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The Poverty of Never Being Heard1:  
Women and the Inability to Transcend the Body 

 
 We are so much more than our bodies. This, everyone knows. Nonetheless, in our 

culture, women are often confined by the limits of their bodies. One chromosome—the key 

biological difference between sexes—can determine one’s freedom to transcend his or her own 

biology. Several of the love stories showcased in Jeffrey Eugenides curated anthology My 

Mistress’s Sparrow is Dead: Great Love Stories, from Chekhov to Munro reveal a common 

pattern in comparing the relationship that men have with their bodies to the relationship that 

women have with theirs. In his short story, “The Hitchhiking Game,” Milan Kundera explains of 

his unnamed female protagonist that she “often longed to feel free and easy about her body… 

She was too much at one with her body, that is why she always felt such anxiety about it” (172). 

Whereas women in these “love stories” are “too much at one” with their bodies, imprisoned in 

their physical selves and in forms of social and psychological anxiety that accompany that 

condition, men more easily transcend their bodies and thus their consciences. Four stories, 

separated in time and geography—Eileen Chang’s “Red Rose, White Rose,” Kundera’s “The 

Hitchhiking Game,” Anton Chekhov’s “The Lady with the Little Dog,” and Raymond Carver’s 

“What We Talk About When We Talk About Love”—expose this double standard, depicting 

women shamed, and men lauded for their transgressions concerning the body—for what they do 

with their own bodies as well as for what they do to women’s bodies.  

In Chang’s short story, “Red Rose, White Rose,” the main character, Zhenbao, is even 

praised when he musters up the decency not to transgress. When his first love, Rose, pushes 

herself onto him, Zhenbao realizes, “He could have done whatever he wanted. But… this would 

not do. Rose, after all, was a decent girl. This sort of thing was not for him” (374). That  Zhenbao 

“could have done whatever he wanted” suggests  that he could have sexually assaulted Rose. Yet, 

he stops himself from succumbing to impulse by reasoning that Rose is a “decent girl,” perhaps 

undeserving of such demeaning treatment, adding that “this sort of thing was not for him,” that 

he is what his social circle would call a “good guy.” However, a “good guy” would not have 

considered taking advantage of Rose’s body in the first place and certainly would not have later 

regretted his decision not to. Chang goes on to explain,  

 
1 Title inspired by a line from The History of Love by Nicole Krauss (115) 
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Afterward, even [Zhenbao] was surprised by his self-control… His behavior that 
evening filled him with astonishment and admiration, and yet in his heart he felt 
regret… there was not one of his friends who was unaware of Zhenbao’s 
reputation as a regular Liu Xiahui, a man who could keep perfectly calm with a 
beautiful woman in his lap (375). 
 

For his decision not to rape a woman, Zhenbao earns a positive reputation in his own eyes and in 

the eyes of others, for Liu Xiahui was a Chinese politician known for his unwavering virtue 

(“Zhan Huo”). As Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie wrote of racism in her novel, Americanah, one 

might say of Zhenbao’s situation and of sexism, male dominance, and rape culture: they “should 

never have happened and so you don't get a cookie for reducing [them]” (Adichie). One should 

not be commended for doing what, in any “civilized” society, should be expected, such as in the 

case of the stronger individual withholding violence against the weaker. Nevertheless, since 

Zhenbao is a man who fights against a fierce and supposedly innate sexual desire, his society 

excuses and applauds him.  

Ironically, Zhenbao is also praised when he does transgress, readily forgiven for his 

actions concerning his body. Near the end of “Red Rose, White Rose,” now a married man who 

has started drinking, staying out late, and frequenting prostitutes, Zhenbao’s reputation still 

remains untarnished. Chang describes Zhenbao “as running wild—almost to the point of 

bringing prostitutes home with him—but everyone still thought of him as a fine upstanding man, 

a good man” (416). No matter what he does with his body, including sleeping with prostitutes 

and cheating on his wife, Zhenbao is absolved of guilt as long as he maintains  a high position in 

his job and provides for his family, which he does. Transcending the body means also 

transcending the  the boundaries of shame that might be attached to it.  In Shanghai in the 1940s, 

Zhenboa, the husband and industrialist, is free to misbehave without social repercussions. On the 

other hand, if the roles were reversed and Zhenbao’s wife, Yanli, his “white rose,” had been 

sleeping with multiple men, she likely would have been labeled a “whore” and looked down 

upon. The impossible expectations of purity are not lost on Chang’s reader. 

