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Recovery

In The Woman I Left Behind, Irene struggles to overcome her feelings of powerlessness and detachment in a capitalistic society. In the course of the novel, she suffers from various forms of alienation, which prevent her from forming emotional attachments to people and feeling genuine responses to current events. Her alienation and detachment from society prevent her from finding a voice in a materialistic society whose values she does not share. Irene’s alienation ends only after meeting Kathy and Khalid, who help her to reconnect with the world both emotionally and actively. 


Irene estrangement begins with her family life. Her wealthy parents provided her with a comfortable, bourgeois upbringing, but failed to offer her a loving household. As she describes it, “My childhood is just another story of privilege. Comfort, but no soul. Like an Escher painting. Mathematically perfect, but no emotional warmth” (38). After Irene moves across the country, from her hometown in Pennsylvania to California, she has little meaningful contact with her parents. Her relationship with them consists of a few phone calls a year, with little exchange (197). This familial alienation is the root cause of Irene’s social alienation. As a child, she was often inundated with feelings of love and compassion for the world around her (69). When she wished to explore ways of sharing that love with others, her mother simply ignored her, dismissing the importance of a child’s sense that she was connected to the world (69). As a result, the adult Irene feels incapable of sharing love with others; she only senses such strong emotion within herself when she is completely alone (40).  

Irene is isolated from her own generation; her values diverge sharply from those of the people around her. The best examples of her social estrangement occur in her relations with her first roommates. The introduction to the two girls goes beyond a mere description of two people—rather, it illustrates the environment Irene is most isolated from:

Irene’s roommates, Chrissy and Kat, thought she was, “like, totally weird.” Both were from Malibu and drove BMW’s (known as Beemers), and were planning on becoming corporate lawyers. They always pulled up to the full-serve section of the gas station, honking until a worker would come out to help them. (32)
First, this short, but telling, example of her peer’s lazy language clashes sharply with Irene’s poetic abilities, which develop as the novel progresses. Second, the possessions and career plans of the girls expose them as perfect models of American consumer culture. The materialism of Irene’s roommates is further demonstrated in their treatment of the gas workers—they feel entitled to effort and time of the people who have less then they do. Irene is much more thoughtful. She is a poetic character who becomes deeply interested literature and political/social theory; she becomes a political activist later in the novel (103). Her seriousness nature prevents her from connecting with the people around her; she is bored at the beach parties, attended by people seriously lacking in character and original thought (34-35). Not only does Irene suffer from alienation from a society that values the valueless, but she is powerless to communicate with members of that society or influence them in any way. She has no voice in her environment, and is unable to change it. 

This alienation from society is even more pronounced in her encounters with men. In the beginning of the novel, Irene seems incapable of forming healthy relationships with members of the opposite sex. While Irene’s roommates and family are examples of a society that overemphasizes economic status and material possessions when defining relationships, the men Irene encounters overemphasize sex, at the expense of character or morals, in gender relationships. The first three men in the novel are sexually abusive, and she accepts their abuse. First, there is her boss at the restaurant, who comments on her weight to stop her from eating the restaurant’s food, which was supposed to be part of her pay. She knows his purpose, yet allows his comment to hurt her (33). Second, there is Stefano, a Buddhist convert and would speak with her about religious literature and the mind. However, when she finally accepts an invitation to his house; he assaults her (35). All of his previous theorizing at once seems shallow and false; it was designed to lure her into his home. However, when Stefano sends her a card thanking her for the night he attacked her, she keeps the card (188-189). Third, there is Jules, a college professor enamored with Irene’s budding poetic skills (49). Irene’s attraction to him develops quickly; but she is disillusioned by his attempts to sleep with her after she befriends his wife.  These occurrences also reveal the social effects of Irene’s feelings of powerlessness. They have prevented her from ignoring abusive men around her; rather than avoid them, or reject them outright, she follows their lead and internalizes their words and their actions, allowing them to hurt her.  


Irene’s road to recovery begins with her friendship with Kathy, and continues with her relationship with Khalid. Kathy introduces Irene into a more thoughtful and active society, where political, social and environmental issues are discussed openly (40). Kathy affirms for Irene that life is more than the next party, or the next car; life is ideology and action. It is here that Irene gains a sense of her own power in a world that is not so empty after all; she delves into school and joins rallies (59). It is Khalid, however, who teaches her to reconnect emotionally to the world around her. Khalid, for whom the war updates in the newspapers are not just the latest debate topics, but immediate and painful realities, demonstrates to Irene her disconnectedness from the world around her (180-181). He screams at her, “People, children are dying. But that means nothing to you” (149), and the words echo through her mind” (183). She has become an activist, but she remains unemotional and unattached.

As she begins to recognize the flaws within herself—her disconnection from the world, and her sense of powerlessness—a sense of self-alienation appears. Her alienation from the world has lessened because of the new relationships she has developed; but her feelings of self-alienation increase as she attempts to purge herself of the internal flaws her friends help her to see. This self-alienation becomes Irene’s path to self-improvement. Irene finally examines the past she has tried to forget, and faces the woman she used to be. She faces her tragic history—her sexual assault by two men—and realizes how it resulted from her own powerlessness and disconnection (201). She was “invisible to herself and others”, and allowed people around her to abuse her (197). The two rapists who wanted to hurt her “were fools because you can’t steal what’s already gone” (202). Despite her alienation from society, Irene finally realizes that it is unacceptable to simply withdraw from the world; she realizes that it is intolerable to accept defeat and powerlessness even in the face of the world’s apathy (201). The powerless, flawed Irene is the “woman left behind”; she is left behind so a more confident, powerful Irene can take her place.
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