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Abstract

On the surface, Dennis Lehane’s novel Mystic River appears quite fascinated and occupied 
with macho ideals and ideas of heroism, vengeance, vigilantism, violence, and blind loyalty. 
The novel might even be said to paint a picture of a world ultimately ruled and controlled by 
men, who are expected to set the terms and encouraged to take charge. This points to an overt 
message stating that attributes such as strength, cold practicality, efficiency, action, 
decisiveness, and rationality – all stereo-typically masculine values – ultimately pay off and 
are rewarded. However, such an initial analysis may be meaningfully countered, overturned, 
and distrusted. Making use of feminist deconstruction, this essay argues that Mystic River’s 
superficial praise of stereotypical gender ideals is in fact undermined by tensions and 
contradictions beneath the surface of the text. This undermining in turn serves to criticize 
binary hierarchies at the very core of patriarchal ideology.

Keywords: Gender, Feminism, Deconstruction, Masculine and Feminine Values. 
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Introduction

Dennis Lehane’s novel Mystic River (2001) is rich with psychological depth and deals with 

complex themes such as emotional traumas, fatal choices, grief, secrets, and vengeance. 

The story follows three childhood friends, Jimmy Marcus, Dave Boyle, and Sean Devine, 

whose paths cross once more many years later, in tragic ways and with chilling 

consequences. By then, both Jimmy and Dave have become husbands and fathers. When 

Jimmy’s teenage daughter Katie is found murdered, Sean, now a detective, is assigned to 

the case. It is not long before the spotlight falls on Dave, due to his recent suspicious 

behavior. Ultimately, Jimmy grows so convinced of Dave’s guilt, that he kills his old friend 

as way of revenge.

Gender plays an important part in the novel, and all the main characters are affected by 

patriarchal ideas and gender stereotypes in various ways. This is something which this essay 

examines from a feminist perspective, by looking at how certain male and female characters 

act, react, interact, and relate to each other as well as to their circumstances.

An author’s portrayal of particular patterns, relationships, views, and norms, does not 

automatically equal an acceptance, endorsement, or reinforcement of these structures. An 

analysis may usefully draw on how matters are characterized and depicted, as well as on the 

presence of, for example, various types of tensions and conflicts. In this essay I argue that 

Mystic River exhibits overt praise of gender stereotypes and of typically masculine (or 

macho) values, with clear links between typically feminine values and weakness, while at 

the same time more covertly criticizing sexist patterns and hierarchies. My analysis is 

mainly focused on instances in which certain characters either abide by or deviate from 

gender norms and expectations, especially noting the consequences of such behaviors.

The novel’s two main couples exhibit a number of traditional gender patterns in their family 

lives, but in various respects they also demonstrate a clear divergence from gendered 

expectations. Jimmy and Annabeth Marcus, as well as Dave and Celeste Boyle, adhere to 

some gender norms and ideals. For example, there is no mention of Annabeth working 

outside the home, whereas Jimmy owns and runs a corner store. Celeste shelters her and 

Dave’s son Michael, fussing over him and making sure he eats his breakfast. In contrast, 

Dave worries that Michael is “too trusting” and “tender,” and is more concerned about 
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teaching him how to throw baseball (148, 151). Overall, however, a larger number of 

masculine values and traits are represented in the Marcus couple, while the Boyles embody 

significantly more feminine equivalences. For this reason, I will especially focus on the 

characters Annabeth Marcus and Dave Boyle, who thus stray the furthest from their 

expected gender roles.

It is important to note that this is not an analysis of inherently male or female characteristics 

and traits, but of stereotypical ideas surrounding masculinity and femininity, strongly 

present within the cultural setting of the novel. For example, Annabeth’s cold rationality is 

not male as such, but expresses ideals connected to masculine norms of logic and 

decisiveness. Similarly, Dave’s helplessness and lack of self-control, which both connote 

passivity and weakness, are not read as feminine because women are essentially weaker or 

more irrational, but because such attributes are more typically assigned to women and 

supposedly female characteristics in the novel.

Feminist literary theory has increasingly – especially since and after the so-called second 

wave of feminism – drawn inspiration from postmodern and post-structuralist theories. 

Arguably, most subjects can be viewed from multiple angles, something which is very 

evident within the complex narrative of Mystic River. Consequently, I have seen 

deconstruction as the most fitting approach to use in my research, since deconstruction 

promotes plurality and dismisses any notion of one correct, definitive meaning or 

interpretation. Hélène Cixous’s ideas have proven especially helpful when examining how 

the novel treats binary concepts and oppositions in relation to the male/female or 

masculine/feminine dichotomy. In addition, I use Jacques Derrida’s notion of différance, 

together with deconstruction in general, to further explore the hierarchical but also 

ambivalent relationship between certain dual concepts, while also questioning their rigidity. 

