalking up her 

gagging to “nausea” and her aversion to holding her child to “[neurosis] (Treadwell 29).  He 

changes her liquid diet to a diet of “solids” and prescribes her a new medication” (Treadwell 30).  

The Young Woman is a producer who has finished producing, and therefore, her health is no 

longer a concern.  While the Young Woman is still recoiling “at the prospect of motherhood” 

and “lament[ing] the loss of control over her own body to which she has been forced to 

succumb”, she is further subjected to indignity by having her body utilized against her will again, 

this time, transformed into a machine used to sustain her daughter’s life (Dickey 74).  Her 

torment is unique to individuals who give birth against their will.   

The highly mechanical process of giving birth reinforces only that the Young Woman’s 

body is not her own.  It is salt in her wounds, then, when her Husband attempts to comfort her in 

the hospital by telling her that “Having a baby’s natural!  Perfectly natural thing” (Treadwell 28).  

Nature brings her no comfort.  She compares her own process of giving birth to that of a cat 
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(“Vixen”) giving birth to a litter of kittens, all of whom “drowned in blood” (Treadwell 31).  To 

the Young Woman, birth is an act deeply tied to shame: she says, “Vixen crawled off under the 

bed… a woman crawled off under the bed” (Treadwell 31).  Like the pregnant cat who hides to 

have her litter, the Young Woman has “crawled off under the bed” and stays, out of sight, behind 

the doors of the hospital (Treadwell 31).  She tells herself that while “a woman”, “Vixen”, 

“Puffie”, and “Virgin Mary” have all had children, “God never had one” (Treadwell 31).  He is 

“on a high throne — far — too far” (Treadwell 31).  Nature, to the Young Woman’s mind, is far 

removed from the cleanliness of God’s creations.  In a similar vein, like God, her Husband is too 

far away to clearly see or understand the harrowing experience his wife has undergone 

(Treadwell 31).  He, like the Doctor, is entirely uninterested in the thoroughly traumatic process 

of birthing an unwanted child, a product of marital rape; like the Doctor, he is blinded by the 

constraints of the patriarchy, and of the roles that women therein ought to occupy.  Though he 

claims to “know all [she’s] been through” — a claim that the Young Woman disputes by 

“[signing] ‘No’” — he was not in the room when their child was born, and instead chose to stand 

“right outside all the time” (Treadwell 28).  He could not physically experience the Young 

Woman’s pain, nor did he bear witness to it. Unable to understand the depth and seriousness of 

her pain, the support he offers to her is limited to buying her a “large bouquet” and advising her 

to “brace up… and face things” (Treadwell 28).  His attempts at comfort are not enough, serving 

only to further trivialize his wife’s suffering and the part he has played in it.  After giving birth, 

the Young Woman states “inside the weight is gone — it’s only outside — outside — all 

around” (Treadwell 31).  Though she is no longer pregnant, she carries the new weight attached 

to the label of “mother”.  Although after the birth of her daughter, she declares that she has 

“submitted to enough” and that she “won’t submit to anymore —”, the Young Woman’s trouble 
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is endless; it is pervasive; it is all around (Treadwell 30).  After all, “the action of the play 

revolves around the reluctance of the Young Woman to accept traditional expectations for 

gendered behavior” (Ozieblo and Dickey 172).  These traditional expectations, however, are 

enforced socially and structurally.  Though she refuses to “submit”, her freedom cannot yet be 

won in a society that does not view her body, her life, as her own (Treadwell 31).   

 Late: A Cowboy Song, a play workshopped by Sarah Ruhl in 2003, deals with these same 

constricting gender roles within marriage.  In some ways, Ruhl’s husband-and-wife duo, Crick 

and Mary, are less bound by tradition than Torvald and Nora or George H. Jones and the Young 

Woman.  For example, they live together prior to their marriage, an act that would certainly not 

have fit with the strict morality of Ibsen or Treadwell’s time.  However, both Mary and Crick 

remain deeply influenced by the pervasiveness of traditional family structures.  Crick proposes to 

Mary only when she discovers that she is pregnant (Ruhl 135).  His proposal is not phrased as a 

question.  He says simply, “it’ll work out. We’ll get married” (Ruhl 135).  For Crick, marriage is 

necessitated by Mary’s news — it is the solution to the “problem” of an unmarried pregnant 

woman.  He begins planning the event immediately, in the interest of getting married before she 

starts to “show” (Ruhl 137).  He asks her what “kind of wedding” she wants and whether she 

wants bridesmaids or not, to which Mary can only reply, “I don’t know” (Ruhl 136).  While 

Mary wants “little blue [flowers], like you find in a field”, Crick feels that “poetry and music and 

flowers” do not belong at a wedding, believing they are an inaccurate depiction of love, which 

isn’t truly “pretty like that” (Ruhl 136).  Their ideas do not exist “harmoniously” with one 

another’s: frequently, they clash (Ruhl 135).  Marriage, it becomes clear, has not figured into any 

prior conversations.   It is her pregnancy — not his love for her, which has prevailed since he 
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was “eight years old” — that forces them to marry (Ruhl 139).  It is marriage that they believe 

will make her accidental pregnancy, and their tumultuous relationship, “work out” (Ruhl 135).   

Their love is based more in habit and convenience than anything else.  Having been 

together since they were “eight years old”, Mary and Crick seem to be stuck on the playground 

in many respects (Ruhl 139).  For example, Crick calls each Mary pet names often and cloyingly: 

“sugarplum” (Ruhl 132), “honey”(Ruhl 135, 136, 139, 162, 163), and “darling” (Ruhl 140), 

contributing to Amy Muse’s feeling that the couple is stuck “in an adolescent stage of love”  

(Muse 71).  His pet names are not quite as dehumanizing as the ones utilized by the husbands in 

A Doll’s House or “Machinal”, and yet, there is something quite sickly in his excessive reliance 

upon the terms.  Aside from these, there is little romance between Crick and Mary, who seem, as 

adults, to be quite the opposite of one another.  She admires paintings “of flowers” (Ruhl 160); 

he prefers “modern art” (Ruhl 162).  Their love is anchored to the past.  As children, Crick and 

Mary feel compelled to be “together”, and they remain that way, far into their adulthood.  When 

Red, an acquaintance from school, asks how Mary could have known, in “the second grade”, that 

she loved Crick, she responds: “We have the same birthday.  It was — fate” (Ruhl 183).  What 

ties Mary and Crick together is an arbitrary coincidence.  Given the focus on heterosexuality, 

gender roles, and biological sex, it is a distinct possibility that the relationship between Mary and 

Crick is based solely upon societal expectations.  A single boy and a single girl transform, 

together, into a man and a woman; what follows is a “natural” progression into parenthood and 

marriage.  What compels them to marry one another is not the desire to create what Kleingeld 

would call “a harmonious, complementary unity of interests” (Kleingeld 2).  Rather, it is the 

normativity of heterosexual romance, of marriage, and of the family unit that compels them to 

stay together.  Crick and Mary have “[grown] used to each other”; their relationship is based on 
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this reliance, not upon romantic or sexual desire (Goldman 135).  With surface level 

understandings of one another, Crick and Mary live their lives as repetitive, normative structures 

dictate.   

Crick plays the part of the man and the husband; Mary, the woman and the wife.  Just as 

Torvald and Nora are limited, just as George H. Jones and the Young Woman are limited, so too 

are Crick and Mary limited by these roles.  Ruhl, perhaps more than Ibsen or Treadwell, focuses 

on the impossibility of the husband’s role.  Late’s Crick does not occupy the traditional role of a 

masculine partner in marriage.  Scott C. Knowles writes that “Mary and Crick are in a relationship 

that performs a perfect inversion of traditional society’s gender binary [...] Crick takes on a 

feminine role by remaining at home and playing housewife” (Knowles 60).  Knowles comes to 

this conclusion because, as a working woman, Mary is the “breadwinner” (Knowles 60).  Yet when 

Mary comes home late in Act One, she is startled to see that Crick has “cooked” (Ruhl 124).  He 

sits surrounded by “dirty dishes” (Ruhl 123).  The moment she “begins to eat,” he asks her to get 

up and “[rub] his head” (Ruhl 126).  If Crick is a housewife, he is an imposter.  Unlike A Doll’s 

House’s Nora, who painstakingly arranges the household for her working spouse, Crick provides 

no sense of stability.  He accomplishes little at home, doing almost nothing to keep their domestic 

space tidy, welcoming, or comfortable for his working counterpart.  Knowles claims that Crick 

“exhibits several of the characteristics of the stay-at-home wife stereotype”, citing the fact that he 

“cooks dinner, harasses Mary when she arrives home late, and occasionally borrows money” 

(Knowles 63).  Notably, these final two characteristics do little on their own to assert Knowles’ 

argument that Crick functions as a housewife.  Instead, they suggest what Ruhl makes apparent 

later in the play.  Crick, with “his possessiveness, his propensity to make Mary cry, and his physical 

actions” has “the profile of a domestic abuser” (Muse 72).  Crick contributes nothing financially 
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to the household but rather he causes financial distress for his wife and family.  While Nora in A 

Doll’s House proves herself to have a frivolous budget by indulging in the luxury of eating 

macaroons, Crick takes his carelessness to extremes, borrowing Mary’s life savings in order to 

purchase for her (in secret) a painting that she cares very little about (Ruhl 169).  He has no respect 

for Mary as a provider or a labourer, feeling entitled to frivolously wasting her money.  Where 

Torvald and Jones exemplify Goldman’s writings that marriage is “primarily an economic 

arrangement”, Crick provides Mary with only economic distress (Goldman 135).   With Crick’s 

chronic unemployment and Mary’s maternity leave, the couple’s financial struggles underlie the 

entirety of the workshopped script.  The other couples are examples of middle-class marriage; in 

contrast Mary and Crick are more working class.  Throughout the course of the play, Crick is 

unemployed and, furthermore, unwilling to seek out employment.  When Mary gets pregnant and 

urges Crick to “get a job”, Crick acquiesces for a time (Ruhl 140).  Ultimately, however, Crick 

fails again to provide for Mary and his child.  In an effort to manipulate her into working again, 

Crick tells Mary that it’s “not healthy, you staying home with the baby all day” (Ruhl 176).  

However, when Mary reacts poorly, Crick is forced to confess the truth: he is fired from the 

museum where he worked for only a short amount of time because he “touched [...] a painting” 

(Ruhl 177).  His termination from this position — and his inability to contribute within the 

domestic sphere — reflects that he, generally speaking, is unwilling to commit to work of any 

kind.   

Ironically, despite his inability to fulfill masculine roles, Crick deeply desires an idealized 

domestic scene, a fact repeated by Mary when she tells Red that “He likes family intimacy feeling. 

With the lamps all aglow.  Like Swedish paintings, he says” (Ruhl 147).  James Al-Shamma notes 

that Crick watches It’s a Wonderful Life throughout Late, comparing the two men and their 
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unstable attitudes (Al-Shamma 87).  However, Al-Shamma writes, “unlike [It’s a Wonderful 

Life’s] George… Crick is unable to provide any semblance of economic stability. Crick is a version 

of George stripped of his redeeming social forefront” (Al-Shamma 90).  Crick cannot and does not 

attempt to perform the requirements of conventional masculinity.  However, he still benefits 

greatly from the perpetuation of these ideals, and the traditional idea of male dominance and female 

subordination is certainly something he acts upon in his treatment of Mary.  Crick, “fragile and 

childlike”, is controlling of Mary (Ruhl 121).  The jealousy he exhibits in the first scene, when 

Mary returns home late after a dinner with a childhood friend, snowballs quickly (Ruhl 123).  He 

asks “Did she make a pass at you?” to which Mary irritably responds, “Yeah — I fucked her.  No, 

she didn’t make a pass at me.  Jesus” (Ruhl 131).  It is Mary, not Crick, who ends up apologizing 

in this instance “for being late” (Ruhl 133).  The incident repeats itself in Act Two when Mary 

“[rides] up to the front door on a horse” (Ruhl 183).   Crick, furious, tells Mary “a woman who 

respects her husband does not ride a horse up to the front door with another man [...] for all the 

neighbours to see!” (Ruhl 185).  Softly, Mary corrects him “woman.  Red” (Ruhl 185).  Crick 

perceives his wife’s friendship with Red, the “cowboy”, as a deep threat not only to their marriage, 

but to his masculinity (Ruhl 185).  Although Mary’s sexual orientation is never named explicitly, 

when the play begins, it is possible to understand her as straight or merely unaware of her attraction 

to women.  Crick’s rage is directed at Mary, but does not seem to be about Mary.  He forbids Mary 

from seeing Red again, telling her that he, as her husband, is more important “than a friend” (Ruhl 

193).  He requires Mary’s total devotion.  Mary tells Red that Crick’s vision of “family” includes 

“just me, him, and the baby” (Ruhl 147).  He frequently ignores Mary’s mother, to whose house 

Mary frequently flees when she and Crick argue, “turning up the volume” on It’s a Wonderful Life 

when she calls to wish them a Happy New Year (Ruhl 156).  Alone with an injured leg (“how’s 
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your leg?”), even Mary’s mother is excluded from Crick’s vision of family (Ruhl 156).  This 

confinement is only one indication of Crick’s abusive tendencies, however.  For instance, Crick 

crosses Mary’s boundaries frequently, revealing during a fight that he has “read [Mary’s] journal” 

(Ruhl 185).  For Mary, who shared with Crick a story about bullies from her childhood doing the 

same, this is a gross violation of trust (Ruhl 135).  For Crick, however, the act of reading her diary 

is easily excused: “I was home all day, waiting for you.  I wondered what you were thinking about” 

(Ruhl 185).  He feels entitled to Mary’s most intimate thoughts.  By reading her diary, he manages 

to catch Mary in a lie.  Subsequently, he asks her why she is “afraid” of him, and when she doesn't 

respond, immediately “throws a loaf of bread at the wall” (Ruhl 186).   

