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 Initially reading Tyson’s text and approaching the Shakespearean sonnets I chose 

throughout the semester, I felt overwhelmed and unsure what to do. The toughest thing was 

choosing the critical methodologies to read through, but there was ample opportunity for 

creativity. The great thing about Shakespearean sonnets is that they’re very open to being read 

through multiple critical methodologies. I tried not to limit myself to just a single critical 

perspective but found myself asking what kinds of themes and motifs immediately stood out to 

me in the sonnets, and how it could subvert traditional norms (Elizabethan conventions) at the 

time. I considered various types of questions, like if the theme of identity came into play, and if 

there were any ironic contrasts/contradictions that I needed to consider. His sonnets can certainly 

be read through an undertone of irony, but could there be any historical/cultural context for the 

time period that nuances that undertone more? Why would it read as ironic and/or 

contradicting?  I found that looking through his sonnets through an LGBTQ+ lens worked out for 

the best.  

In other words, I felt that this critical framework seemed to mostly correlate with his 

sonnets, and I found myself not having any issues in reading through his sonnets through lenses 

like camp, heteronormative and in a heterosexist lens.  When reading his sonnets, I found that 

looking through them with a Marxist lens was immediately ruled out, as these sonnets typically 
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deal with themes of love, beauty, desire and the nuances/interplays of personal identity, and not 

about economics/class struggle in the slightest.  I found that these sonnets could easily be read 

through a feminist and LGBTQ+ lens, as there’s so much exploration to be done regarding 

Shakespeare's portrayal of gender, desire and identity throughout the sonnets. I found that a lot of 

these questioned the roles of gender and sexuality in themselves, putting forth a portrayal that 

was tabooed, effectively being ahead of his time. Out of the four frameworks I worked with, I 

found camp to be the most successful, as it revealed a lot of historical subversions that carried 

quite a humorous/witty undertone that complimented the language Shakespeare uses in his 

sonnets. Shakespearean sonnets can certainly be known for being dramatic through its intricate 

language and unique imagery, and I feel that they carry a theatrical/ironic tone to them, one that 

certainly resonates with LGBTQ+ methodologies, especially in a camp sensibility. 

 However, I found that relying on the structuralist methodologies of binary oppositions 

was the least successful approach. I don’t feel it pairs very well with his sonnets, especially 

because there’s so much limitation that I felt limited in my argument and in finding two 

oppositional pairs in the sonnet. I also found it difficult to find sufficient evidence to prove these 

oppositional pairs, and in how they portray deeper meanings. I felt that because the sonnets are 

so limiting in how much content there is, it was difficult to effectively prove and argue finding 

two oppositional pairs and what contributes in regard to meaning, and in nuancing the sonnet 

itself. I’ve learned so much through looking at Shakespearean sonnets through various 

methodological lenses, and that literature and theory in itself are so dynamic with one another in 

how they constantly reshape the other. For example, an LBGTQ+ camp approach can be used to 

expose historical subversions and in revealing very whimsical nuances within the text that 

challenges itself, while a psychoanalytic approach of the death drive puts more commentary into 
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the psychological state and unconscious desires of the speaker itself. Literature and theory are in 

constant dialogue with one another, with theory helping us to see hidden meanings in a text while 

taking into consideration that the text’s original meaning can also change and nuance the way we 

think about that particular theory. It’s interesting to see what a text could truly mean that’d gone 

undiscovered beforehand, that is the beauty of theory. 
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We Sing the Death Song kids! Unconscious Oblivion in Sonnet 73. 

Lois Tyson’s “Critical Theory Today” insights on Sigmund Freud’s contributions to 

psychoanalytic criticism, with one being of the death drive, especially regarding how readers can 

see the death drive at play and the underlying motivations, psychological destruction of oneself 

and behaviors can manifest itself, such as in Shakespeare’s sonnet 73.  According to Freud, the 

death drive is where a person’s unconscious desire for self-destruction, aggression, and violence 

comes from an unconscious drive that manifests in dangerous psychological behaviors, that 

inevitably lead to the conclusion of this drive being a symbol of abandonment, and in death 

being absolute. Specifically, the death drive is a symbol of abandonment in the regard that by 

partaking in self-destructive behaviors, one loses their own well-being and self-preservation as a 

human in result of the death drive. Perception of death is powerful in itself because of how 

dangerously powerful the influence of that is, that leads humans to having an unconscious desire 

towards oblivion, thus death.  As death is a difficult subject to touch upon due to its dangerously 

powerful influence, this leads to humans having an inborn compulsion towards oblivion, thus 

death. Towards the promotion of aggressive, cruel, and violent behavior of oneself that lends 

itself towards destruction, this unconscious drive promotes behaviors as these lending an insight 

as to how individuals can unconsciously be self-destructive towards themselves on an 

emotional/psychological level. We can see how the death drive allows us to see underlying 

motivations and the psychological destruction of oneself, as the speaker showcases in 

Shakespeare’s Sonnet 73 ‘That time of year thou mayst in me behold.’ 