These theories and theorists are approached (and presented) first and foremost through 

works of Steven Lynn, Toril Moi, Lois Tyson, and Peter Barry.

According to Lynn, “a deconstructive reading . . . first identifies the unity that appears to be 

present in the text and then divides and dispels it” (108). I argue that the most prevalent 

themes and conflicts in Mystic River are connected to the binaries strength/weakness, 

activity/passivity, control/lack of control, and power/powerlessness. I, furthermore, make 

use of Cixous’s thought-provoking, semi-rhetorical question “Where is she?” to argue that 
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the favored, privileged side of these oppositions is routinely associated with masculinity, a 

practice which places femininity lower in the hierarchy. Once this has been established and 

substantiated, I use the deconstructive strategy of looking beneath the surface and pinpoint 

places in the text where this hierarchy is contradicted and undermined. All this is done with 

the intention of breaking up strict binary thinking that the text evinces.

I will consequently demonstrate that Mystic River depicts clearly sexist gender norms and 

stereotypes, but that the work also indirectly criticizes these idea(l)s by painting them in a 

mostly destructive light. Although the novel appears to overtly promote patriarchal ideology 

by rewarding conventionally masculine values and linking them with strength, I argue that 

the superficial praise of patriarchal norms is in fact contradicted by tensions beneath the 

surface. In other words, I argue that the novel simultaneously and more indirectly invites 

the reader to criticize and question its binary and hierarchical assumptions. In line with my 

selected theory I will furthermore discuss the implications of this deconstructive reading on 

binaries and their hierarchical relationships, concluding that such opposites are not as far 

removed from one another as they may seem, and that the binary system itself is fraught 

with instability and major limitations.

Feminist Deconstruction:

Language, Binary Oppositions, and Gender Hierarchies

Aristotle once famously said, “The female is a female by virtue of a certain lack of 

qualities”. Such a claim inevitably raises the question; lack in relationship to what? Here, 

and in countless other examples throughout history, the male has been seen as the default, 

the standard point of reference. At times, certain voices within feminism are accused of 

encouraging women to adopt more conventionally masculine traits and values rather than 

find and build on their own unique strengths (Moi 96). However, these issues are complex. 

Do women have to be and act like men in order to obtain power? What does being and 

acting like men even mean? For example, according to Raewyn Connell and Rebecca 

Pearse, “[p]sychological research suggests that the great majority of us combine masculine 

and feminine characteristics, in various blends, rather than being all one or all the other” 

(7). Even so, deviations from gender norms and expectations often draw both attention and 

judgment, and in Mystic River, Dave and Annabeth’s more atypical blends undoubtedly 
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stand out.

Feminist criticism is typically focused on how aspects of sex and gender are treated in 

society, for example on how various sexist norms and patterns operate. A feminist issue of 

increasing importance is the degree in which gender may be viewed as a social and cultural 

construction, and the implications of this for people’s experiences and interactions. 

According to Steven Lynn, “the examination of masculine roles and stereotypes” can “be 

considered a branch of feminist criticism” (212-13). This connection makes particular sense 

considering how masculine norms routinely entail a devaluation of anything defined as 

feminine: “[I]n a patriarchy, everything that concerns men usually implies something 

(usually negative) about women” (Tyson 88). Thus, patriarchal values involve a 

marginalization and oppression of women – and by extension also of traits and attributes 

usually associated with femininity. From this follows that anything or anyone merely 

perceived as womanly or feminine may be met with disdain. It should here be noted that 

patriarchal gender injustice does not only affect women. Due to the high value that 

patriarchal thinking places on masculinity, men may feel constant fear of not being ‘manly’ 

enough, or pressure to stifle and hide certain parts of themselves (which are not inherently 

male or female but most likely inherently human). If, for example, emotionality is regarded 

as something womanly, a man expressing strong – but non-aggressive – emotions will be 

seen as unmanly. In patriarchal settings permeated by this type of binary thinking, it is often 

of utmost relevance for boys not to be seen as girls, and for men not to be considered 

feminine.

One essential way of examining underlying patterns of societies and cultures is that of 

examining language, as language is a pervasive force which “mediates our experience of 

ourselves and the world” (Tyson 253, original italics). This means that language also has a 

strong “ideological quality,” since it is always colored by cultural “systems of beliefs and 

values” (253). Therefore, rather than being merely a practical, communicative tool, 

language is deeply embedded in human experiences and relationships.

According to Peter Barry, deconstruction is marked by a “radical linguistic scepticism” 

(62). Post-structuralists view language as something which ultimately cannot be controlled, 

since words may be given contrasting meanings depending on factors such as context, tone, 

emphasis, perspective, etc. Furthermore, our definitions and understandings of words rely 
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heavily on references between various differing concepts and opposites (64); for example, 

the word ‘dark’ is only given meaning in contrast to the word ‘light’. There is constant risk 

of over-emphasizing the contrast and various perceived differences of concepts, while 

ignoring or downplaying what they have in common. Another risk is that of attaching 

higher value to one side so that, rather than being neutral descriptions of variations, dual 

concepts become “little hierarchies” (Tyson 254). Binary oppositions saturate our language 

and therefore also our understanding of ourselves, others, and the world in general.