Crick’s anger and abuse manifests physically, even if he does not strike Mary throughout 

the majority of the play.  Indeed, Red notes that Mary speaks about Crick “like [she’s] afraid of 

him”, and, sensing Mary’s fear, assumes his abuse must be physical (Ruhl 146).  Though Mary 

claims that Crick is “he’s so gentle, he wouldn’t hurt a fly” (Ruhl 146), Mary sees him make “his 

hand into a fist at his side” and asks him not to “hit [her]” (Ruhl 170).   Although she tells him, “if 

you hit me I’ll ride a horse out of town” and frequently escapes to her mother’s house when they 

do fight, over the course of the play, Mary finds herself unable to leave Crick while she grows 

increasingly convinced that he will strike her (Ruhl 170).  She seems to identify with the horses 

that Red describes: 

RED.  [...] horses are afraid to be alone.  If they do something bad, you make them 

stay away from the group.  When they start behaving again, you invite them back.  

You make ’em leave and come back, leave and come back, leave and — 

MARY.  Come back. 

RED.  Yeah.  Every time they come back, they’re more tame.  
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MARY.  How do you make a horse leave? (Ruhl 180) 

Mary and Crick fight and reconcile often, beginning with the first scene when they are in the 

process of “making up” which often involves only declarations of love, both verbal (“I’m sorry”) 

and physical (“They kiss”) (Ruhl 133).  Crick is so used to this pattern that when he tells Mary, “I 

love you I love you I love you I love you I love you I love you” after a fight, and she still decides 

she must walk to her mother’s house, he bewilderedly asks, “You still leaving?” (Ruhl 187).  Like 

Red’s wild horses, Mary returns to Crick each time they fight, each time forgiving him for his 

abuse.  Despite his enduring belief that he would not “hit [her]” (Ruhl 170) and that they are meant 

“to ride off into the sunset together” (Ruhl 188), at the end of the play, Crick does lay his hands 

on Mary.  He threatens Mary with a baseball bat and attempts to strangle her (Ruhl 217).  “He tries 

to kiss her.  She winces.  He puts his hands on the back of her neck, hard” (Ruhl 217).  When Mary 

tells Crick to “take his hands off” her, Crick realizes that Mary “really [doesn’t]” love him (Ruhl 

217).  For Crick, the loss of Mary’s trust, and the loss of Mary’s tolerance of his abuse, signals the 

end of her love for him (Ruhl 217).   

Abuse is deeply woven into their relationship.  Indeed, even the way Crick addresses Mary 

is abusive and blatantly manipulated, designed to isolate and alienate her from others.   He tells 

her that “no one” will ever love her as much as he does, while, in earlier and later scenes, insulting 

her profoundly and deeply (Ruhl 187).  He accuses her of being “fucking underhanded” and “like 

a spy for the Chinese government” for suggesting that she should be the one to name their child 

(Ruhl 167).  Alarmingly, in the final scene of the play, he states, “Mary.  I don’t think you have a 

soul.  You don’t have any feelings.  You just DO things.  You’re more like an animal.  An ape, or 

a dog, or a horse” (Ruhl 216).  Identifying her as a “horse”, Crick perverts Mary’s earlier 

reflections on herself and her identity and twists them into an insult.  Her idea of herself as a broken 
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horse is utilized against her by the very man who “breaks” her.  Ultimately, though Crick craves 

the domestic ideal espoused in It’s a Wonderful Life and Swedish paintings, he does little to 

maintain the love and care associated with such a setting.   

 For Crick, it is the maintenance of the image that matters — the image of a wife and 

daughter — and not that which brews beneath the surface.  He is disturbed by those differences in 

his family that separate him from the images he has idealized, and reacts to such disturbances 

aggressively.  He rejects Mary’s friendship with Red, and goes to great lengths to ensure Mary 

always returns to him.  Crick’s way of living and picture of the world, however, is disrupted by 

the birth of their child.  As if to underscore this deeply regressive worldview of Crick’s, the child 

to whom Mary gives birth is intersex which distresses Crick child who invested in gender as 

bianary.  Mary recounts the moment over the phone with her mother: 

When I was holding the baby — a doctor came in and said to me: There’s something 

urgent.  We aren’t sure if the baby’s a boy or a girl… I said: what?  How is that 

possible?  They said: it’s sort of like a boy and a girl too… There are some 

implications, [the doctors] said.  We’re going to do a little surgery.  No need to tell 

the baby.  And then they did a little surgery.  Crick got — upset.  But the doctors 

said: everything will be fine.  So I guess it’s a girl now.  I don’t know why they 

couldn’t have left well enough alone. [emphasis my own] (Ruhl 164) 

Having dreamt of giving their child a “nice old fashioned name out of the Bible like Jill”, Crick’s 

visions of a normative, traditional, and binary life are dashed when their child is born (Ruhl 141).  

Ruhl foreshadows and parodies the impossibility of Crick’s normative dreaming by having Crick 

suggest the name “Jill” though he desires the traditional, he is entirely unaware that the name “Jill” 

is not from the Bible (Ruhl 141).  Here, again, Crick fails to represent the standards of “the 
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traditional”.  The birth of their child does not change his ideas about the world.  Indeed, Crick’s 

belief in the binary world is only further reinforced by the corrective surgery the doctor performs.  

According Anne-Fausto Sterling, correcting intersex baby surgically to make them either 

male or female is “a social decision”, not a scientific one (Fausto-Sterling 3).  Though she 

acknowledges that the intention of corrective surgery may be “humanitarian”, beneath the surface 

lie a number of troubling assumptions: “first, that there should be only two sexes; second, that only 

heterosexuality was normal; and third, that particular gender roles defined the psychologically 

healthy man and woman” (Fausto-Sterling 47).  If Crick is interested in protecting the illusion of 

a heteronormative family unit — a mother, a father, and a child — and surgery on intersex children 

“involves maintaining the normal”, it stands to reason that the birth of an intersex child deeply 

troubles this illusion (Fausto-Sterling 9).  Again in the marriage of Crick and Mary, their 

differences become apparent: while Mary wishes the doctors had not performed the surgery and 

had instead “left well enough alone” (Ruhl 167), Crick is quick to assert that their child “is a girl” 

(Ruhl 205).  On Christmas Eve, Mary longs for her child to play with various kinds of toys, for 

her child not to be forced to play with “girl things” alone (Ruhl 205).  To Crick, who asserts that 

their child is a girl, this idea of Mary’s is an affront to the normalcy of the day (“I’m not having 

this discussion on Christmas Eve”) (Ruhl 205).   The vision of family values and gender roles that 

Crick possesses is embodied in Swedish artwork and the film It’s a Wonderful Life.  

To Crick, the surgery is indeed corrective — but to Mary, the surgery obscures the child’s 

sex, and limits the possibilities of the child’s gender identity.  Mary’s vision is quite different.  She 

longs for her child to become “a real individual-type” like Red (Ruhl 167).  Red, a woman cowboy, 

challenges and transgresses the boundaries of the gender binary.   
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Mary, throughout the course of the play, seems to become increasingly aware of the amount 

of effort it takes to make natural the idea of the gender binary.  Like the Young Woman in 

“Machinal”, whose performance of every role she is assigned takes a tremendous effort, Mary 

begins to see the limitations of the gender binary and of traditional gender roles.  This process is 

illustrated in Act One, Scene Nine, “Mary Makes Soup” (Ruhl 152).  Knowles writes that “Mary’s 

desire for traditional gender classifications is best exemplified metaphorically in her preference 

for clear soup” (Knowles 64).  Mary, enamoured with the idea of clear soup with “vegetables [...] 

all bright and clear and separate”, sets out to cook herself and Red the dish (Ruhl 141).  “I like it 

when the vegetables are separate.  A carrot,” she says, “really looks like a carrot” (Ruhl 142).  Yet 

the process of making the soup is less than appetizing.  From her cookbook, she reads that “Bones 

are disjointed and crushed; meat is trimmed of fat and cut up.  Bones, especially marrow bones 

with gelatinous extractives, play an important role in stock” (Ruhl 152).  The process, Ruhl writes, 

becomes “more and more violent” (Ruhl 152).  The ingredients include “ground beef, one egg 

white and crumpled shell, and several uncooked fowl carcasses” (Ruhl 152).  What Mary thought 

to be a simple, and therefore, uncomplicated and natural process is revealed to require a great deal 

of effort to produce.  Each ingredient is rendered invisible in the final product, and so too is the 

process is made invisible.  

Ultimately, this scene highlights that what appears simple, clear, and bright is revealed to 

be quite an “ugly” process (Ruhl 153).  As Knowles writes, “the creation of this soup is a brutal, 

dehumanizing process” (Knowles 64).  The clear soup that she once viewed as quite simple is 

transformed into something else entirely.  Knowles sees a connection between Mary’s soup and 

the world of the gender binary.  He writes, “to create the “clear soup” that is the simple gender 

binary, the ingredients must be ground, crumpled, beat, disjointed, crushed, and killed” (Knowles 
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65).  For Knowles, this metaphor indicates “the current gender system contorts and violently 

changes the bodies and identities of our society to force the replication of static gender binaries 

[...] once [Mary] becomes pregnant, she is constrained by the cultural prescriptions of what 

motherhood should entail” (Knowles 65). However, an alternate reading is possible, given that so 

much of the play is focused on marriage and very little attention is paid to Mary’s role as a mother.  

In cooking the soup, Mary notices the violence necessary to make categories — in this case, 

vegetables — appear separate and distinct from one another.  What once appeared natural is 

“violent” (Ruhl 152) and “ugly” (Ruhl 153).  It is a process she tells Red she would rather not 

know about (Ruhl 153).  Moreover, Mary learns that this clear soup has very little nutritional value:  

“About clear soups: because so much valuable material and expert time go into 

the making of clear soups and because they taste so delicious, most of us assume 

that they have high nutritional value.” Yes, I do.  “It disappoints us to have to tell 

you that, while they are unsurpassed as appetite stimulators, the experts give them 

an indifferent rating as food.”  That can’t be right.  (Ruhl 152) 

The soup that necessitates violence, effort, and results in a seemingly clear and simple product is 

not as healthy as it appears.  In the same way, the corrective surgery that Mary’s child receives is 

based neither on medical necessity nor the child’s health.  It functions in the same way that 

Mary’s beating of the broth renders invisible the eggshells, the fowl carcasses, and etcetera; 

genitalia that does not “fit” with how a biological female or male “ought” to appear is corrected 

and erased.  If “a carrot” in the soup truly appears to be “a carrot”, that is fine — but the clarity 

of the broth is neither naturally achieved nor maintained.  Mary has no desire to force her child 

into a particular way of being.  Her initial attraction to “clear soup” is destroyed by the violent 

process it necessitates, just as she remains dubious throughout the script of the doctor’s choice to 
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“correct” her child’s genitalia.  Red, in response to Mary’s comment about the ugliness of the 

process of cooking the soup can only say, “Guess things have to get ugly before they get nice” 

(Ibsen 153).  If the cost of nice-ness is the abuse she suffers from Crick and the harmful 

replication of binary gender standards enforced upon her child, Mary is not willing to pay.   

With each play, the structure of the traditional family — a dominant father, a doting and 

submissive wife, perfect children — is proved to be faulty.  Nora’s husband’s love is contingent 

on her supposed inferiority and submissiveness; the Young Woman is forced to give birth to a 

child with a man she neither desires nor respects; and Mary suffers abuse at the hands of a husband 

unwilling to understand the potential fluidity of their child’s gender.  As Kleingeld writes, “few 

people get married with the explicit intention to distribute burdens and benefits justly, to respect 

each other's bodily integrity, to establish fair procedures for conflict resolution” (Kleingeld 1).  

Kleingeld argues that the idea that marriage is meant to operate on the “basis of love” is a hindrance 

to justice within marriages (Kleingeld 1).  “Justice” is attached deeply to the sphere of the social 

sphere (Kleingeld 1).  Love, tied to the domestic sphere, cannot be regulated (Kleingeld 1).  It is 

evident in these plays that, as Beauvoir has written, “the reproductive and domestic role… which 

woman is confined has not guaranteed her an equal dignity” (Beauvoir 440).  Though each woman 

is married to a man willing to engage with them sexually and dote upon them with gifts and pet 

names, all are abused, degraded, and left longing for liberation.  Each husband remains in blissful 

unawareness, divorced from the pain they inflict upon their spouses and blinded by the 

comparative privilege that their gender affords them.  While the women of A Doll’s House, 

“Machinal”, and Late: A Cowboy Song display a fundamental misalignment, a deep dissatisfaction, 

with the social roles to which they are assigned, their husbands strive to maintain their roles as 

heads of a fracturing household.  Torvald and George H. Jones busy themselves with work while 



84 

 

Crick busies himself spending Mary’s money and admiring expensive works of art.  All three men 

have the ability to live their lives freely, and indeed, to dictate the course of the lives of their wives.  

Neither Nora, nor the Young Woman, nor Mary is permitted to act freely within their marriages.  

