




Paper 2-draft 3

     Grief: Stress Baking vs. Power-Hungry Domination


Henri Nouwen once said, “The friend who can be silent with us in a moment of despair or confusion, who can stay with us in an hour of grief and bereavement, who can tolerate not knowing…not healing, not curing…that is a friend who cares.
” A person in grief can only be healed through time, and a friend can only help heal 
by waiting. Although widows hundreds of years ago usually became poverty 
stricken and antisocial, most widows today are able to overcome such traditional conceptions of what a widow really is. One factor that should be brought to the attention of psychologists such as Freud, who believe that grief is a purely internal process, is social support. Friends are more likely to help widows reach the acceptance stage quicker than widows who go through it alone. 


As can be seen by looking through the various forms of media that have cropped up over the years, many widows are created as someone very close to the protagonist, but generally widows are not created as the main character itself. In classic fairy tales, many of the parents of the main characters are widows or widowers. A prime example is in the story of Cinderella in which the widower father remarries then passes away and leaves his new wife (the Evil Stepmother) with three kids to take care of. It is plausible to consider that the writers created the Evil Stepmother character to represent what grief-stricken women are capable of without any social support.

 By looking objectively at widows today, they have
, for the most part, proven that the Evil Stepmother might have just been evil and that she was probably always going to treat Cinderella like a slave even if her husband had not died. It seems as if the Evil Stepmother really wasn’t modeled after any widow in particular and was really only meant to play the part of the antagonist, but over the years many writers have developed the widow character further and it would seem that a person could turn any number of ways after experiencing the loss of a loved one.


An example of a more modern text is the television sitcom Grey’s Anatomy
. Instead of creating a flat caricature like the Evil Stepmother they created a widow in the form of a statuesque blonde doctor who had fallen in love with her patient. Izzie Stevens had been a surgical intern when she met the charming Denny Duquette, who was there for a heart transplant. There was a complication with his surgery that caused Denny to have a stroke an hour after Izzie had accepted his impromptu marriage proposal. The room had been shockingly silent. Her friends had surrounded her as she cradled his quiet body on the small hospital bed
. Her eyes were wide and unstaring, contrasting from the eyes that lay peacefully shut next to her.


“An hour ago he was proposing. And now he…and now he’s going to the morgue. Isn’t that ridiculous? Isn’t that the most ridiculous piece of crap you’ve ever heard?” laughed Izzie, her voice was choked with tears as she broke out of her trance and started to cry hysterically; the beginning of Snow Patrol’s Chasing Cars had begun to play in the background. 


By the time the lyrics of the song started she was crying so hard she couldn’t breathe. A sharp contrast from Cinderella, in which there wasn’t even a scene for the Evil Stepmother and her dead husband. It is easy to understand why there was not a scene like that in Cinderella though, because the writers did not want to create any sympathy for the wife – she was only supposed to be seen as evil. In olden times
, widows were traditionally recluses that lived out the rest of their lives in the woods away from society, and many people didn’t understand them and created stories of witches and hags. The Evil Stepmother, however can be seen as evil because she did not follow the tradition 
and become an old hag. For the TV show though, people were allowed to feel as much sympathy as they wanted for Izzie because she was a good person. Izzie, as a new widow, was expected to grieve and many people watching the show at home grieved with her. There is no mention of the Evil Stepmother grieving over her husband and frankly everyone reading the story loathed her too much to think of how she might have been feeling.

It is interesting that the writers of Cinderella did not write a scene with Cinderella grieving over the death of her father. If they had done that, they may have been prompted to write in a scene with Cinderella trying to connect with her Stepmother over their mutual loss, although, that could have created sympathy for the Stepmother, which the writers were trying to avoid. However if they had created a scene in which the lovely Cinderella befriends her loathed Stepmother, then that would have reflected well on Cinderella.