Throughout the sonnet, the speaker’s unconscious desire for self-destruction is reflected 

on the inevitability of time as a symbol for death in “In me thou see’st the twilight of such day / 

As after sunset fadeth in the west” (Shakespeare, lines 5-6). Not only is the imagery of twilight 
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fading away after the sunset present but the symbolism of the speaker unwittingly expressing 

awareness towards the inevitability of dying. In context to lines 5-6, these also highlight tension 

between the life drive (Eros) and the death drive in that the inevitability of dying and one’s 

awareness to such can bring along a tension. Along with this tension, Tyson also brings up an 

important point in which “Analogously, fear of death can also result in fear of life. That is, our 

fear of death, of losing our life, can result in our fear of being emotionally attached to life: if I 

can somehow remove myself from life by feeling as little as possible, then maybe I will be less 

afraid of death” (18). The concept of the fear of death leading to the fear of life can also be 

exemplified in the sonnet, especially through “This thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more 

strong, / To love that well which thou must leave ere long.” (Shakespeare, lines 13-14). Through 

these two lines, the speaker is aware of their mortality in acknowledging the impending 

inevitability of death. Through connecting with the fact that the fear of death can also lead to the 

awareness of one’s mortality, there’s also the emotional impact of the death drive at play here in 

making ‘thy love more strong’, and in the speaker stating that ‘To love that well which thou must 

leave ere long’. 

However, the sonnet also captures the death drive being the ultimate symbol of 

abandonment through “Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang” (Shakespeare, line 

4). Through the description of ‘Bare ruined choirs’, a desolate image reflects on a symbol of 

abandonment through a longing for what once was and what’s been lost as a result. There’s an 

emotional struggle that can be seen through the speaker especially in “Consum’d with that which 

it was nourish’d by” (Shakespeare, line 12). Not only does this line imply the self-destruction of 

the speakers themselves, but it also implies the speaker’s awareness of their unconscious drive 

towards self-destruction, a sort of internal conflict from the speaker. Specifically, through the 
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metaphors and imagery from line 12, there’s a sense of decay and decline that’s associated from 

aging, resulting in a pull towards death. In implying that the very force that once sustained life 

ultimately leads to its own end, it symbolizes an inborn drive towards self-destruction. In relation 

to Tyson, “The conclusion seems obvious: there must be something in our makeup as a species, 

some inborn drive, to explain this degree of emotional and physical self-destruction” (18). There 

must be an idea that the death drive is an inherent part of human nature that explains this degree 

of self-destruction through the speaker’s reflection on their own life, and decay towards death 

with time. However, at the same time the speaker displays an existential reflection in confronting 

the death drives with the speaker’s awareness of age, and time moving. 

In Sonnet 73 and Tyson’s text, there’s a paradoxical relationship between self-destruction 

coexisting with the life drive (Eros) as seen from Tyson’s tie of the fear of death resulting in the 

fear of life, resulting in our fear of being emotionally attached to life. Lines 13-14 mention ‘This 

thou perceiv’st, which makes thy love more strong, / To love that well high thou must leave ere 

long’ brings a tension between the death drive and the life drive in the speaker’s awareness of 

mortality that strengthens their emotional attachment to love and life. As Tyson mentioned the 

death drive being opposed by the inborn, life-affirming drive referred to as Eros, the speaker 

throughout the sonnet understands the inevitability of death, but an underlying motive to hold 

onto life and making it as stronger than ever. In addition, the lines “In me thou see’st the twilight 

of such day / As after sunset fadeth in the west” (Shakespeare, lines 5-6) highlight this 

paradoxical relationship by understanding that the speaker has a deeper appreciation of life as a 

self-reflection towards the approach of inevitable death. Additionally, these lines hint towards the 

speaker elegantly accepting the inevitability of death, as it is a process of natural progression 

towards death with the sunset fading in the west and seeing the twilight of such day.  The 
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relationship between the life drive (Eros) and the death drive is easily overlooked by not looking 

at it through the lens of the death drive, especially when these drives coexist within another in 

the speaker’s reflections of life. 