Nora must lie to her husband, the Young Woman must submit, and Mary is forced to live in 

isolation in order to prevent Crick from causing her physical harm.  Under constant threat of 

rejection and/or retaliation, none of these women is free in her marriage despite the purported 

improvement in women’s lives over time.  It is clear that none of these women have ever truly 

been free.  Nora is passed from her father to her husband (Ibsen 72); the Young Woman chooses 

George H. Jones, feeling compelled by social forces and financial struggles to marry (Treadwell 

19); and Mary, pregnant and unwed, concedes to the notion of a traditional family unit in order to 

“work out” her pregnancy (Ruhl 135).  As Michaele Ferguson writes, “ideology causes gender 

inequality: it shapes the decisions individual women make about education, careers, and 

childbearing; it shapes gendered expectations within families and family courts about caretaking” 

(Ferguson 696).  Bound not by their husbands but by the strict authority of gender roles and 

traditions, the women are severely limited in the choices they are allowed to make about their own 

lives.  In societies that position “marriage” as a woman’s ultimate destiny, all three are forced to 

acquiesce.  A Doll’s House, “Machinal”, and Late: A Cowboy Song center women who are 

exhausted and alienated by their relegation to roles of subservience, submission and inaction; each 

play depicts women on the precipice of pursuing radical change.   
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Chapter Three 

Finding Freedom 

 

Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl craft scripts that are devoted to exploring the mundanity of 

unhappily married mothers.  Nora (A Doll’s House), the Young Woman (“Machinal”), and Mary 

(Late: A Cowboy Song) are each discontented because they are captives in their marriages.  Nora 

takes on debt to save Torvald; the Young Woman submits to the sexual desires of a man she 

finds deeply repulsive; and Mary suffers under the constant threat of physical abuse from a 

husband who is already emotionally and financially abusive to her.  Each play details their 

suffering carefully in order to set the stage for purported liberation of each woman.  Though 

written in different eras by different playwrights, the women of these three plays each require 

freedom from the same inhibiting structures — as lower- to middle-class white women, each is 

searching for freedom from the dehumanization of the interconnected forces of capitalism and 

patriarchy.  Within their marriages, there can be no respite.  Without love, without respect, and 

without equality, they do not find in marriage what Beauvoir would deem an “autonomous 

[existence]” (Beauvoir 520).  As wives, Nora, the Young Woman, and Mary belong entirely to 

their husbands: “everything she is, everything she has, every second of her life, must be devoted 

to him” (Beauvoir 691).  There is no possibility of growing with their husbands.  Indeed, each 

woman experiences a kind of transformation through love outside their marriages.   

With husbands unwilling to abandon their patriarchal privilege or masculine authority, 

divorce, death, and abandonment are the only ways forward.  For Ibsen, it is necessary that Nora 

“goes out” through “the hall door”, forging a life of her own without the support of a father or 

husband (Ibsen 77).  For Treadwell and Ruhl, however, it is the love that can be found through 
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extramarital affairs that allows the Young Woman and Mary to find a freedom of their own.  

Significantly, however, none of the three women can find liberation within the spaces they 

already inhabit, emotionally or physically.  All three must be forced outside the familiarity of the 

domestic sphere in order to feel that freedom and liberation is necessary, and indeed, possible.  

For Nora, freedom comes first in the form of a dance; for the Young Woman and Mary, in the 

form of cowboys.  No matter the difference in form, it is apparent that the domestic sphere that 

all three inhabit is insufficient at providing a model of freedom.  All three must turn to other 

sites, ways of acting/thinking/being outside the sphere of the domestic, in order to identify what 

it is they are missing in their marriages and, moreover, to recall the possibility of personal 

agency.   

Nora’s first experience with freedom comes in the form of the tarantella.  For Egil 

Tornqvist, “the tarantella is the climactic scene in most productions of A Doll’s House” 

(Tornqvist 83).  The dance is alluded to throughout the entirety of the play.  In Act One, Nora 

mentions their “trip to Italy” (Ibsen 14).  In Act Two, Anne-Marie finds “the fancy dress clothes” 

(Ibsen 33), including Nora’s tarantella garb, the trimming of which has “come loose here and 

there” (Ibsen 35); Nora confesses the performance to be entirely a product of Torvald’s 

insistence (Ibsen 35); and, moreover, Nora rehearses the tarantella.  With her husband and Dr. 

Rank watching, “Nora snatches the tambourine out of the box, and hurriedly drapes herself in a 

long parti-colored shawl; then, with a bound, stands in the middle of the floor and cries out” 

(Ibsen 53).  Off-stage in Act Three, Nora performs the same way, with Torvald remarking that 

“from an artistic point of view, her interpretation was a bit too realistic” (Ibsen 60).  Nora’s 

dance rehearsal is frenzied and uninhibited.  Her panic is profound.  The tarantella, Toril Moi 

writes, could easily be written off as a simply display of “Nora theatricalizing her own body” and 
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turning herself into “a spectacle in order to divert Helmer’s attention from the mailbox, thus 

acquiescing in her own status as a doll” (Moi 431).  This reading is at the base of most 

interpretations.  However, it is evident, to Moi and to other Ibsen scholars, that the tarantella 

holds incredible thematic significance.  It is important that Nora’s tarantella dance ties her to 

aesthetics that are decidedly not Norwegian.  Nora’s performance is not limited to simply 

memorizing the steps of the “rapid, whirling south Italian dance” (Tornqvist 38).  Though Nora 

learned the dance while they “were in Capri” and that her tarantella costume was “made for [her] 

down there” (Ibsen 35), the tarantella is more than a reminder of “their happy days in and around 

Naples” (Tornqvist 38). Sofija Christensen writes that her dance can be understood as “part of 

the romanticised ideology of the ‘passionate’ Italian folk tradition which was a favourite, 

romantic, motif among Norwegian artists of Ibsen’s time” (Christensen 172).  Her performance, 

as directed by Torvald, forces her into the part of “a Neapolitan peasant girl” (Ibsen 35).   Under 

this disguise, Nora is able to be “wild” (Ibsen 53) without ever transgressing “the social 

conventions of good manners” (Christensen 173).  As Christensen writes, “her female sexuality 

and eroticism are not expressed freely and explicitly” (Christensen 173).  Any desire she may 

appear to feel can be explained away as a characteristic of the “‘passionate’” Italian girl that she 

portrays in her dance (Christensen 172).  Nora re-locates her identity through the urgency of the 

dance; in the tarantella and in the role of the Italian girl, there is no room for a Norwegian 

housewife, “the angel in the house”, or the bustling “little squirrel” (Ibsen 3).  She abandons her 

role of “a childlike, innocent female” and instead takes up “the most erotic mask she is allowed 

to” (Ibsen 171).  For Torvald, certainly, there is a thrill in the idea of Nora pretending to be “[his] 

sweet little Capri girl — [his] capricious little Capri Girl” (Ibsen 60).  Torvald finds her to be 

“lovely” and “absolutely exquisite” (Ibsen 60).  He tells her that “under the spell of the 
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tarantella” she is made “even more desirable” (Ibsen 62), and that his desire for her, the increase 

in his “pulse” necessitated their early departure from the masquerade (Ibsen 63).  “The tarantella 

presupposes an enraptured, highly erotic female dancer,” Christensen writes (Christensen 171).   

In locating her sexuality firmly in the exotic, Nora maintains a distance from her own sexuality 

that allows her to exist as simultaneously wife/mother and object of desire.  Torvald can envision 

her as his secret fiancée (Ibsen 62), a “beautiful [...] young bride” being taken “home for the first 

time” (Ibsen 63).    If the couple were to have remained, mingling with guests, Torvald reports 

that “the whole effect” would have been “[spoiled]” — not just for the audience that met her 

performance with “wild applause”, but certainly, to see Nora acting as herself would disrupt his 

desires (Ibsen 60).  Torvald, aroused, cannot allow Nora’s performance to falter.  When Nora 

dances the tarantella, she continues performing as Torvald’s obedient, earnest little lark while 

simultaneously performing the role of the “Neapolitan peasant girl”, feeding into the stereotype 

of the passionate, erotic Italian woman (Ibsen 53).  Nora remains in her tarantella costume 

almost until the very end of Act Three.  It is only when she removes her “fancy-dress clothes” 

(Ibsen 70), her “tarantella garb”, that it becomes clear: “she has given her last performance as the 

dancing doll” (Templeton 141). 

 There are many interpretations as to how the tarantella scene functions in A Doll’s House.  

For Egil Tornqvist, Nora’s tarantella and rehearsal serves as a kind of dance of death.  Nora, in 

Act Two, resolves to die to protect her husband’s honour from the disgrace that her forgery would 

bring to their family (Ibsen 49).  She declares to Krogstad that she “has the courage for [suicide]” 

and does not fear the “ice [...] that freezing, pitch-black water” (Ibsen 49).  She declares, “Twenty-

four hours till the next midnight and then the tarantella will be over [...] I’ve thirty one hours to 

live” (Ibsen 55).  Bent on suicide, directed by the terminally ill Dr. Rank, who “sits at the piano 
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and plays”, having first learned the steps to the dance in the wake of losing her father, Nora’s 

tarantella is deeply entangled with death (Ibsen 53).  The “[violence]” with which she dances the 

tarantella is, perhaps, her final expression of desperation before she commits suicide (Ibsen 53).  

The origins of the dance, according to Tornqvist, also provide insight into how the scene can be 

understood.  Tornqvist writes,  

The tarantula spider is reputedly poisonous, and anyone bitten by it is likely to 

contract the disease of tarantism.  This is ‘a hysterical malady, characterized by an 

extreme impulse to dance’.  And the cure for this malady was held to be — 

dancing the tarantella.  Thus, ‘the dancing was sometimes held to be a symptom 

or consequence of the malady, sometimes practiced as a sovereign cure for it’. 

The symptom of the disease and the cure for the disease are one and the same. 

(Tornqvist 38)  

For Tornqvist, this sameness is particularly significant.  “Squeezed between Krogstad’s demands 

and Helmer’s stern moralising,” Tornqvist writes that Nora “has [...] the poison in her system” 

(Tornqvist 38). Just as “suicide is on her mind,” she is also possessed by “a vague hope that a 

miracle might save her” (Tornqvist 38).  When she dances the tarantella, Erik Østerud writes, 

“the powers of life and death that confront one another” in her “body and movements” (Østerud 

156).   

I argue that this understanding of the duality of the scene — the poison and the cure 

being one and the same — extends beyond Nora’s impending suicide.  Other common 

interpretations of the dance, Christensen claims, are focused on whether or not Nora’s “famous 

insight into the hollowness of life” already exists in this scene, or if the tarantella is “her final 

‘willing capitulation to the social and sexual roles imposed on her’” (Christensen 164).   

https://www-tandfonline-com.subzero.lib.uoguelph.ca/author/%C3%98sterud%2C+Erik
https://www-tandfonline-com.subzero.lib.uoguelph.ca/author/%C3%98sterud%2C+Erik
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Christensen and Moi assert the latter (Christensen 164).  However, in dancing the tarantella, 

Nora is controlled by Torvald (whose patriarchal control is, metaphorically, poison) even as she 

spins out of his control (the ‘cure’, a rejection of the roles she is forced to play).  Just as the rest 

of her life is dictated by Torvald’s rulings, during the dance, he “both stimulates and at the same 

time corrects while enjoying what is taking place” (Østerud 151).  Østerud claims that “the 

masquerade with its climax in the tarantella may be seen as a metaphor for the life Nora lives in 

her marriage with Helmer” (Østerud 151).   Torvald “wants [her]” to be the Neapolitan peasant 

girl (Ibsen 35).  Torvald has the costume “made for her” (Ibsen 35).  By all accounts, Torvald 

ought to have full control of the performance.  Yet, during the rehearsal scene, even as Helmer 

“addresses frequent corrections to her”, Nora “seems not to hear” (Ibsen 53).  Nora dances 

“more and more wildly” (Ibsen 53).   Her “hair breaks loose” and she “does not notice it” (Ibsen 

53).  Torvald exclaims, “I never would have believed it.  You’ve forgotten everything I ever 

taught you” (Ibsen 53).  Nora, who has delivered countless performances as Torvald’s twittering 

“little lark”, cannot abide by his guidance in this instance (Ibsen 3).  Torvald remarks, “why, 

Nora, dear, you’re dancing as if your life were at stake!” to which Nora replies, “it is!  It is!” 

(Ibsen 53).  Nora appears to be spun by forces beyond her control.  Christensen writes that “Nora 

has learned that beauty and childlike obedience seem to be her chief womanly attributes which 

Helmer finds agreeable. When behaving accordingly, Helmer shows affection and benevolence” 

(Christensen 171).  Nora is “almost out of her mind [with] fear” (Christensen 171).  Nora may 

not yet be able to articulate the hollowness of life, but performing for Torvald under these 

conditions is strenuous, and her dance becomes increasingly erratic.  It is therefore impossible 

for her to maintain the calculated perfection of her role as the “Capri girl” (Ibsen 60).  She 

cannot control her dancing of the tarantella; and if Nora has no control, then she cannot adhere to 

https://www-tandfonline-com.subzero.lib.uoguelph.ca/author/%C3%98sterud%2C+Erik
https://www-tandfonline-com.subzero.lib.uoguelph.ca/author/%C3%98sterud%2C+Erik
https://www-tandfonline-com.subzero.lib.uoguelph.ca/author/%C3%98sterud%2C+Erik
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Torvald’s directions.  Both husband and wife are entirely without direction.  If there is any 

freedom to be found in the dance, in Torvald’s lack of control, Nora certainly does not yet 

experience it as liberating.  Torvald’s loss of control over her, his inability to prevent her suicide 

or protect her from Krogstad’s blackmailing, plunges Nora into a world of terror.  She cannot, as 

she once did, perform solely for Torvald.  This leaves her tarantella in a space of liminality.  It is 

a dance for Torvald, and yet it does not follow his instruction; it is a dance of freedom, yet she is 

controlled; she dances the tarantella to ward off death just as she plans to commit suicide.   

Moi writes that for the men in the room, Torvald and Dr. Rank, “Nora’s dance is a 

display of her body; their gaze de-souls her, and turns her into a ‘mechanical doll’” (Moi 435).  