Friendship is a major theme in Grey’s Anatomy, so naturally loved ones surrounded Izzie while she grieved. Izzie however, did not seem too keen on the fact that everyone was watching her every move. She was happy to lie alone on the bathroom floor reminiscing about when everything was normal and she didn’t have a dead fiancé. But her friends did not think it was healthy for her to lay there alone – so they joined her. Her friends were trying to help her by taking turns lying next to her and offering comforting words that eventually sunk in. Their proximity seemed to have a significant effect on Izzie, as she did open up when she made eye contact with another person and had her hand held consolingly. However after such a tragedy, people may become confused about whether or not they would feel better depressed and alone, or in a constant, sometimes smothering, comfort zone. 


“There's all this pressure cause everyone’s hovering around me, waiting for me to do something or say something or flip out or yell or cry some more. And I'm happy to play my part. I'm happy to say the lines and do whatever it is that I'm supposed to be doing if it would make everyone feel more comfortable,” confessed Izzie as her friend lay next to her trying to convince Izzie that she was not alone by clasping her hand tightly.


Izzie’s speech exemplifies the conundrum that many psychologists are trying to figure out: do friends help the widow or do they hurt her by trying to rush her through the grieving process? 
Although it seemed as if Izzie did not want to be bothered by her friends, they did actually help her start her new life as a single by coaxing her off the bathroom floor and eventually getting her to go back to work at the hospital. Even so, she did express feelings of frustration toward her friends, when they kept trying to hurry her back to work. The fact that she felt she needed to “play a part” suggests that she felt she could not act like herself without her friends eventually getting annoyed with her new depressed-state
. By trying to get her up off the floor, the friends seemed to have been acting more for themselves and the guilt they would have felt if they just left her there – without really considering if she was ready. 

Grief can be a very gradual process and one may have to experience states of shock, denial, anger, and depression before they can reach acceptance. By giving Izzie space for a while to let her go through these steps, her friends seemed to have helped her tremendously by just staying close but not smothering her. Their close proximity was a comfort for her because she knew they would be there in a second if she needed anything. Those without proximity to loved ones do not really have a chance to open up to anyone and may end up retreating inward and lashing out at people because they have forgotten how to connect with others. This can be seen with the Evil Stepmother because she had no one to connect with after her husband passed, so she was forced to retreat into an impenetrable shell hat disconnected her from the outside world and the feelings of others.


According to a recent study by Elizabeth A. Bankoff of the University of Chicago, there are a lot of factors that are involved in this sort of analysis. “Whether support is helpful, harmful, or inconsequential to the widows’ well-being is dependent upon where the widows are in the adjustment process, as well as the type of support given and its source,” wrote Bankoff. There is a definite difference in the amount of social support Cinderella’s unorthodox stepmother received compared to the social butterfly, Izzie Stevens. 


On one hand, we have a woman who moved to a new town to marry a man she barely knew to find a father for her two young daughters. On the other hand, we have a young, accomplished surgical intern who has a close circle of friends and falls in love with an older, charming patient. Both women lose a very important person that changes everything for them. Whereas the Evil Stepmother recuperates by repressing her misery and bossing around her inherited stepdaughter just to try and connect with somebody, Izzie needs days of careful words of comfort from her friends before she could even change her clothes. 


People can do strange things when they are under a lot of stress. Just like the Evil Stepmother took her grief out on Cinderella by forcing her into servitude, Izzie baked about two hundred muffins. Although it may not seem like they were moving on, it was their way of taking action and keeping busy. There is no way to tell which way a widow is going to go: domination over the kitchen or the stepchildren, but there are certain ways to avoid the latter: one of those ways being social support. If the Evil Stepmother had a shoulder to cry on, then the Evil part of her name would have simply dropped away. Even if she really were an emotional wreck, the authors would not have wanted her to be seen as a heartrending, grieving widow because then they would not have had a villain. Izzie however, with her many muffins and her comforting friends, was able to fall in love again a year later because, unlike those of Cinderella, the writers conceptualized her as a young woman who had a lot going for her and needed to eventually move on.