To challenge the death drive in the sonnet, Tyson mentions “A more useful, and more 

psychoanalytically meaningful approach is to think about death, not abstractly, but in terms of its 

relationship to the rest of our psychological experience of which it is an integral part” (18). In 

terms of the speaker being aware of mortality in whole strengthens their emotional attachments 

rather than leading to self-destruction, challenging Freud’s concept of the death drive in which 

the fear of death can also result in having a deeper appreciation of live and fueling the life drive, 

going against the death drive. If the awareness of mortality leads to a deeper appreciation of life, 

then surely there’s more nuance to the relationship between the death drive and life drive? If 

we’re unconsciously aware of these drives at play, does reflection and memory play a role with 

these in interplaying with one another? The death drive is absolute, but so is one’s memory and 

reflection. There’s an intensifying tension between the two, as the role of age from speaker in the 

sonnet. In short, the sonnet has many emotional complexities that intertwine the death drive with 

the life drive in the speaker’s self-reflections and internal conflicts throughout the text. 
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How can I be happy when I’m sad? He’s saying I’m so oppositional. 

 Ferdinand de Saussure’s concept of binary oppositions functions in developing new 

insights in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 29 by identifying oppositions purely based off their differences, 

and how despair versus joy and isolation versus connection are at play. These two binary 

concepts are understood based on their direct opposition, that develops new meanings and 

understandings. Specifically, Saussure states that binary oppositions function in the way that two 

ideas are directly opposed, in which we only understand by means of their opposition to the other 

(185). For example, thinking of being young versus being old, presence versus absence, reality 

versus illusion, in which these dig into deeper meaning throughout. In relation to Shakespeare’s 

Sonnet 29, “When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes”, the sonnet exemplifies Saussure’s 

concept of binary oppositions by presenting the opposing themes of despair versus joy and 

isolation versus connection because we only understand these ideas in their direct opposition to 

one another. Joy can only be understood in contrast to despair and to the framework of binary 

oppositions. Despair on the other hand deals with not being content and is of being in a much 

more miserable place; thus, these oppositions are pointed out because these two ideas directly 

oppose one another.  

These reflect on a series of questions of the others care for the speaker, uncovering an 

instinctual need for one another. For one, the binary opposition of despair vs joy is present 

throughout the piece. Exemplifying Joy, Shakespeare writes, “Haply I think on thee, and then my 

state, / Like to the lark at break of day arising / From sullen earth) sings hymns at heaven’s gate” 

(10-12) which contrasts with lines of despair: “When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes, / I 

all alone beweep my outcast state, / And trouble deaf heaven with my bootless cries, / And look 

upon myself and curse my fate” (1-4). While the joy in this piece expresses the speaker’s 
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emphasis on being uplifted and inspired by this ‘Man’ mentioned through the repetition of ‘him’ 

in the piece and ‘Haply’ thinking on him, despair is when the speaker expresses dark feelings and 

suffering, especially when the speaker ‘beweeps’ their ‘outcast state’ in which the speaker is 

intensely weeping because they’re presumably rejected by someone. Through a structuralist lens, 

love reflects a messy dynamic of oneself and builds a bridge/connection with sorrow, and 

disgrace. 

In connection with these series of negative states, the speaker expresses sorrow, disgrace 

and an emphasis on weeping so much so to the point where they curse their own fate. However, 

this mood dramatically shifts towards the end of the sonnet to where, because the speaker’s 

thinking of this one person, they’ve found happiness. Simply put, the speaker’s mood in the 

beginning shifts from sadness to happiness and feeling joyous at the end of the sonnet, just by 

thinking of a certain someone. This contrast of being sad in the beginning but happy towards the 

end is due to this certain someone that makes the speaker feel happier. This highlights an 

important transformation of what the ability of love can do to someone and how that alters one’s 

emotional state. Through the oppositional pairs of joy and despair, one must be able to 

experience both opposite states of emotion before truly experiencing joy. If the speaker hadn’t 

experienced despair, he wouldn’t have gotten to the state of joy through that, and in genuinely 

feeling more freeing than before. However, this contrast also points out the binary opposition of 

isolation versus connection, and how those interplays with joy and despair in connection with the 

sonnet’s overarching idea of what emotional fulfillment and thinking about a specific someone 

can do for someone. Not only does the joy versus despair binary opposition have connections 

with the binary opposition of isolation versus connection, but the same thing can be said 

regarding one must experience isolation in order to feel connection. 
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As seen earlier in the sonnet, the speaker expresses loneliness through being ‘all alone’ in 

beweeping their own outcast state, but also in “Wishing me like to one more rich in hope, / 