A similar double standard is evident in Kundera’s “The Hitchhiking Game,” where the 

unnamed male protagonist, significantly called “the man,” is not held accountable for his 

wrongdoings, while “the woman” who significantly becomes “the girl” as the narrative unfolds 

must bear responsibility for the both of them. In Kundera’s love story, what starts as a couple’s 

seemingly innocent game of role playing escalates into aggressive assault. Describing the closing 

rape scene, Kundera narrates,  
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He was vulgar and lascivious… She wanted to refuse, she wanted to be released 
from the game. She called him by his first name, but he immediately yelled at her 
that she had no right to address him so intimately. And so… she obeyed, she bent 
forward and crouched according to the young man’s wishes. (186)  

 

“The man” is clearly the aggressor in this scene, as he hurts and humiliates the young woman. 

When he yells at her, his voice overpowers hers. In comparison  to “the girl’s” inability to escape 

her body from the inside out, “the man” has the power to penetrate the boundaries of her body 

from the outside in, with both his actions and his words. The reader begins to sympathize with 

“the girl” who “wasn’t even allowed to cry, because the young man’s furious passion gradually 

won over her body, which then silenced the complaint of her soul” (187). “The girl’s” soul 

represents her inner self, the part of her that wants to protest but is “silenced”—trapped and 

repressed inside of her body. Furthermore, when “the man” does not show any sign of guilt or 

regret after raping his girlfriend, “the girl” actually starts to take the blame. At the close of this 

scene, Kundera exposes, “The girl soon passed from sobbing to loud crying and went on 

endlessly repeating this pitiful tautology: ‘I’m me, I’m me, I’m me…’” (188). Although she is 

the victim of rape, “the girl” still feels as though she has to prove herself and in light of the 

man’s power and point of view, this effort is viewed as “pitiful,” a sort of spectacle not to be 

taken seriously. She pleads to the man, almost apologetically, repeating “I’m me,” one last effort 

to be acknowledged as having a soul—to allow her to transcend her physicality and attain a sort 

of truce or end to the game. However, “the man” should be the one imploring her for 

forgiveness; the girl may have initiated  the hitchhiking role playing game, but “the man” did not 

have to end it the way he did, in annihilation. He crossed a line. Yet the woman in the love story 

is bound to her body and must take responsibility for whatever she—or anyone else—does with 

it, while the man is free to do whatever he pleases, to violate any boundaries, and seemingly 

suffer no shame.  

The notion that women feel more guilt for their transgressions and suffer more severe 

social and psychological consequences than men do is also present in Chekhov’s 1899 “The 

Lady with the Little Dog,” where Anna feels awful for cheating on her husband while on holiday 

in Yalta, but her illicit lover, Gurov, feels no remorse for cheating on his wife. In her hotel room, 

Anna declares to Gurov, “God forgive me! This is terrible… How can I justify myself? I’m a 

bad, low woman, I despise myself and am not even thinking of any justification… I’ve become a 

trite, trashy woman, whom anyone can despise” (36). Anna cannot stop putting herself down for 

the “sin” (36) she has committed with her body, and she feels so guilty that she does not even 
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attempt to justify her actions. She goes as far as to label herself as “trite” and “trashy”—using 

pre-existing labels for such behavior in women to put herself in a box and thereby silence 

herself. Further, Anna’s words have no effect on Gurov’s conscience, as he simply replies, 

“Enough, enough” (36), and kisses her just to stop her rambling. He’s heard this before, and thus 

much like the young man in “The Hitchhiking Game,” Gurov never demonstrates any remorse 

for his actions, at least not like Anna does in this scene. In the story, this double-standard is so 

ingrained in the culture that even women are often unforgiving of themselves or of other women 

for what they do with their bodies. It follows, then, that women, like the society around them, are 

also more forgiving of men.  