Seen through the eyes of her friend, Kristine Linde, however, Nora is not just sexualized in the 

tarantella rehearsal scene.  As Nora dances, Mrs. Linde “stands spellbound in the doorway” 

(Ibsen 53).  Moi writes that what she sees is “not just Nora, but the relationship between Nora’s 

performance and the men’s gaze” (Moi 426).  Nora’s “pain” is witnessed; the ignorance of her 

husband, too, in the face of her suffering is put on full display (Moi 426).  The men in the room 

can “see only Nora’s wild body, which they theatricalize in the very moment it is most genuinely 

expressive” (Moi 436).  Even if Nora is not yet able to articulate “the hollowness” of her role as 

Torvald’s bourgeois wife, the tarantella is the beginning of the end (Christensen 164).  For Nora, 

dancing the tarantella is both a performance and an expression of the fear that she has hidden 

from her husband.  The tarantella is both an act to please Torvald and an expression of her 

innermost self.  Errol Durbach writes that her performance and the moments that follow it are 

moments “of moral education and spiritual self-discovery for Nora” (Durbach 53).  It is “a 

death”: Nora ceases to exist as “a husband’s toy” and subsequently destroys “the secure and 

macaroon-filled paradise of her doll’s house” (Durbach 53).  However, to Durbach, it is clear 



92 

 

that as much as the tarantella is a death, “it is also a change to the full and suffering life of a self-

reliant, responsible free spirit” (Durbach 53).   

Following her performance of the tarantella, Nora tells Torvald that he must go and “read 

[his] letters” (Ibsen 66).  The letter she is most concerned with is the one penned by Krogstad, 

her blackmailer, detailing Nora’s forgery and Nora’s debt.  Nora is prepared to die in the interest 

of protecting Torvald’s honour, assuming that her husband would never think of “submitting to 

[Krogstad’s] conditions” and, upon publication of her actions, that Torvald would immediately 

“take the blame upon [himself]” (Ibsen 75).  This is the “wonderful thing” she has hoped for — 

the circumstances that she “chose to kill [herself]” in order to prevent (Ibsen 75).  Her “fantasies 

are variations on the idealist figure of the noble and pure woman who sacrifices all for love” 

(Moi 421).  For Nora,  

One last illusion remains, one vestige of the doll’s mentality that assuages her 

pain and reconfirms the values of her shattered house — the belief that, when the 

world falls apart, Torvald will remain a pillar of altruistic self-sacrifice and prove 

himself a man worth dying for. (Durbach 64) 

However, Krogstad’s blackmail awakens no such urge in Torvald to protect Nora.  He would 

never allow his wife to be “publicly dishonored and disgraced” (Ibsen 75).   While he admits that 

he would “work” for her “day and night”, “go through suffering and want” for her, he would 

never sacrifice his “honor for love’s sake” (Ibsen 75).  His only concern, upon reading 

Krogstad’s following letter that releases them from the conditions of his blackmail, is that he is 

“saved” (Ibsen 69).  He longs to pretend the entire thing was just “a horrible dream” (Ibsen 69).  

He says: “You didn’t realize what you were doing — you weren’t able to judge how wrong it 

was. [...]  I’m not a man for nothing!  There’s something very endearing about a woman’s 
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helplessness” (Ibsen 70).   Quickly, Torvald allows himself to re-enter his fantasy world, to 

return to the marital facade that they have created.  He calls Nora his “poor, frightened little 

songbird” and says he will “cherish” her as if she were “a little dove [he’d] rescued from the 

claws of some dreadful hawk” (Ibsen 70).   

Torvald does not rescue her.  Indeed, as mentioned in Chapter Two, before Krogstad 

releases his conditions, Torvald appears to have lost all love for his wife.  Though Nora “has 

waited patiently for eight years for Torvald’s transfiguration [...] her dolls’ house husband does 

not behave like the chivalric hero of romantic novels” (Durbach 35).  Instead, “he abuses her in a 

shameful display of petulance, betraying her most basic hope of emotional support” (Durbach 

35).  Nora, who has performed the role of “a pure and selfless heroine who has saved her 

husband’s life”, is reprimanded and rejected by the husband whose life she has saved (Moi 421).  

Her secret sacrifice, however, holds the hidden truth of her character: it is “the source of her 

identity, the foundation of her sense of worth” which “makes it easy for her to act the part of 

Helmer’s chirping songbird and playful squirrel” (Moi 421).  Torvald fails to find value or worth 

in this Nora.  Indeed, he entirely rejects her.  He prefers his “doll-baby” (Ibsen 72).  When 

Torvald chooses to return to their play-world rather than accepting his wife’s willingness to 

sacrifice herself, Nora recognizes that Torvald does not “understand” her, just as she, until the 

night of the tarantella, has not “understood” him (Ibsen 71).  Nora realizes that, in her performed 

identities, she has been “prevented” from “becoming a real person” by the father and husband 

who have proclaimed to love her most (Ibsen 72).  Moreover, she realizes that without these false 

identities, without the game she and Torvald play, her husband would care for her very little.  

Her life as she has known it becomes more unlivable.  With the truth of Torvald’s character 

revealed, Nora must finally break free from her duties as “a wife and mother” (Ibsen 73).  She is 
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forced to confront and act on “woman’s necessary independence from a world of fantasy and 

false romantic expectation” (Durbach 64).  Her most sacred duty, she realizes, is the duty she has 

“towards [herself]” (Ibsen 73).  She leaves Torvald and her children behind in the interest of 

“[educating]” herself about the world, a feat which she can only accomplish by “[standing] 

alone” (Ibsen 73).   With the potential of perhaps returning one day if they “could both change so 

that… [their] life together might truly be a marriage”, a marriage in which Nora and Torvald are 

equally respected and equally educated parties, Nora departs and the doll is destroyed (Ibsen 77).  

 The final role that Nora occupies is the eroticized “Neapolitian peasant girl” whose erotic 

dance is far from the frenzied fear that occupies and drives Nora to perform (Ibsen 35).  Just as 

Nora’s path to a kind of liberation involves adopting the mannerisms of the idealized, 

mythologized “exotic woman”, the Young Woman from “Machinal” and Mary from Late: A 

Cowboy Song must also look outside their own experiences as wives and mothers in order to find 

a blueprint for freedom.  In these American texts, it is the figure of the cowboy who drives 

forward their desire for liberation and indeed, that shapes and molds their understanding of 

personal freedom and agency.  Both Treadwell’s Young Woman and Ruhl’s Mary engage in 

extramarital affairs with individuals who identify as, or are aligned heavily, with the figure of the 

cowboy.  With the imagery of open landscapes, action, and agency surrounding them, Richard 

Roe (“Machinal”) and Red (Late: A Cowboy Song) offer the possibilities of a love “given in 

freedom”, which, according to Goldman, is a love that “gives itself unreservedly, abundantly, 

completely” (Goldman 141).  

In “The Cultural Myth of the Cowboy”, Jennifer Moskowitz writes that “America after 

the Civil War was in a state of national upheaval and in desperate need of a unified image” 

(Moskowitz).  The cowboy, then, was a kind of neutral ground, a figure utilized to “evoke 
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images of what the nation should be and appeal to disparate — and would-be warring — cultural 

factions and economic classes” (Moskowitz).  “Carefully shaped by authors, artists, and political 

figures” (Moskowitz), the mythical cowboy “[personified] the American dream of self-reliance, 

individualism, and freedom” (Lambert 61).  “Western writers portrayed” cowboys as “[men] 

who sought ‘movement, isolation, change’” and “‘fresh beginnings’” (Moskowitz).  Neal 

Lambert writes that “anything that might restrict [the cowboy’s] freedom of movement was 

distasteful to the cowboy. Civilization [...] caused the cowboy to move further out on the frontier 

where he could find things a little less restricted, a little more free” (Lambert 63).  Though these 

figures represent freedom, the freedom they represent is not without imperfections and 

contradictions.  Just as the archetypal mother is tied deeply to notions of nationhood, the 

cowboy, too, is embedded in American national mythos.  The freedom that the cowboy 

represents comes with two features of the American nation: colonialism and capitalism.  

Moskowitz writes that cowboys indeed “managed paradoxically to remain seemingly aloof, 

solitary, and self-sufficient, while simultaneously domesticating both himself and the western 

landscape” (Moskowitz).  His position as “hero of the Frontier Myth of the West” served to 

confirm “the superiority of Western civilization” (Stoeltje 250).  The American cowboy is a 

myth that erases the “the Mexican vaquero, the Argentinean gaucho, the Venezuelan llanero, and 

the Chilean buaso” (John Milton qtd in Moskowitz).  The reality that many cowboys were 

“Latino or black”, and if they were white Americans, tended to be “of a lower economic class” is 

ignored (Moskowitz).  The myth of the American cowboy propagates narratives of colonialism 

in part by erasing the existence of the Indigenous and/or black cowboy.   

Additionally, the myth of the cowboy actively romanticizes the process of colonization 

and the myth of “discovery”.  Beverly Stoeltje writes that “the story of the cowboy led him to 
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courageously encounter the unknown and the dangers of the West, to assert control over it even 

if violence was necessary, and to appropriate its resources for civilization’s members soon to 

follow the hero” (Stoeltje 250).  Indeed, though seemingly existing solely to support the 

romantic, “agrarian” Old West, “the cowboy actually furthered American nationalism and the 

capitalist ideology” (Moskowitz).  In fact, real cowboys acted as “[mercenaries] of sorts whose 

primary task was to protect the property (both animal and land) of the rancher for whom [they] 

worked” (Moskowitz).  Despite the “romanticized, nostalgic” idea of cowboys, they were not 

“by definition ‘chivalric,’”, nor did they “have a ‘code’ other than to protect what [they were] 

paid to protect” (Moskowitz).  If there is freedom to be found in the narrative of the cowboy, it is 

not a freedom intended to be universal.  Rather, the freedom of the cowboy embodies colonial 

and capitalistic American values.  In Late: A Cowboy Song and “Machinal”, the concept of 

freedom that Ruhl and Treadwell’s leading women yearn for is deeply embedded in this myth.  

Though the relative liberty each woman eventually manages to attain leads to different outcomes, 

each playwright makes a connection between their leading woman and their lovers who are 

cowboys and, as such, invoke the myth of freedom in the American West.  Each writer, in her 

own way, acknowledges the limitations of this freedom.     

 Sophie Treadwell’s Young Woman meets her “cowboy” lover, Richard Roe, after the 

birth of her daughter in Episode Five, which is titled “Prohibited” (Treadwell 32).  Throughout 

the course of the scene, Roe is lauded with praise for his “adventures” beyond the American 

border by all who surround him.  The Telephone Girl asks if he can teach her “the tango” 

(Treadwell 39); the Second Man loosely compliments his “brave exploits” (Treadwell 34); and 

the Young Woman engages with him only after hearing that he killed two men “with a bottle” in 

Mexico “to get free” (Treadwell 39).  It is Roe’s status as “an archetypal Western frontier 
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adventurer” to which the Young Woman is initially attracted (Williams 66).  The Young Woman 

entertains the notions of “riding over the mountains” by his side, adopting his nomadic lifestyle 

(Treadwell 51).  Roe, like the traditional, idealized American cowboy, is in constant pursuit of 

wide-open spaces.  He acts solely for himself.  He represents “the archetypal Western cowboy of 

the 1910s and 20s” (Williams 72), a figure who so deeply craves freedom from societal 

constraint that he claims he “can never live anywhere else” but Mexico “for long” because 

“you’re free down there!” (Treadwell 49).  Adventurous and exciting, Roe is entirely unlike the 

other characters that surround the Young Woman in “Machinal”.  He is dynamic, the opposite of 

the many “flat” characters that surround the Young Woman and contribute to her discontent 

(Barlow in Treadwell, viii).  He talks of his past extensively — he details his time in Mexico 

(Treadwell 39) and his childhood in Frisco (Treadwell 50).  Roe is described as “pleasing, 

common, vigorous” (Treadwell 32).  Like the mythological American cowboy, Roe appears to be 

removed from the rhythms of daily office labour: he is ruled by the motto “quien sabe” (“who 

knows?”) (Treadwell 49).  Driven constantly to be “moving on” (Treadwell 48), Roe’s 

experience of the world contrasts the Young Woman’s experience of life as a series of 

“submissions”.  He possesses a romantic view of the natural world (“the bay and the hills”) and 

is able to explore the world in any way he likes (Treadwell 50).   

Despite his apparent separation from the industrial world and its alienating rhythms, 

however, he is devoted to the colonial project of discovery and to maintaining white superiority.  

While the figure of the cowboy is based in romantic nostalgia for the American past and 

frontierism, Roe himself is not merely a romantic figure.  Treadwell constructs him to be an 

individual who actively contributes to furthering forces of oppression.  As Williams writes, by 

the 1920s, “in the United States, settlers had eradicated Indians and developed the land” forcing 
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cowboy-like figures such as Roe to move “south into Mexico, the only frontier left where he can 

continue to explore and master the people and the land” (Williams 66).   To this end, he 

confesses that he “killed a couple of s--g down in Mexico”, with “a bottle” as his weapon 

(Treadwell 39).  As he confesses to the Young Woman, a “bunch of bandidos” had taken him 

“into the hills — holding me there — what was I to do? Got the two birds that guarded me drunk 

one night, and then I filled the empty bottle with small stones — and let ’em have it!” (Treadwell 

40).  Within the play, Roe operates in the sphere of the American frontiersman, the colonizer, for 

whom it becomes “acceptable, necessary, and even fascinating to kill Mexicans at will” 

(Williams 72).  Roe, who seduces the Young Woman, is not able to win her interest until he 

“recounts” these “recent adventures in Mexico” (Williams 71).  For the murders he has 

committed, for his pursuit of personal freedom from captivity, Roe is rewarded by the Young 

Woman’s fascination in the form of sexual and romantic attention.  Indeed, he is actively aware 

of how his status as a modern cowboy works to his benefit.  His very seduction of the Young 

Woman utilizes his status as a cowboy to his favour: as Roe states, “I didn’t like it myself — any 

of it — but I had to get free, didn’t I?  Sure I had to get free, didn’t I?  … Now I’m damn glad I 

did [emphasis my own]” (Treadwell 42).  Roe suggests that surviving his brush with death 

excuses his murders and moreover, that since said brush led him to the Young Woman, that she 

is a woman worth killing for.  However, in truth, Roe’s attraction to the Young Woman is not 

lasting.  Moreover, it is evident that Roe is a kind of casanova.  As the Second Man in the bar 

tells Roe, “[all women] fall for you” (Treadwell 34).   