Featured like him, like him with friends possessed” (5-6), exemplifying loneliness in the speaker 

wanting to be socially richer and to have friends. Contrasting with connection, the speaker is 

happy to think about ‘thee’, thus changing their state to feeling more connected, but also “For thy 

sweet love remembered such wealth brings / That then I scorn to change my state with kings” 

(13-14). These oppositions can reveal that isolation must be experienced in order to then feel 

relational fulfillment, resulting in the speaker feeling more of themselves. The speaker’s initial 

isolation is juxtaposed with the connection felt of what thinking about the beloved bring. Not 

only does this opposition point out the humanly instinctual need for feeling connection and love, 

but also the idea that fulfillment truly comes from such, and not things such as wealth or social 

status. Shakespeare constructs emotional depth through these binary oppositions in having to 

experience the negative opposition (despair and isolation) in order to truly feel the positive 

opposition (joy and connection). Shakespeare also reveals that human nature is just complex, and 

in order to go into a positive state, we have to experience the negatives of such first.  

One thing that’s overlooked unless viewed through Saussure’s lens of binary opposition is 

that through the contrast of isolation and connection, reveals the role of memory in emotionally 

getting yourself together. In the speaker being dramatically devastated in the beginning and then 

feeling comforted and in solace towards the end, this recollection of the person the speaker 

thinks about indicates that the memory of the speaker serving as a bridge between past 

experiences and present emotions. It is only when thinking about the individual question the 

speaker has in mind that they get better. More importantly, it emphasizes that there is an 

importance of memory in healing yourself emotionally, and how memory can serve as a 
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statement that the past can be a source of comfort and strengthening yourself together to be more 

emotionally stronger/stable. In short, memory in connection to the speaker’s being more 

emotionally at peace towards the end of the sonnet is something easily overlooked, unless looked 

through the lens of Saussure’s concept of binary opposition. Saussure emphasizes that these 

binary oppositions are pivotal to structuring meaning in language, and in having to experience 

the negative opposition to feel the positive opposition. 

Specifically, the speaker’s emotional transformation in the beginning contrasted towards 

the end cannot be fully defined by a simple opposition, but rather, despair and joy can coexist 

with one another and influence one as a result, something that deconstruction aims to do. In the 

sonnet, for example, the transition from “I all alone beweep my outcast state” (2) to “Haply I 

think on thee, and then my state, / (Like to the lark at break of day arising / From sullen earth) 

sings hymns at heaven’s gate;” (10-12) highlights the experience of sorrow amplifying an 

inevitable joy, in that emotions are interdependent on another. Due to the interdependent nature 

of emotions, the speaker can feel conflicted, overwhelmed or even confused as a result. How can 

we as the readers know that the speaker isn’t dealing with other issues not explicitly mentioned 

in the sonnet at hand? In addition, if memory is serving as a bridge between past agony and 

present emotions at hand, what does that say about meaning? Is meaning constructed through a 

means of temporal relationships that influence one’s actions in past, present and future? If the 

speaker’s shift in mood from beginning to end is influenced by remembering a loved one, what 

kind of emotional wealth does memory play in terms of how past experiences shape present 

emotions? While Saussure’s concept of binary oppositions can be used to delve into deeper 

meanings within a text itself, does it consider the memory and experiences a text has had at 

hand? What role does the opposition of memory and futurity have with one another?  
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Girl that ain’t me! Is William Shakespeare in da HOUSE?! He’s so camp girl! 

Lois Tyson describes camp as a witty and humorous theatrical self-expression that blurs 

gender lines, mocks authority and subverts traditional gender standards through outrageous 

exaggerations (286). Shakespeare’s Sonnet 130 “My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun” 

exemplifies camp with its exaggerated voice, humorous descriptions, and critique of societal 

norms regarding beauty and femininity that all contribute to its camp sensibility. The speaker’s 

depiction of the mistress, whose eyes are “nothing like the sun” and lips less red than coral (lines 

1-2), humorously subverts traditional romantic ideals of femininity and critiques conventional 

expectations of the time (287). The traditional romantic ideals of femininity of the time expected 

one to be submissive, have golden hair, and to have no imperfections regarding her hairy and 

body. The conventional standard of also having to be “perfect” and to have no imperfections 

contrasts with the typical working man not having to embody any sorts of perfection, besides an 

income and in fulfilling societal expectations like getting married and having children. Her 

unconventional beauty reflects camp’s affirmation of difference within heterosexual culture and 

its critique of societal expectations for the typical mistress (287). Sonnets often center on themes 

of love, but the speaker mocks exaggerated comparisons typical of Elizabethan love sonnets.  