It is important to also examine the nature of the two media forms: a television sitcom vs. a children’s story. Obviously, Izzie couldn’t have been depressed forever or else she would have been written out of the show because viewing rates probably would have dropped. Nobody enjoys watching a sulky widow, so of course she was going to have to move on. The writers did a clever job of having Izzie first move on by going back to work, rather than having her move on to a new man – that way it wouldn’t look to insensitive and their ratings would not go down much at all.



For children’s stories, one must consider that they are written for children.  Since children’s stories need a hero and an enemy, it is difficult to paint these characters any other way. The hero, Cinderella, must be morally good and the enemy, the Evil Stepmother, must be malevolent. There was no need to generate a background for the Evil Stepmother because there was no need to create sympathy for an evil character in a children’s story. Children’s stories are generally short and to the point, and creating sympathy for the antagonist is unnecessary.

As with the sitcom character, Izzie, many modern widows go through a state of shock and disbelief after losing a spouse. Although, television may have over-dramatized the situation by having Izzie lay shocked on her bathroom floor for days, they seem to have gotten the right idea. It must be difficult to grasp why a person is there one minute and then the next minute… But it is just a chapter in the Book of Grieving and there is still a chance for a happy ending. One can only reach acceptance after one has mastered the four other stages of grief, which, according to the model by Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, are: denial, anger, bargaining, and depression.

Whereas Izzie reached the acceptance stage in about a year with the help of her friends, the Evil Stepmother never seemed to make it past the anger stage. She lashed out at her husband’s successor with everything she had, most likely due to an inability to move-
on in the stages without social support. In 1980, a study was conducted to understand what kind of social groups are most successful in the recuperation of a widow. Susan and Andre Toth concluded that a widow is more likely to readjust quickly to her new life if she shares her thoughts and memories with other widows
. According to the Toths, “one out of every eight women in this country [America] over the age of fourteen is a widow,” and there is something comforting about that fact to widows around the nation because they realize just how many women are experiencing exactly the same feelings as them. Even if their friends don’t understand exactly what they’re going through, widows can be comforted that there are other widows out there too. 

Seeing as how Izzie was a better representation of modern widows than the more traditional conception of them like in Cinderella, it is easy to understand why modern women sympathize more with Izzie. Modern women have gone through so much to get where they are today – such as the feminist movement toward equality between the sexes. Since Cinderella and her stepmother were both traditional concepts of women as either: weak, beautiful, and dreaming about love, or materialistic and searching for familial security by plotting to marry into royalty. Many modern day women, however, have shunned these caricatures to try and succeed in their lives through hard work – rather than just dreaming about a new life or scheming to steal it from someone else modern women are going out there to get it. 

Women today are more likely to tune in for a look at how Izzie is coping with her grief, than read about how the conniving Evil Stepmother is planning to stifle Cinderella’s dreams because Izzie is getting through her grief by going back to work as a surgeon.  The more traditional stepmother role however is not as self-affirming to watch because she seems to have given up on her life and decided that the only thing she can really do anymore is to find suitable husbands for her daughters and protect them by keeping the more beautiful Cinderella away from possible suitors. Women today want to see the oppressed break free, though so they root for Cinderella without regards to how much she is trying to help her daughters – she is a mother first and foremost and many people tend to overlook that because of her unorthodox ways of doing what she thinks is best for her family.
After losing a spouse, women tend to want to protect everything else in their lives 
o it is not difficult to see why the Evil Stepmother tries to get her children to a ball full of wealthy suitors, and it is also not difficult to see why Izzie would want to continue her dream to be an amazing surgeon – people don’t like change, so after something happens that they cannot control many women try to succeed with what they have instead of starting something new. The Evil Stepmother was trying to be her daughters’ support system by looking out for them but she didn’t accept Cinderella so she did not succeed in the story, whereas Izzie was surrounded by a loving social network and decided to take a positive step forward by going back to work and she succeeded because she did it without stepping over anybody else. If the Evil Stepmother had accepted Cinderella as another daughter, then maybe her ending wouldn’t have been so bad because she and Cinderella could have connected and helped each other through the loss of their loved one.
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