In Episode Six, “Intimate”, it becomes evident that Roe’s adventurous and free nature 

prohibits him from engaging in long term romantic relationships.  Though the Young Woman 

claims that “some men don’t [...] like a woman after she’s married”, Roe admits that he sees little 
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“difference” (Treadwell 38).  An unmarried adventurer, Roe is not bound by the same ideas of 

monogamy that guide the Young Woman’s marital life.  Indeed, when the Young Woman asks if 

he’s “had a lot of women”, Roe cannot tell her otherwise (Treadwell 48).  The Young Woman is 

one of many; she is not the special woman worth killing for that he painted her to be.  Roe 

demurs from telling her this truth, and instead, replies “not so many — real ones [...] there wasn’t 

one of ’em any sweeter than you” (Treadwell 48).  He is a womanizer who conflates “real” 

womanhood with whiteness.  Thus womanizing complements his role as an agent of 

colonization.  Having recently fled Mexico, Roe labels the Young Woman an “angel” (Treadwell 

43).  However, later, in his apartment after their affair has begun, he admits that  

all women look like angels to me — all white women.  I ain’t been seeing nothing 

but Indians, you know for the last couple a years.  Gee, when I got off the boat 

here the other day — and saw all the women — gee I pretty near went crazy — 

talk about looking like angels — (Treadwell 48) 

Roe, no matter his connection to the idea of “freedom”, expresses a clear attachment to white 

supremacy within his sexual and romantic life.  Roe employs the intrigue of Mexico, the 

“otherness” and exoticism, in order to seduce his conquests, while simultaneously devaluing the 

Mexican women he had seen for years.  He sings to the Young Woman in Spanish, “Cielito 

Lindo”, a love song that succeeds in further wooing her, while simultaneously placing women 

into a hierarchical system wherein whiteness is held to be most beautiful and valuable (Treadwell 

46).  He enjoys the freedom brought on by the frontier that he seeks to create; but this creation is 

only possible if he ignores the lives of those already living in the area.  Roe both romanticizes 

and rejects Mexican culture and Mexican people.  Ultimately, the freedom that he benefits from 

and represents is deeply tied to the colonial project and the myth of the cowboy “who vanquishes 
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the nefarious bandido in order to protect the borderland” (Williams 72).  It is unfortunate that his 

kind of freedom is the first that the Young Woman encounters.   

 After the birth of her daughter, the Young Woman makes a vow to herself: “I’ll not 

submit anymore — I’ll not submit — I’ll not submit” (Treadwell 31).  Eager to move beyond her 

traumatic and disembodying experience of becoming a mother, she joins the Telephone Girl — 

the “young, cheap and amorous” secretary of George H. Jones  — at a bar (Treadwell 1).  In the 

company of her former coworker who “seems to have a good time”, the Young Woman exists in 

a state of restless anticipation (Treadwell 43).  In her attempt to find pleasure, she seems to 

believe herself in need of constant action (Treadwell 35).  She wants to know if they can 

“dance”, and, if not, where they will “go” next (Treadwell 35).  Deeply uneasy in her pursuit of 

pleasure, she is ready to “keep moving” from the moment she sits down (Treadwell 46).  This 

outing is the first of its kind for the Young Woman, who has “never let” been allowed to “go 

with anybody”, and as a consequence, she has “never met anybody” (Treadwell 19).  As the 

Young Woman admits, to Roe, her life has been one of monotony at best:  

FIRST MAN.  Don’t you [have good times]?  

YOUNG WOMAN.  No. 

FIRST MAN.  Never?  

YOUNG WOMAN.  Never. (Treadwell 43) 

Her pursuit of pleasure is characterized by desperation and an anxious urgency.  Her life has 

necessitated a consistent denial of pleasure: she does “work in a boring office, [marries]... a boss 

who offers her financial security, [and experiences a] motherhood that oppresses her” (Treadwell 

viii).  A married mother and a former secretary (“I used to be a business girl myself”), she is bound 

by the conventions of a deeply patriarchal society (Treadwell 38).    
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Her first foray into a less-than reputable environment comes as a shock to the Young 

Woman, who only one scene before, was in the sterile environment provided by the hospital (“a 

room in a hospital: bed, chair.  The door in the back… opens on a corridor” (Treadwell 27)).  

Conversely, the bar is filled with “bottles, tables, chairs, electric piano” (Treadwell 32).  It is filled 

with other people, who sit in small groups and partake in taboo discussions.  In this space, abortion 

(“most women don’t think anything about it — they just — Bert told me a doctor to go to”) and 

homosexuality (“Have you ever been in love? ...Never in love with — a woman?”) are discussed 

freely.  Extramarital affairs, too, enter into mix when the Young Woman and her coworker, 

Telephone Girl, meet with two men (Treadwell 33).  The Young Woman is brought to the bar to 

act as an alibi, along with Roe, for the Telephone Girl and her married lover.  Roe is charged with 

taking the Young Woman “off” the other man’s “hands” (Treadwell 34).  The scene is illicit, 

existing in contrast to the world of propriety and convention to which the Young Woman is 

accustomed.  In the bar with the Telephone Girl, “anything goes”.  Here, the Young Woman’s 

affair with Richard Roe begins and her enjoyment of life.  When the other couple departs, the 

Young Woman and Roe are left alone, entirely by design.  The Young Woman is captivated by 

Roe, who shares the Young Woman’s need to run, and indeed, when Roe confesses to the Young 

Woman his own struggle to “get free” and the murders that were necessitated in order to do so, a 

true connection forms between them (Treadwell 39).  They are united in their goals, as Williams 

writes, because the Young Woman is able to sympathize “with Roe in his need for freedom” 

(Williams 72).   

Roe, even living as a cowboy, is not entirely free because he was held captive by armed 

men. The Young Woman endures a different kind of captivity because she is in a marriage with a 

man whom she does not love and upon whom she is financially dependent.  She seeks freedom 
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from her “happy marriage” and from the expectations of womanhood (Treadwell 62).  In her time 

with Roe, freedom appears to be a possibility.  Roe tells her, she “[hasn’t] met the right guy [...] 

girl like you — gotta meet the right guy” (Treadwell 43).  Roe, by all means, appears to be the 

“right guy”, for it is his touch and affections that allow the Young Woman to experience true 

pleasure and intimacy (Treadwell 43).  When his hand holds hers, she exclaims, “When you put 

your hand over mine!  When you just touch me!” (Treadwell 42).  She is not, as she is by her 

Husband, repulsed.  His touch is not something she must submit to or be subjected to, rather, it is 

something she actively enjoys and reciprocates. Writes Julia Walker, “no longer is she alienated 

from the role she plays; as a ‘lover’ she loves and loves well” (Walker 218).  This consensual, 

enjoyable exchange is entirely foreign to the Young Woman, who confesses to him that she “never 

knew anything like this [...]” and that she “never knew” she “could feel like this!” (Treadwell 50).   

Roe’s touch allows the Young Woman to feel “purified”, replacing the polluting touch of her 

husband with that of a lover for whom she feels affection (Treadwell 50).   Indeed, the Young 

Woman is enamoured with Roe, and she dotes upon him with unending care, singing to him in his 

bed, “It’s you and me — La-lalalalalala — lalalalalalala — Little Heaven.  You’re the dish and 

I’m the spoon” (Treadwell 47).  Tickling one another (Treadwell 47), singing songs (Treadwell 

48), and sharing stories from childhood (Treadwell 45), the Young Woman and Roe break out of 

the “essentially hard, mechanized” rhythm of her life (Treadwell xi).  Their tryst is depicted with 

“a naturalistic style of dialogue”, which Jones claims asserts “that this ‘illicit’ love is more natural 

and necessary than the degrading sexual manipulation of the woman’s marriage” (Jones 492).  In 

his “dark room” (Treadwell 45), the Young Woman, “who has never experienced love or pleasure 

at the hands of her husband” experiences “a moment of supreme happiness as sexual passion is 

finally awakened” (Jones 492).   
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Through their shared affections, the Young Woman begins to “[display] agency and [attain] 

a ‘freedom that can only be found when women are allowed to experience embodied subjectivities 

— through their bodies, their voices, their words’” (Williams 65).  Far from who she was in 

Episode One, in the aftermath of their first encounter, in Roe’s apartment, the Young Woman’s 

voice “[sounds] … beautiful” (Treadwell 45).   She is no longer lost in “the confusion of her own 

inner thoughts, emotions, desires, dreams” (Treadwell 1).  Treadwell writes that the Young 

Woman becomes “a personification, an idealization of a woman clothing herself” (Treadwell 50).  

Her gestures are “unconscious, innocent, relaxed, sure and full of natural grace” (Treadwell 50).  

When she and Roe engage romantically and sexually, she does not stand “still” with eyes filled by 

“curious, helpless, animal terror” as she does during her honeymoon with George H. Jones 

(Treadwell 26).  Instead, she moves about freely, with “grace and ease” (Treadwell 50).  Just as 

her husband once admired her “pretty little hands” (Treadwell 11), Roe, too, compliments her 

hands, deeming them “mighty pretty” (Treadwell 46).  From her husband, the compliment is 

disturbing, reminding the Young Woman only of his “fat” and “flabby” hands (Treadwell 11).  

From Roe, however, the compliment bears weight.  Not only does she find value in him, but 

through his estimation of her, the Young Woman feels compelled to care for herself again.  For 

Roe, the Young Woman is willing to begin “[taking] care of [her hands] again” (Treadwell 46).  

Trying to do “everything” her husband wants, the Young Woman had given up “wearing rubber 

gloves at night” because he objected to the “feeling of them” (Treadwell 69).  However, during 

her affair with Roe, the Young Woman again protects her hands by wearing rubber gloves 

(Treadwell 70).  Indeed, Roe represents every desire the Young Woman has.  Not only does he 

embody the freedom she so desperately desires, but physically, he is close to the man she once so 

imagined her future husband looking like, with his “coarse, wavy hair” (Treadwell 32) acting as a 
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representation of the “curls” she always envisioned (Treadwell 19).  Lying in his bed, she exclaims 

that meeting him in the bar proves that “there must be something that looks out for you and brings 

you your happiness, at last!” (Treadwell 47).  Their affair is her first serious transgression against 

the values that have confined her and made her life one of misery.   

The love that the Young Woman feels for Richard Roe is certainly an expression of her 

deep longing for freedom from the loveless marriage of convenience that confines her.  Indeed, it 

is through their relationship that she begins to imagine new ways to reject the norms enforced upon 

her.  That Roe is so different from her husband, however, is not entirely positive.  Even at the onset 

of their affair, the Young Woman senses that Roe’s lifestyle is not one she will be able to 

participate in herself.  He, representative of adventure and freedom, is at complete “liberty to act 

as he pleases” (Williams 72).  The Young Woman, however, is not.  When Roe shares with her his 

guiding principle, “quien sabe”, the Young Woman is certain of two things: she will “never forget 

it” but she will “never get to use it” (Treadwell 49).  She knows she’ll “never get — below the Rio 

Grande”; she knows she’ll never get “out of here” (Treadwell 49).  She is bound by law, by 

marriage, by social convention, and by her inability to earn a living wage on her own.  To come 

face to face with Roe’s way of life without being able to experience freedom of her own is, 

according to Julia Walker, “unbearable” (Walker 214).  Her tryst with Roe, the extramarital affair 

that Treadwell takes such pains to establish as “good and just” (Walker 217), empowers the Young 

Woman to act on the desire for “freedom” that she has, in the past, left “confine[d] to her 

imagination” (Walker 218).  Before leaving Roe’s apartment, the Young Woman asks if she can 

“have” the water lily that he bought “for [himself]” that he keeps “on the window ledge” 

(Treadwell 50).  After their affair comes to its end, and after “that lily [...] died], the Young Woman 

keeps “the bowl full of little stones [...] on the top shelf [of her] closet” (Treadwell 73).  The water 
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lily is a constant reminder of the freedom she found in love.  It is a constant reminder, too, then of 

the freedom she lacks without it.  One night, reading the newspaper with her husband, “a headline 

about a revolution in Mexico” sparks her interest by reminding her of Roe and his freedom, 

compelling her to act (Walker 218).  The Young Woman is “driven first to distraction and then to 

murder” (Walker 214).  Utilizing the very same stones that once lined the bottom of the bowl, the 

Young Woman murders her husband in his sleep, “brutally hitting him over the head with a bottle 

— a bottle filled with small stones” (Treadwell 64).  Not only does she employ Roe’s method of 

murder, but indeed, her murder weapon comes from his apartment.  In this way, Roe contributes 

to both inspiring and directly aiding in the Young Woman’s liberatory act.   

The Young Woman’s dreams of freedom are modelled on Roe’s freedom without her 

realizing that it is a colonial fantasy, lived out solely by white, American men.  The kind of freedom 

that she seeks cannot take the same form as that enjoyed by Roe.  As a result, she is swiftly 

punished for her best attempts to adopt his lifestyle while Roe remains free to pursue his interests.  

The Young Woman is arrested, and in Episode Eight, “The Law”, put on trial for the murder of 

her husband.  Her name (“Helen Jones”) and  her age (“twenty-nine”) are revealed (Treadwell 61).  

So, too, is the precise passing of time: she and George H. Jones had been married for six years 

(Treadwell 62); their daughter, “past five” years old, was born shortly after (Treadwell 63); and 

that her affair with Roe ended less than a year before she killed her husband (Treadwell 70).  These 

details serve to demonstrate the depth of the Young Woman’s despair, having conceived her child 

likely around the same time she honeymooned with her husband, and then, toiling as his wife for 

years prior to experiencing the freedom that Roe had to offer her.  The Young Woman lies her way 

through the trial.  Even as the prosecutor stacks evidence against her (“gloves” (Treadwell 70), a 

“nightgown [...] at the bottom of the soil clothes hamper in the bathroom” (Treadwell 70), and the 
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“bottle” and “stones” (Treadwell 71) are all strong pieces of physical evidence tied to her), it is 

not until “an affidavit taken in the State of Guanajuato, Mexico” is introduced into evidence that 

the Young Woman admits her guilt (Treadwell 73).   