Through standards of Elizabethan love sonnets, a mistress was expected to have blonde 

flowing locks, red cheeks, and have skin that was perfect. By stating her lips aren’t as red as 

coral and comparing her hair to “black wires” (line 4), the speaker challenges the ideal image of 

a mistress by comparing an idealized, flowing perfect hair of one to black wires. Similarly, the 

absence of idealized beauty in “roses damask, red and white” in her cheeks (lines 5-6) subverts 

traditional beauty standards. The line “And in some perfumes is there more delight / Than in the 

breath that from my mistress reeks” (lines 7-8) humorously exaggerates her imperfections (lack 
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of having a good breath) that defies romantic conventions. Finally, in rejecting the comparison to 

a goddess, “My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground” (lines 11-12), the speaker 

affirms her humanity and goes against idealized femininity standards of not walking as a mistress 

should. The speaker challenges traditional gender ideals in not being compared to a goddess in “I 

grant I never saw a goddess go; / My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground” (lines 11-

12), Through this satirical lens, the poem critiques these love sonnet conventions and challenges 

us to question their authenticity and sincerity, especially for its time. For example, the 

concluding couplet “And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare / As any she belied with false 

compare” (lines 13-14) highlights the speaker’s genuine affection for his mistress, despite 

mocking traditional ideals and in pointing out the false sense of conventional love that sonnet 

poetic conventions praise, revealing a deeper commentary on authenticity in love that contrasts 

with the false sense of conventional romance. 

In relation to the authenticity of love, this idea in relation to gender stereotypes can be 

deconstructed. For example, this can be seen through “If snow be white, why then her breasts are 

dun;” (line 3) in challenging the expectation of women having to have perfect, pale skin in 

pointing out her breasts are not as snow white as expected and “dun”. Not only does this bring a 

more realistic and relatable image, but the sonnet embrace’s natural beauty forwards a critique 

towards the unrealistic beauty standards imposed on women. Extending off this, Tyson’s text 

shows how Sonnet 130 critiques traditional poetic love forms, societal beauty standards and in 

the idealization of a perfect mistress through dramatic, whimsically humorous ways through the 

speaker. The sonnet’s realistic portrayal suggests that true love doesn’t require idealized praise, 

aligning with camp sensibility by celebrating authenticity over conformity. By rejecting 
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exaggerated beauty comparisons, the speaker dismantles ideals of romance and perfections and 

invites more inclusive perspectives on how love embraces that imperfection. 

However, could the speaker’s status be ruined in society by rejecting these societal 

norms? If so, what happens then? Shakespeare’s defiance of social and poetic conventions 

criticizes traditional sonnets and their exaggerated ideals. This not only invites critiques towards 

this system but also opens a space for having a more inclusive and diverse understanding of love 

that embraces imperfection instead of perfection. Following up, this sonnet is reflective of camp 

sensibilities in how dramatic the descriptions are for the mistress and in trying to uplift her out of 

societal expectations, a primary trait of camp. Through humorous and witty imagery in 

describing the mistress, it shows that Shakespeare defied societal expectations and entailed a 

dramatic performance in the sonnet, with a whimsical undertone, one trait that’s especially camp 

of Shakespeare. This reading also serves as a rebellion against Elizabethan love sonnet standards 

in dramatically refusing to conform to such ridiculous idealizations and expectations of the time. 

In rejecting these idealizations and conventions, the speaker proves that love doesn’t have to fit 

in the shell of what others expect, and that one could rebel against that through dramatically and 

humorously subverting traditions of the time.  
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What constitutes fair from I? Their remembrance and memory justify excluding mine? White 

Privilege in action through Sonnet 18 

White Privilege is especially an issue in today’s society, being defined as having social 

advantages, benefits and courtesies because you’re a member of the dominant race (Tyson). This 

comes with disadvantages for anybody who isn’t part of the dominant race (white), which can be 

seen in Shakespeare's Sonnet 18 titled “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?”. These 

advantages are ones that the speaker is privileged to have, that’s also recognizable in the 

advantages that others don’t have because of their race. For example, in the lines “Shall I 

compare thee to a summer’s day? / Thou art more lovely and more temperate” (lines 1-2), has the 

imagery of comparing oneself to a summer’s day, in setting a standard for what one “should” be. 