In Raymond Carver’s “What We Talk About When We Talk About Love,” Terri is quick 

to pardon her abusive ex-boyfriend, Ed, and her occasionally disrespectful husband, Mel, for the 

ways they each treat her. At the beginning of the story, the narrator explains, “Terri said the man 

she lived with before she lived with Mel loved her so much he tried to kill her” (489). Instead of 

considering Ed’s abuse as demonstrative of maliciousness, Terri justifies it as an act of love. Just 

as Zhenbao’s society in “Red Rose, White Rose” said of him when he started sleeping with 

prostitutes, Terri reasons that Ed is still a “good guy.” She argues that he still loved her, just “in 

his own way” (490). Terri also shows sympathy for Ed despite what he has put her through. 

When Mel explains how Ed threatened him and Terri with a gun, Terri stresses, “I still feel sorry 

for him” (492). Instead of holding Ed accountable for his actions, she pities him and, in doing so, 

excuses him. Additionally, when her husband tells her to “shut up for once in [her] life” (495), 

overtly suppressing her voice, thrusting her back into her silent role, Terri overlooks the cruel 

comment. Instead of calling her husband out, shortly afterwards, she says, “I love you hon” 

(496), and kisses him. As Gurov kisses Anna to keep her quiet in “The Lady with The Little 

Dog,” so this kiss in this instance sweeps an important issue under the rug. An interesting 

distinction, however, is that in Chekhov’s story, the man uses the kiss to silence the woman, but 

in Carver’s story, the woman is the one using the kiss to silence herself. Even if men are not 

entirely forgiven for their transgressions, their actions are often ignored because, of course, 

“boys will be boys.”  

Although she appears not to, even the character Laura in “What We Talk About When We 

Talk About Love” ascribes to the cultural norm of readily overlooking men’s transgressions. 

When Terri comments that Mel would love to be a knight and carry a lance, Laura adds, “Carry a 

woman’s scarf with you everywhere” (497), which inspires Mel to reply, “Or just a woman” 
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(497). To this, Laura immediately retorts, “Shame on you” (497), but in the manner of the 

blushing damsel befitting her status in this company. Later, when Mel says that he wishes his ex-

wife would either get remarried or die so that he does not have to support her any longer, Laura 

again reproaches him with the words, “shame on you” (500). However, her scolding is entirely 

fruitless, as Mel never acknowledges her. The readers get the sense that Laura knows her words 

are completely disregarded and that she does not care. Her determination to hold Mel 

accountable for his actions is seemingly unconventional, however, upon closer examination, the 

reader can infer that Laura is merely saying “shame on you” to say it—she is just adding to 

hollow dinner conversation. She likely does not mean or even understand what she says, as the 

futility of her words has no effect on her; she simply goes on being a polite guest. Though she 

appears to be saying something, Laura is as good as silent.  

Double-standards surrounding transgression are ubiquitous in “Red Rose, White Rose,” 

“The Hitchhiking Game,” “The Lady with the Little Dog,” and “What We Talk About When We 

Talk About Love.” At the core of this problem in each of the love stories is silence. As Karen 

Rinaldi writes in an article on sexist language and norms, “If [women] are ‘bitches’ and men are 

‘good guys,’ then how do women stand a chance to be heard?” (Rinaldi). Men have historically 

held the power—the luxury—of voice, whereas women have long been stuck in “the poverty of 

never being heard” (Krauss 115). Silence is the force that imprisons women in their bodies, and 

it can be imposed on them by social norms, such as the prevalence of rape culture, or even self-

inflicted. Either way, the silence of women is the bedrock of patriarchy. We are all somewhat 

complicit in confining women to their biology and perpetuating the poverty of never being heard. 

In selecting these four love stories—which take place all around the world, from China to Yalta, 

and through modern times—to include in his anthology, Eugenides presents love stories as 

important tools for communication; in compiling them, Eugenides conveys a powerful message, 

both exposing the fault lines in our culture and calling us to action. And that is the power of the 

love story. It is not the love that is the most potent force, but instead, the story. Perhaps the love 

story has the potential to break the cycle of “poverty”—it is the megaphone to women’s lips, the 

witness to their plights. It is perhaps the one place where women can finally be heard by those 

willing to read.  
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