Although Roe’s talk of freedom allows the Young Woman to act in search of her own, he 

in truth is little more than “a lover who abandons her” (Barlow in Treadwell, viii).  Not only does 

he leave town, he also testifies against the Young Woman’s during her trial for the murder of her 

Husband (Treadwell 73).  

In the matter of the State of --- vs. Helen Jones, I Richard Roe, being of sound mind, 

do herein depose and state that I know the accused, Helen Jones, and have known 

her for a period of over one year immediately preceding the date of the signature 

on this affidavit.  That I first met the said Helen Jones in a so-called speak-easy 

somewhere in the West 40s in New York City.  That the day I met her, she went 

with me to my room, also somewhere in the West 40s in New York City, where we 

had intimate relations… and where I gave her a blue bowl filled with pebbles, also 

containing a flowering lily.  That from that first day we met until I departed for 

Mexico in the Fall, the said Helen Jones was an almost daily visitor to my room 

where we continued to — (Treadwell 75)  

Roe’s betrayal horrifies and humiliates the Young Woman.  Surrounded by “spectators, reporters, 

messenger boys, law clerks” and the “jury”, the Young Woman is plunged back into a world 

wherein everyone’s “words and movements [...] are routine — mechanical.  Each is going through 

the motions of his own game” (Treadwell 60).  The spell of her affair with Roe has been shattered.  

The Young Woman “moans” in shock and agony as the Lawyer for Prosecution reads out Roe’s 

statement (Treadwell 75).  It is then, and only then, that she confesses to the murder of her husband, 
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crying out “Don’t read any more… I did it!  I did it!  I did it!” (Treadwell 75).  She is then 

“convicted” and “placed in prison but no more so, Treadwell seems to suggest, than she had been 

all the rest of her life” (Walker 214).  Roe, who had symbolized a life of liberation and active 

choice, is the same individual whose actions condemn the Young Woman to a death sentence.  

Crying out in “desolation… agony… [and] human woe”, the Young Woman realizes, as she is 

sentenced, “the enormity of her isolation” (Treadwell 76).  Roe, the man whom she passionately 

desires, has abandoned her.  Just moments before her execution, the Young Woman declares, “that 

sin of love — That’s all I’ve ever knew of Heaven — heaven on earth!  How is that, Father?  How 

can that be — a sin — a mortal sin — all I know of heaven?” (Treadwell 80).   Despite Roe’s 

betrayal, the love affair provided the Young Woman with insight about a truly free life.  Even after 

she is sentenced to death, the Young Woman is unable to despise Roe himself.  It has only become 

evident that Roe’s way of life is not one she can ever achieve for herself.  

A young woman with no money of her own and little means to earn any, a single mother, 

and a murderer — the Young Woman’s life has never been her own.  “Life,” she claims, “has been 

hell to me” (Treadwell 80).  The loss of the potential freedom that Roe made visible to her is 

devastating, yet somehow, it remains aspirational for the Young Woman, even if it is no longer 

enough.  She asserts that “for one moment” after the murder of her husband “[she] was free” 

(Treadwell 80).  For “one moment” of freedom, the Young Woman “must die and go to hell” 

(Treadwell 80).  Her death may be against her will, however, during her lifetime otherwise filled 

with “submissions” and indiginities, she was once “free” (Treadwell 80).  Before her execution, 

she calls out to her Mother, “... my child; my strange little child!  I never knew her!  She’ll never 

know me!  Let her live, Mother.  Let her live!... Tell her —” (Treadwell 81).  The Young Woman, 

however, never gets to “tell her”, even though there is “so much” left for her to say (Treadwell 
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81).  She implores her Mother to let her daughter live the life that she did not: a life of comparative 

freedom, not a life characterized by the same series of oppressions that she herself has been 

subjected to.  Though her daughter’s fate is ultimately left unknown, in her final moments, the 

Young Woman can think only of preventing her daughter’s life from becoming a mirror image of 

her own.   

The ending of “Machinal” is ambiguous.  As the executioner electrocutes the Young 

Woman, she calls out in vain for “Somebody!  Somebody —” (Treadwell 83).  Whether death will 

bring her “rest and peace” or condemn her to “hell” is unclear (Treadwell 80).  What is clear, 

however, is that no matter how incompatible Roe’s freedom was with the Young Woman’s own 

ability to be an active agent in her own life — no matter the fact that his example led her to her 

own demise — the Young Woman does not regret following his lead.  

Sarah Ruhl’s cowboy is noticeably different than Treadwell’s.  While Treadwell’s Roe is 

a cowboy of his time — representative of the diminishing frontier and clinging to the “freedom” 

of the past — Ruhl’s Red is more a figure of nostalgia, out of place in contemporary Pittsburgh 

(Ruhl 121).  Red is more representative of the figure of the cowboy than even Roe.  Red fully 

embraces the cowboy aesthetic, wearing “a cowboy hat” everywhere she goes (Ruhl 130) and 

frequently singing “cowboy [tunes]” (Ruhl 133).  Red claims that all she knows is “what a cowboy 

needs” (Ruhl 144).  The food she eats is “simple [...] no fancy spices” (Ruhl 144).  She prefers the 

company of horses, who are “nice and smart both” over the company of other people (Ruhl 181).  

Red’s speech, Ruhl says in an interview with The Story Theatre, contains “a pared down 

minimalism”, that she compares to “the landscape of the traditional American cowboy” (Ruhl 

01:36-1:47).  Indeed, Red often speaks in stilted sentences, as when she describes her sense of 

other people to Mary: “Always seemed — kinda mean — always talking — always trying to get 
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up a hill or push someone down a hill” (Ruhl 181).  Red’s identity is troubled because of the 

absurdity of her work.  She is “a cowboy in Pittsburgh” (Ruhl 130), an industrial city surrounded 

by “factories” (Ruhl 213).  Her commitment to her cowboy lifestyle is so deep that she is bound 

to the area she inhabits, unable to visit cities like “New York” or “San Francisco” because she 

“can’t bring a horse into the city” (Ruhl 142).  The modern world limits and restricts Red’s frontier 

even moreso than it does Roe’s.  She is not quite so free to roam where she chooses, at least in the 

literal sense.  Through Red, “Ruhl troubles the gender of this mythos [of the cowboy]” (Al-

Shamma 94).   

Of course, Red subverts the image in some ways: for, indeed, although she presents herself 

as a “cowboy” and not a “cowgirl”, she appears to still identify as a woman (Ruhl 121).  Since 

childhood, Red has resisted the normative behaviour for girls, wearing “a money clip” instead of 

“a purse” (Ruhl 124).  Crick is deeply threatened by the idea that Red thinks “she is [...] the 

Marlboro Man” (Ruhl 130); his understanding of her gender is coloured by his jealousy and his 

resistance to nonconformity, and as a result, he is deeply disapproving of the fact that she “[looks] 

like a man” (Ruhl 185).  When eating fortune cookies with Mary, Red says,  

RED.  Ladies first. 

MARY.  You’re a lady.  

RED.  I’m no lady.   

MARY.  I guess you’re not a lady like that.  

RED.  Nope. (Ruhl 209) 

Red’s truest “cowboy” characteristic, therefore, is the freedom she claims for her own in her 

expression of gender.  Existing instead somewhere “outside the city limits”, Red is utterly 

individual in her expression of gender (Ruhl 170).   
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In an interview, Ruhl states that Red exists as a “love letter to all the butch women who are 

acting” (Ruhl 00:42-00:45).  Unlike Mary, who desires to “[wear] the right clothes to the wake”, 

to not “stand out but… [look] nice” (Ruhl 210), Red refuses to be kept in what Judith Butler would 

refer to as her “gendered place” (Butler 2:17-2:19).  Amy Muse writes that “Maggie Nelson’s 

description of queer theorist Eve Sedgwick seems fitting for Red: ‘She exuded a sexuality and 

charisma that was much more powerful, particular, and compelling than the poles of masculinity 

and femininity could ever allow.’” (Muse 74).  Ultimately, Red doesn't mind her gender being 

interpreted as anomalous (Ruhl 210).  Indeed, the “frontier” that Red is able to explore and the 

freedom that she encompasses is perhaps mainly consisting of her gender.  Embodying “the image 

of… [the] masculine cowboy” (Muse 74), Red’s woman-cowboy status is further highlighted and 

perhaps even troubled by an “image of the Marlboro Man” which  “hovers in the distance, against 

blue light” (Ruhl 122).   

Just as Roe’s cowboy image is troubled by the effects of capitalism, however, the 

authenticity of Red’s cowboy status is perhaps called into question by the image of the traditional 

cowboy that exists behind her.  James Al-Shamma writes that the likening of Red to the Marlboro 

Man “evoke[s] connections between cultural nostalgia and the mythos of the masculine” (Al-

Shamma 94).  According to Cameron White, John Oliffe, and Joan Bottorff, the Marlboro Man 

replaced physicians in advertisements for cigarettes “just as the wave of controversy about the 

relationship between smoking and health started to crest” (White et al., 528).  To this end, the goal 

of this advertising was “to redefine smoking as the site or expression of a belief in an individual’s 

capacity to make their own decisions about consumption rather than have those decisions curtailed 

by regulatory processes” (White et al., 540). It was no longer a requirement for advertisers to assert 

that cigarettes were beneficial for one’s health: instead, it was enough to assert that those who 
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exercised their agency could choose to smoke regardless of what was or was not recommended 

(White et al., 540).  The Marlboro Man instead was a celebration of “individualism, autonomy, 

and self-sufficiency” (White et al., 528).  Moreover, for White, Oliffe, and Bottoroff, it is evident 

that the Marlboro Man ads owed their success, in part, to the “anxieties about the virility of 

American masculinity” during the time of “the Cold War” (White et al., 536).  This period saw the 

“rise of suburbia”, ushered in the “significance of the nuclear family”, and indeed, welcomed 

“conformity” (White et al., 536).  These values contributed to rising anxieties that the “American 

male” had “[lost]” his “[individuality]” (White et al., 536). The Marlboro Man was an answer to 

these fears, a figure who “expressed his individuality through consumption” thereby offering 

“American men an avenue for articulating an empowered masculine identity” (White et al., 536).  

It is this same freedom and representation of autonomy and individualism that perturbs Crick 

(whose belief in traditional values and the nuclear family is strong) and serves simultaneously to 

draw the discontented housewife and mother, Mary, to Red.   

Mary’s relationship with her husband, Crick, is strained and emotionally distant.  Al-

Shamma writes that “Ruhl draws attention to and champions the abused spouse [...] she empowers 

her as the protagonist who frees herself from a destructive marriage” (Al-Shamma 96).  It is 

through Mary’s relationship to/with Red that Mary manages to free herself.  Just as Roe presents 

the Young Woman with an alternative way of living, to Mary, Red represents a life of freedom 

and choice.  However, Red does not exist solely as Mary’s instructor or liberator.  She is more, 

even, than simply Mary’s “friend” (Ruhl 193).  Reacquainting after years spent apart, Red and 

Mary’s connection begins when they  “[run] into… [each other]... on the street” (Ruhl 123).  

Quickly, Mary’s attention that had once belonged only to Crick is divided between him and Red.  

She and the cowboy spend time together in vast landscapes (the stables, a prairie, etc.) just “outside 
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the city limits” (Ruhl 170).  Together, they watch “untamed colts” (Ruhl 179), share “a large bowl 

of soup for two people” (Ruhl 141), and exchange “jacket[s]” (Ruhl 179).  Like the specifics of 

Red’s gender identity, “Red’s and Mary’s relationship” exists “outside of definition” (Ruhl 00:42-

00:46).  Their dynamic is easy, respectful, and caring, though notably, as Ruhl points out, “an 

erotic dimension of their relationship” certainly exists (Ruhl 00:56-00:58). Amy Muse writes that 

“Mary’s desire for Red is bound up in her desire to be like Red, not just with Red — to have Red’s 

ease with herself” (Muse 74).  Like the Marlboro Man represented autonomy and freedom from 

convention and mundanity for American men of the 1950s onwards, Red represents for Mary an 

alternative way of living that does not involve accepting her husband’s abuse and succumbing to 

the patterns of the nuclear family structure.   

In the brief period of time that Mary spends without Red, time seems to warp (Ruhl 195).  