If one isn’t compared to being a summer’s day from the speaker’s perspective, they are less than 

worthy and do not take forth that advantage. In setting forth this standard and in them being 

displayed as “more lovely” and “more temperature”, there’s a connection with the third line of 

“Rough winds do shake the darling buds of may” (Line 3). When stating the “Rough winds” 

could shake the “buds of May”, this line sets forth a standard that one must have in order for 

them to be viewed as part of this dominant race, and disadvantaged due to them not fitting these 

standards. In addition, “Rough winds” evokes a disturbance into the innocence of “darling buds 

of May”, and in corrupting one that puts forth a harmful privilege and corruption of oneself. 

Additionally, there’s the recognition of the dominant race through “Sometime too hot the 

eye of heaven shines, / And often is his gold complexion dimm’d;” (lines 5-6) in the “gold” 

being associated with the dominant race being white, especially in heaven shining that puts forth 

a brightness, displaying them as white. While his “gold complexion” is praised by others, his 

light “dimm’d”, implying that their actions are evil and thus, lessening his light by the heavens 



Brown 19 
 

being too “hot”, in other words, angry. This also correlates with the lines “And every fair from 

fair sometimes declines,” (Line 7), that opens a question to the readers as to how “fair” can be 

defined, an important part of white privilege. “Fair” also operates on a subtle decline throughout 

the line and reinforces the fact that a hierarchy (dominant narrative over the non-dominant) 

inevitably declines through time. The word also ties back to an ideal that's only tied to white 

individuals, and that fair is the standard in which a person of color cannot achieve. In correlation, 

the line “Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st;” (line 10) treats fair as something that every 

privileged white person has, and in this quality being preserved forever, in the ability to “Nor 

lose possession” of such. As such, this puts forth a vehicle that the privileged cannot lose this 

“fair” quality that stands as a form of beauty and of being privileged, while the non-privileged 

can lose this quality. 

It puts forth the notion that the non-privileged cannot ever be as good or as fair as the 

privileged, especially through the final couplet of “So long as men can breath or eyes can see, / 

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.” (Lines 13-14). There’s automatically an 

assumption that the ones (privileged) who embody this fairness can be practically worshipped 

due to already fitting this mold of the dominant, white-coded race. The immortalization through 

“So long lives this” matches this beauty with the privileged. In turn, this implies if someone 

doesn’t fit this ideal, that their beauty and time spent won’t be closely celebrated in any way 

that’s comparable to the dominant race. As Tyson mentions, one who doesn’t have the social 

advantage of being fair and in fitting the type of beauty established through words/phrases like 

“summer’s day”, “eye of heaven” and “gold complexion” will automatically not be celebrated 

for their life and for what they did. Thus, this is how one could read Sonnet 18 through a white 

privilege lens. One thing easily overlooked unless looked through a lens of white privilege is that 
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in a way, the natural imagery used throughout the sonnet is used as white ideals. Specifically, it is 

only the privileged/dominant narrative that can embody a “gold complexion” and be compared to 

the “natural” in imagery like “summer’s day” and even being compared to nature. This implies 

that the dominant narrative is natural and that things are meant to be this way, whereas the non-

dominant narrative cannot be compared to such, due to the dominant narrative never being able 

to “lose possession” of these natural qualities.  

There’s a challenge in the historical usages of imagery/descriptors used throughout the 

sonnet. “Gold” is often used to imply excellence and/or brilliance and can be used as a sort of 

natural element. Could it be fair to impose today’s context of white privilege onto a poem that 

was used in a good name such a long time ago? The same thing can be said about “temperate”, a 

term that applies moderation and of balance. However, does this balance/moderation apply in the 

context of white privilege? Describing someone as temperate could imply a controlled demeanor 

of oneself, and in being aligned with the dominant narrative. A main question that emerges is in 

the historical context of these poetic conventions, and how they’ve changed from now to then. If 

audiences back then can argue for the significance of these natural beauty elements being a 

creative outlet for comparing one to a summer’s day, how has this historical signifier changed 

over time, and how have these terms meanings changed over time. 
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