The “sequences of scenes builds in speed until it is faster than real time” (Ruhl 195).  “St. Patrick’s 

Day” (Ruhl 195), “St. Valentine’s Day” (Ruhl 197), “Christmas” (Ruhl 197), her “birthday” (Ruhl 

199), and “New Year’s” (Ruhl 200) pass by in rapid, confused succession, marked only by the 

occasional themed drink (“shamrock shakes from McDonald’s” (Ruhl 195)) and the question of 

whether or not they should go “to Church” (Ruhl 197).  For Mary, both Christmas and New Year’s 

appear to have come “early” (Ruhl 197) (Ruhl 200).  Furthermore, she has “no — recollection of 

the normal days — in between the holidays” (Ruhl 201).  For Mary, these serial celebrations are 

not “happy” (Ruhl 199).  Indeed, she cannot even bring herself to utter the world, stammering to 

Crick, “Have a — Have a — holiday” (Ruhl 199).  Her life passes by quickly, uncontrollably, 

backed by “a collision of holiday sounds: horns, wedding bands, ho ho ho’s, the sound of an Easter 

bunny, the sound of a groundhog, the sound of prayers” (Ruhl 200).  “To herself [...] to God [...] 

to the world”, Mary exclaims that she is “SICK OF FUCKING HOLIDAYS!” (Ruhl 200).  Though 
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she asks her mother whether “having children could do this” to a person, it has been evident since 

the beginning of the script that Mary is fundamentally at odds with the rhythm of the life that she 

and Crick share (Ruhl 201).  Mary, who is late at the very beginning of the play (Ruhl 123), late 

for her period (Ruhl 134), late returning home from an outing with Red (Ruhl 184) requires a 

slower pace than the one Crick, who has been “waiting for [her] since the second grade”, demands 

(Ruhl 184).  All Mary longs to do is “to be with time, as it moves along” (Ruhl 206) and it is only 

through her time spent with Red that Mary loses the feeling that she has been “late for her own 

life” (Ruhl 01:54-01:56).  In “a pasture outside the stables” (Ruhl 179), Mary and Red, at Red’s 

request, “sit and don’t talk for a while” (Ruhl 182).  As they watch the sunset together, Mary 

confesses  that “there’s no shadow over any part” of sitting silently with Red (Ruhl 183).  There is 

a pervasive sense of peace.  Of this scene, Ruhl remarks, “there are few people that we don’t talk 

with.  It’s a very deep intimacy” (Ruhl 01:14-01:21).  When Mary returns home that evening, Crick 

declares she is “late” (Ruhl 184).  Mary leaves him, and then returns, with the holiday sequence 

commencing shortly thereafter.  However, something is amiss: she longs for the moment spent 

with Red in the field, a moment of peace and calm.  She wants to “experience time at the exact 

same speed” as someone else (Ruhl 213).  It is only with Red — the cowboy who does not adhere 

to the suburban norms, who lives “outside the city limits” (Ruhl 213) — that the concept of lateness 

can be abolished.  Dancing together, “cheek to cheek”, the women feel time pass at the exact same 

speed (Ruhl 215).  While they spend the night together, Red remarks, “Now you’re really late” to 

which Mary replies, “I don’t care” (Ruhl 213).  With Red, she finds herself living in “horse time”, 

a space wherein “no one… [is] late” (Ruhl 215).  Finally able to match a rhythm of living, Mary 

knows that there is no returning to Crick’s life of traditional gender roles and holiday celebrations.   
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 If Mary, a seemingly cis-gendered woman, cannot adhere to the traditional family structure 

that Crick seeks to impose upon her, then the quality of life Crick can provide for their intersex 

child is called into question as well.  While Mary allows herself to be subjected to Crick’s 

incessant, petulant abuse and his binary understanding of the world, she cannot condemn her child 

to the same.  Scott Knowles writes that the birth of Blue/Jill “marks [Mary’s] ideological 

transformation from attempting to fit into a strict binary logic of male/female to a greater 

understanding of sexual and gender diversity” (Knowles 66).  She writes a letter to her daughter, 

reading, “I want you to know, Blue, if you grow up to be a woman, and one day you start feeling 

kind of funny — like maybe you’re a woman, but maybe you’re not, I want you to know that 

you’re not crazy.  You’re smart.  And it’s hard to grow up.  Nature is — mysterious” (Ruhl 202).  

Mary is prepared to accept and nurture her child in any way that Blue might require.  Moreover, 

Mary is prepared for the existence of Blue: having witnessed Red’s own challenge to the gender 

norms and the binary system of gender, she is willing to allow her child to exist in an undefined 

space.  Her first deviance from Crick’s perspective is her assertion that her child ought not to be 

given the name “Jill” (Ruhl 167).  Mary claims that such a traditionally feminine name will result 

in their child “[feeling] off” and not “like herself” (Ruhl 167).  For Mary, the limitations of 

gendered names, toys, and spaces are made clear. Red, whose masculine presentation also 

challenges the gender binary and gender roles, certainly helps in setting the scene for the birth of 

Mary’s child.  The two figures are clearly linked by their “troubling” genders.  Like Red, Blue is 

a confrontation of “gender divisions” (Fausto-Sterling 9).  Blue, as an intersex child, does not fit 

within a strict social system, in this instance of the gender binary.  Blue possesses a body “so 

unruly as to blur the borders” (Fausto-Sterling 9).  For Crick, this unruly space is distressing.  He 

cannot allow “[his] daughter” to “[live] on a fence” — his daughter must adhere to the binary of 
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male/female (Ruhl 205).  This is a great source of conflict, something Mary cannot resolve herself 

to.  Indeed, it becomes evident that Crick will not adapt to or allow the possibility of Blue’s flexible 

gender.   

In Red, Mary identifies a potential parental figure who can accept Blue.  Before the child 

is born, Red has visions of spending time with Mary and the baby, suggesting that they might “take 

it for walks” together (Ruhl 148).  She is eager to  “show it the stables, outside the city limits” 

(Ruhl 148). The baby, like Red, can already be found in theoretical existence “outside the city 

limits” (Ruhl 148).  Later in the play, while eating Chinese Food, Mary’s fortune cookie is blank 

and Red’s fortune reads  

RED.  […] a family is a thousand blessings.  

MARY.  Oh!  I’m going to die, aren’t I? 

RED.  Now, listen.  I don’t have a family.  Our fortunes got mixed up.  You were 

s’posed to get mine, and I was s’posed to get yours. (Ruhl 212) 

While Mary is filled with anxiety at the prospect of her own fortune; Red is certain that their 

fortunes better suit the other (Ruhl 212).  However, Red’s calm nature, understanding of gender, 

and her employment status (“she sings horse lullabies for a job”) signals that she, rather than Crick, 

is the better co-parent for Mary’s baby (Ruhl 130).  As the ending of the play demonstrates, Mary's 

fortune is entwined with Red’s.  Al-Shamma writes, “in the closing scene Mary and Red, in 

cowboy hats, stand over a stroller and croon a lullaby that curiously references a girl ‘who rides 

like a man — / With a mask’ (219). This conclusion references gender as performance” (Al-

Shamma 96).  Mary’s understanding of her child’s gender is solidified as she walks off with Red 

and Blue.   



116 

 

Mary, with Red’s support, is able to free herself from Crick’s abuse.  In Act Two, when he 

“makes his hand into a fist at his side”, Mary tells him, “if you hit me I’ll ride a horse out of town.  

I will” (Ruhl 170).   For Mary, the image of a life of freedom is inextricably bound to the image 

of the cowboy that Red so perfectly embodies.  For Crick, the image of the cowboy is deeply 

threatening — in the final act, he is enraged at the idea of Mary “riding a horse” after leaving him 

alone on Christmas Eve (Ruhl 215).  It is not until this act, wherein he threateningly wields “a 

baseball bat” (Ruhl 215), demands that they “make love” (Ruhl 216), and “puts his hands on the 

back of her neck, hard” (Ruhl 217) that Mary permanently departs from her abuser.   When Mary 

asks if he is “going to kill [her]”, Crick “doesn’t answer” (Ruhl 216).  When she refuses to “make 

love” (Ruhl 216) or “go in the bedroom” (Ruhl 217), Crick begins to choke her (Ruhl 217).  

Ultimately, Crick does not kill her — something that Mary believes him to be capable of — and 

he does not get to keep her as a lover or a wife, either.  Instead, their child enters the room, 

disrupting their fight (Ruhl 219).  Crick attempts to smooth his abuse over by offering to make 

“Christmas breakfast [...] eggs [...] and [...] some bacon”, however, Mary is done accepting his 

abuse (Ruhl 218).  She “holds out her hand” to her child, who swiftly “goes to her mother”, leaving 

Crick for good (Ruhl 218).   He is alone, carrying the “empty frame” of the painting he purchased 

with Mary’s life savings, “[tilting] the frame” as he uses it to capture the image of the “vast 

landscape” (Ruhl 219).  Like A Doll’s House’s Torvald Helmer, Crick is left alone with his 

delusions of a traditional family and marriage.  Meanwhile, like Nora, Mary is free to pursue a life 

of her own making without the influence of an abusive and controlling husband.  The final image 

of the play is that of “Mary and Red in a vast landscape, like the end of a cowboy movie”, each 

woman donning “a cowboy hat” while they push “a stroller” (Ruhl 218).  Though their family 

structure is not the exact replica of those from the “Swedish paintings” that Crick idolized, the 
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three individuals constitute a compact family unit (Ruhl 147).  It is significant to note that “Red” 

and “Blue” are two colours of the American flag.  They evoke an image of the nation, and are, 

perhaps, suggestive of a new kind of American identity.  There is a sense that Ruhl has not strayed 

too far from the traditional American nuclear family.  For indeed, at the end of the script, “a new 

family” forms (Al-Shamma 96), a distinctly if untraditionally American family, and together, they 

set out towards the blank fortune that Red dubs “an open sky on the horizon” (Ruhl 213).  Together 

— Red, Blue, and Mary — walk off towards a life so “strange and beautiful” as to be unimaginable 

(Ruhl 213).   

It is possible to see an almost linear progression in their respective pursuits of freedom.  

Ibsen’s Nora flirts with the idea of a “rich old gentleman who had fallen madly in love” with her 

leaving her the entirety of his fortune and thus liberating her from her need to repay Krogstad 

(Ibsen 16).  When the opportunity to exploit Dr. Rank comes along, however, Nora is unable to 

act.  Her freedom is not found through an extramarital affair, but rather, comes from the crushing 

realization that her husband is merely “a strange man” whose bed she has occupied for years (Ibsen 

76).  For Treadwell’s Young Woman, an affair is necessary to awaken her to the possibility of 

“purification” through sexual pleasure (Treadwell 51).  However, the affair serves only to highlight 

the impossibility of the Young Woman, who mimics her lover’s murder, living a life of freedom 

and choice.  After her one moment of true freedom following her husband’s death, the Young 

Woman is condemned to die.  Treadwell depicts the affair as having consequences.  Ruhl’s Mary, 

perhaps, comes to the brightest ending: she escapes her abusive husband and walks off into the 

unknown future with her daughter and her friend/lover (Ruhl 213).  Her affair is unpunished and 

the love that Red and Mary feel for one another is genuine and freeing.  However, Ruhl’s vision 

of freedom is distinctly American, heavily tied to visions of colonialism and capitalism.  No matter 
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the progress made from one play to another, for each woman, “liberation” is something hard won 

and ideologically fraught.  Each woman seeks freedom from the same limiting structures, the same 

patriarchal confines.  At the end of each play, “freedom” and individual agency is left a blurry 

goal.  The freedom that the Young Woman and Mary find in the image of the Western frontier is 

undercut by its mythological status, its connection to colonialism and capitalism, and indeed, by 

its markedly masculine associations.  Mary walks into the unknown, into the undefinable; the 

Young Woman perishes horrifically, begging the question as to whether or not her life of 

repression and misery was worth giving up in order for one moment of freedom and happiness; 

and Nora, who closes the door on her husband, walks into a world likely to be unforgiving for an 

unmarried woman with no money of her own.  In each play, women discover that they are 

desperate for human agency and, after overcoming the obstacles barring them from acting freely, 

each strikes out in pursuit of it.  However, as the curtain falls, it is made clear that freedom from 

the oppressive structures that dictate the lives of Nora, the Young Woman, and Mary is a not a 

freedom that can be achieved merely by exiting the stage.    
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Conclusion 

 

In my thesis, I have looked at the institution of marriage as it is depicted in three feminist 

plays: Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (1879), Sophie Treadwell’s “Machinal” (1928), and Sarah 

Ruhl’s Late: A Cowboy Song (2003).  Each script looks at marriage not as a union based on love, 

but rather, as a function of patriarchal control, highlighting the constraints placed on each leading 

woman.  Though written in different historical periods, each of the three plays suggests that 

some of the problematic aspects of wifedom and motherhood are financial.  The unhappiness of 

Nora, the Young Woman, and Mary must be understood as part of a series of interconnected 

oppressions.  Though it is misogyny that shapes much of their daily lives and results in their 

unhappiness, gendered and economic oppression are not so separate.  In each play, economic 

inequality is merely another kind of gendered oppression.  Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl depict 

women who are interested in obtaining their own individual liberty, connecting marriage and 

economy troubles the notion of “individual freedom” that each woman strives for.  The freedom 

of the individual is a notion associated with capitalism, as “an economic system based on private 

property is uniquely consistent with individual liberty allowing each to live her life —including 

employing her labor and her capital — as she sees fit” (Gaus et. al).  Highlighting the socio-

cultural constraints that dictate women’s lives, each play critiques the normatively enforced idea 

that women ought to be claimed, as Beauvoir would state, for “[the] home”, while 

simultaneously suggesting that it is not possible for women to be freed from constraints merely 

by asserting themselves as individuals (Beauvoir 267).  Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl’s writings 

establish that it is an impossibility for a woman to live a life that is self-determined and free 
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while she remains confined by the patriarchal sphere that continues to exist outside the sphere of 

her home, echoing the words of Beauvoir (Beauvoir 267). 

As Janet Yellen writes, in the early twentieth century, “many women left work upon 

marriage” due to “cultural norms, the nature of the work available to them, and legal strictures” 

(Yellen).  Emma Goldman’s writings on marriage and its economic function make clear that 

marriage can render women “absolute [dependents]”, relying on the financial support and labour 

of their husbands (Goldman 140).  In A Doll’s House, Nora’s lifestyle is supported first by her 

father, then her husband.  She does not work in a traditional sense, though the labour of 

performing constantly as the idealized middle-class wife and mother cannot be overstated, nor 

can the work she does in secret, striving to pay back the debt she has incurred in order to save 

her husband’s life.  What labour Nora does must be rendered invisible to her husband, friends, 

and neighbours, as it does not align with the values of the time.  In “Machinal”, some progress 

becomes visible in terms of women’s economic advancements; the Young Woman is employed 

in an office.  However, it becomes clear that her labour is alienating and gruelling.  Moreover, 

the wages that she earns are not enough to sustain her or her financially dependent mother.  The 

Young Woman, aware that marriage offers financial freedom to other women, marries her boss.  

Their marriage, socially and economically mandated, serves only to further her misery.  Both 

Nora and the Young Woman rely on their husbands to economically support them and their 

families.  Though it is clear that the labour of women has changed since the time of A Doll’s 

House and “Machinal”, Late: A Cowboy Song’s, first produced in 2003, proves that economic 

advances can be undercut and influenced by the still-existing patriarchy.  Ruhl’s play offers a 

new look at financial dependence in marriages.  Mary provides for herself and her husband until 

she becomes pregnant, at which point she seems to opt for a kind of maternity leave — or 
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perhaps stay-at-home motherhood — in order to care for her child.  Unemployed, inclined to 

wasting Mary’s money, and unwilling to find any lasting employment, her husband, Crick, 

abuses his wife financially.  Mary’s employment cannot discount the fact that her husband is a 

financial liability, entitled to waste the money she works to earn.  In Late: A Cowboy Song, it 

becomes clear that reversing the traditional gender roles of breadwinner/homemaker within an 

inequitable marriage does little to provide women with increased economic dignity.   

Ultimately, no vision of freedom can be found by these wives and mothers while they 

remain attached to the domestic sphere they inhabit with their husbands.  Instead, each woman’s 

search for freedom is characterized by a move out from the domestic.  It is significant that each 

woman finds her idea of freedom in highly romanticized visions of other countries and ways of 

being.  Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl each trouble their conceptions of freedom by employing 

idealized (and in many cases, problematic) aesthetics of the world beyond.  In A Doll’s House, 

Nora dances the tarantella, an Italian dance that is eroticized by the gaze of her husband Torvald, 

and her friend Dr. Rank.  The role of the “Neapolitan peasant girl” is the final role that the 

Norwegian wife will play for her husband’s pleasure and entertainment (Ibsen 53).  After she 

takes off her costume, her life as a wife — her penultimate role — comes to an end.  The peasant 

girl is a far cry from the roles that Nora traditionally performs as a wife and mother for Torvald.  

Moreover, the erotic image of Nora is deeply bound up in harmful exoticization, rendering her 

perhaps more sexually enticing than the innocent, infantilized wife.  “Machinal” and Late: A 

Cowboy Song take further steps to identify freedom with the unknown and unexplored.  

Treadwell and Ruhl tie their leading women’s conceptions of their own personal freedom to the 

romanticized image of the frontier.  Locating their depictions of freedom in the American West, 

each playwright further complicates the issue of feminist liberation in both plays.  Bound up in 
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the history of colonialism, the freedom that the Young Woman and Mary desire is not entirely 

the liberating kind.  As white women, however, neither the Young Woman nor Mary has 

negative conceptions of the project of the frontier.  Instead, they are drawn to the uninhibited 

image of the cowboy, his exploits in the natural world, and moreover, his depiction as someone 

who is completely individual and entirely self-reliant.  This freedom that he embodies is 

unattainable for both women.  The idealized figure of the cowboy is an American national 

construct.  Indeed, the cowboy has a deep association with colonialism, capitalism and 

masculinity.  The Young Woman and Mary idealize the cowboy and subsequently move from 

one nationalist construct to another.  The image of the dutiful, committed wife/homemaker is as 

integral to the American nation as the image of the free, individual cowboy.  While the 

wife/homemaker is comparatively restricted, each serves a patriarchal, colonial, and capitalist 

state.  If the freedom each woman desires is freedom from the structures they are familiar with, is 

it possible for them to find liberation in a role associated with those very same structures?  While 

it is true that women must be able to develop, to pursue their own freedom and to have their own 

identities outside of marriage and motherhood, turning to the frontier is a fantastical — and 

ideologically fraught — solution.   

The image of freedom that each playwright constructs is complicated by the legacy of 

colonialism, an entanglement with capitalism, and the pervasiveness of patriarchal control.  It 

becomes necessary to ask: for whom is this freedom imagined?  If women conceive of freedom 

in such a way, what women are they?  Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl take on a narrow focus, 

interested in the freedom that lower- to middle-class white women lack.  That the options they 

initially idealize lack an intersectional focus — with the Young Woman eventually 

acknowledging racial oppression even after she herself has attempted to weaponize it (Treadwell 
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78) and Mary’s baby being born intersex (Ruhl 163) —  Nora, the Young Woman, and Mary’s 

particular experiences of oppression are created by their social roles as white women.  While the 

plays themselves may address wider forms of oppression casually (as “Machinal” in particular 

attempts to do), it is the plight of white women that each playwright depicts.  This narrow focus 

certainly impacts the way in which freedom is initially conceived of by the women, particularly 

the Young Woman and Mary.  The frontier appears freeing to the Young Woman and Mary 

because they have seen examples of white men who “explore” and “discover” such spaces.  They 

have not seen the many people who suffer because of this exploration and discovery.  Their 

conceptions of freedom are bound to the freedom of white men, who are more permitted to act in 

pursuit of their own self-interest.  Where white women may experience a binding to the domestic 

sphere in the interest of serving their husband, their white male counterparts often enter the 

workforce, or are otherwise afforded a life outside of their marriage. Each play is a feminist 

work, regardless of their narrow focus.  However, it is necessary to consider the implications of 

grounding the experiences of white women, and moreover, to remain critical of modes of 

freedom that white women eagerly seek to identify with.  In what way do they contribute to 

collective liberation?  Who is liberated by the freedom of the cowboy?  Ultimately, the failure of 

the frontier to provide a stable and knowable alternative to the Young Woman and Mary signals 

that the problems of each play-world run deeper than merely the disarray and oppression to be 

found in the traditional construction of a household. 

Conceptions of a woman’s gendered place have changed since the publication of A Doll’s 

House in 1879, “Machinal” in 1928, and indeed, even Late: A Doll’s House in 2003.  However, 

the similarities shared by each script are striking enough that it becomes necessary to ask how 

much change has occurred.  All three scripts tell a variation of the same struggle against a 
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fundamentally misogynistic society.  In each play, a single woman feels external pressure that 

compels her to marry.  Once married, she is subjected to various indignities at the hands of a man 

who infantilizes her, uses her for sexual gratification, and aims to dictate every moment of her 

life.  Her marriage cannot satisfy her; indeed, her marital life serves only to further alienate her 

from her sense of herself as an individual.  It is only once she steps outside of the confines of her 

marriage — through an extramarital affair, in the cases of “Machinal” and Late: A Cowboy Song 

— that she is able to see what her life has been lacking: personal autonomy.   

Once the woman experiences a moment wherein she feels can exercise her own agency, a 

moment wherein she feels she is making a choice of her own, it becomes evident that returning 

to a life dictated by her husband, a representation of patriarchal authority, is an impossibility.  

The woman cannot resign herself to such a life.  Instead, she commits a final act in the interest of 

maintaining her own personal freedom.  Nora leaves Torvald, the Young Woman kills her 

husband, and Mary takes her daughter and leaves Crick behind.  Though the details vary, and 

though each play was written in a vastly different period of time, each playwright turns a critical 

eye to marital arrangements within the patriarchy.  Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl are united by their 

concerns for the married, lower- to middle-class woman, and each capture such a woman, 

desperate to act against the systems of oppression that constrain her.   

Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl are focused on the freedom and agency of characters as 

individual subjects.  In each play, the woman must leave a husband who exists as a symbol of the 

patriarchal authority that limits her choices, her presentation of self, and her economic stability.  

Yet within the confines of patriarchal systems, can there be freedom for women?  Each choice 

she makes, each act she commits, is influenced heavily by pre-existing gender roles and ideas 

about what a woman ought to do and be.  Nora must abandon her children (Ibsen 77), the Young 
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Woman must be executed (Treadwell 83), and Mary must “ride a horse out of town” (Ruhl 170).  

Each woman is driven to extremes that, barring the heavy influence of the gender roles that have 

plagued her life, might never have been necessary.  With each leading woman meant to represent 

the average woman of her time, I argue that these scripts chart a distinct lack of progress 

regarding roles available to women.  The very need to search for and struggle to find liberation is 

an imposition on a life freely lived.  

After leaving their husbands, it becomes difficult to imagine what alternative options wait 

for each woman.  Where do they “go”?  Where can they go?  Though the details of their 

oppression can be fully visualized, the alternative cannot be.  Ibsen’s Nora walks out in search of 

an undefined and personal kind of “education” (Ibsen 73).  When Nora leaves Torvald at the end 

of A Doll’s House, she is without money and without the means to find steady employment.  

When she returns to “to what was [her] home” (presumably, her father’s home) prior to her 

marriage, what life can she possibly find (Ibsen 73)?  As a woman looking to navigate the world 

on her own, Nora has every disadvantage.  In a similar vein, Mary walks off with Red and Blue 

“in a vast landscape” at the end of Late: A Cowboy Song (Ruhl 219).  Together, they move on 

and decidedly away from Crick, “like the end of a cowboy movie” — but what follows (Ruhl 

219)?  Both endings are framed as positive, as each unhappy wife walks towards a pursuit of her 

own individuality, aiming to construct lives of freedom, education, and choice.  However, neither 

play depicts a leading woman walking off towards a freedom that can be imagined fully.  Mary’s 

ending is “a cowboy movie” (Ruhl 219) and Nora’s ending is “a heavy door closing” (Ibsen 77).  

The journey to desiring freedom has been completed, yet the search for freedom of a tangible 

kind begins offstage.  
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Ibsen and Ruhl must abandon the harsh structures of systematic oppression they have 

detailed over the course of their script in order to provide their character with a hopeful end.  If 

each play is a rallying cry, then both cry for women to act in search of their own individual 

freedoms, whatever they may be.  Mary and Nora move into an unknowable future, free from 

their husbands, but with no guarantee of a life lived in freedom.  Treadwell’s “Machinal” does 

not lean into the same unknowable hope.  The Young Woman’s death by electrocution forcefully 

challenges this notion of the liberated individual.  Having had an extramarital affair and 

subsequently murdered her husband, the Young Woman’s actions in the interest of her personal 

freedom are not rewarded by an uncertain-yet-hopeful fate.  Treadwell puts an end to the life of 

her leading lady, giving one final image of her, in the electric chair, calling out for “somebody!  

Somebody!” (Treadwell 83).  Yet despite her imprisonment and execution, the Young Woman 

confides in the Priest that performs her Last Rites that she has no regret (Treadwell 80).  Her 

affair and the murder were the only moments of freedom she experienced in her life — after a 

life of submission, no punishment can steal from her the joy of her very brief liberty (Treadwell 

80).  Though Mary and Nora may continue to live in and navigate the patriarchal world, the 

Young Woman, convicted of murder, is expelled from it.  A Doll’s House, “Machinal”, and Late: 

A Cowboy Song imagine women who gain the courage to act on and against their discontent in 

the interest in finding sustained freedom.  Where their searches for freedom lead them and how 

their freedom ought to be read (is “Machinal” a tragedy?  Does A Doll’s House have a happy 

ending”?), however, is ambiguous at best.   

Regardless of the incremental progress made from era to era, gender roles and the 

inhibiting idea of the domestic sphere as inherently feminine have consistently served to entrap 

women.  A Doll’s House (1879), “Machinal” (1929), and Late: A Cowboy Song (2003) 
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contribute to the same dialogue, ongoing despite the years that separate each text.  Each play is a 

response to women’s place in society and to the constraints of being a wife and mother within a 

patriarchal system.  The conditions that limit a woman’s agency and prevent her from making 

decisions about her own life have not disappeared, but, as evidenced by Crick’s abuse of Mary, 

have mutated covertly.  In capturing why women desire freedom — why women need to be 

liberated — Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl are able to point to the same root causes of discontent.  

Through each play, it is made evident that it is not enough for one woman alone to reject 

patriarchal authority and strike out on her own.  Misogyny is institutional, structural, and 

systemic.  By closing the door on her marriage, Nora rejects the way she once conducted her life.  

She casts aside the roles that have been enforced upon her.  After her liberation from her doll-

marriage, however, there is no guarantee that she will be met with any better or more dignified 

opportunities.  Ibsen, Treadwell, and Ruhl depict women who are forced to act in the interest of 

locating themselves as individuals with active agency.  Yet simultaneously, these very same 

individuals are constrained by the world around them that has not yet transformed.   

Nora’s husband Torvald “sinks into a chair” in confusion as to why his wife no longer 

views their marriage as a “real” one (Ibsen 77).  Tried for the murder of her husband, the Young 

Woman receives neither pity nor understanding, calling out tragically during the moment of her 

impending death for “somebody” to rescue and understand her (Treadwell 83).  Nobody comes.  

Mary’s husband Crick stands holding “[an] empty frame” against “a vast landscape”, still 

attempting to make sense of his life through the lens with which he is most familiar, even as his 

wife and child depart (Ruhl 219).  The women change; their husbands do not.  The women 

change; the structures that have stolen their lives do not.  Where the women go after they have 

left their husbands remains unclear.  If freedom is attainable for these women, it is only 
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attainable in the abstract.  It cannot yet be envisioned well enough to be depicted onstage.  

Ultimately, each play suggests that the actions of the individual are not enough.  Personal 

freedom is constrained by oppressive structures; individual actions alone are not enough to 

eliminate these structures.  Though a woman may be able to walk out on her husband, she cannot 

abandon entirely the structures that have compelled her to marry in the first place.  Each 

woman’s desire for liberation from the domestic realm her husband presides over exists as both a 

critique of marriage as a patriarchal structure and a critique of the wider patriarchal structures 

that seek to control and dictate a woman’s life.  A Doll’s House, “Machinal”, and Late: A 

Cowboy Song demonstrate that the liberation of the individual is a falsity; it is only through 

collective action that patriarchal control can be rejected.  The structures of capitalism, 

colonialism, and patriarchal authority must be abolished for all, rather than solely abolished for 

individuals.  It is only through this rejection that lasting liberation can be found.   
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