Jacques Derrida, a central figure within post-structuralism, strongly criticizes central ideas 

within Western philosophy of absolute knowledge, fixed reference points, and objective 

truths. As words constantly function in reference to other words, Derrida’s key term 

différance points to how words are understood through their difference to one another, and 

how this in turn means that meaning is continually deferred (or postponed) (Tyson 252-3). 

Deconstruction views texts, such as literary works, not as carriers of single, solid meanings 

which may be accurately or inaccurately understood by the reader. Instead, deconstruction 

looks at how meaning is continuously created during readings, as well as at (and for) plural 

meanings, beyond more overt themes and messages. An author may or may not have 

intended certain effects and understandings, but the limitations and ambiguity of language 

ensure that new, contrasting meanings are continually generated. Post-structuralist critics, 

then, “‘read the text against itself’ so as to expose what might be thought of as the ‘textual 

subconscious’, where meanings are expressed which may be directly contrary to the surface 

meaning” (Barry 73).

Deconstruction has proven useful to feminist literary criticism in several ways. For one 

thing, it questions that which is widely considered the natural order of things and taken for 

granted; an important feature of any struggle for justice and equality. Deconstruction also 

facilitates examinations of how settings influence individuals and groups, both consciously 

and subconsciously, and at how various experiences may color circumstances, expressions, 

interpretations, etc. Furthermore, its assumption that binary oppositions are rarely (if ever) 

equally valued, but operate hierarchically, especially challenges traditional binary 

dichotomies such as feminine/masculine and their mutual relationship. This has particular 

relevance to a feminist analysis seeing how “patriarchal ideology is often based on false 

oppositions” (Tyson 94). Or as Connell and Pearse put it: “Our images of gender are often 

dichotomous, but the reality is not” (10).
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Patriarchal Values and Gender Roles in Mystic River
Setting and Family Patterns: East Buckingham

Different cultural settings usually come with their own sets of value systems. This is true on 

a macro level, when viewing large societies or groups of societies, but there are also a 

variety of smaller cultures within any society. For example, a certain school can be said to 

have its own culture and values, as can a family or a neighborhood. Although these smaller 

cultures are never entirely separate from their larger context, they are nonetheless highly 

significant. Generally, individuals’ outlooks, as well as ideas and sentiments which people 

express, all reflect cultural environments to varying degrees. And this can also be said for 

characters within the specific settings of literary works. 

The story of Mystic River is set in the years 1975 and 2000, in the city of Boston, or more 

specifically, the neighborhood of East Buckingham. This neighborhood is further divided 

into two adjacent areas; the Point on the north side of Buckingham Avenue and the Flats on 

the south side. Early on we learn that Sean is from the Point, whereas Jimmy and Dave 

come from the Flats. Both parts of the neighborhood belong to the working class and many 

residents are of Irish-American heritage. The Point, however, seems more harmonious and 

relatively well-functioning, with high levels of home ownership, tidy school uniforms, 

frequent church attendance, and a degree of political awareness. In contrast, most of the 

residents in the Flats rent their homes, some “living like animals . . . ten to an apartment, 

trash in their streets” (Lehane 13). While the Point families expect their children to “go to 

college” and become something “bigger than a foreman or a truck loader,” in the Flats, a 

combination of fewer opportunities and reduced expectations seems to result both in lower 

education levels and a number of teenage pregnancies: “A lot of the boys . . . dropped out 

early. A few of the girls wore maternity dresses to graduation” (21, 13). Furthermore, the 

Flats side of the neighborhood exhibits high rates of divorce, unemployment, and welfare 

dependency, and displays many examples of broken families and distant or sometimes 

abusive fathers. Dave, for example, “didn’t have a father, just a lot of uncles,” and Jimmy 

grew up with an unpredictable father who would occasionally beat him (12, 30, 39). Such a 

lack of paternal role models sometimes enhances the appeal of following other types of 

male authoritative figures, such as certain criminal leaders. For some men, the use of 

physical strength and violence may also be viewed as one of few remaining ways of 
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asserting authority and taking control. Alcohol is considered a natural way to wind down 

and bond in the story, especially for the men, who hang out in bars and often have a beer (or 

two) after work. Both male and female characters in the novel live with certain expectations 

of strength and toughness, but the men are particularly encouraged to assume traditional 

male roles as providers and protectors. Overall, this close-knit neighborhood represents 

quite traditional family values and gender roles. As Dave and Jimmy went to the same 

school and lived on the same side of the neighborhood, they are very likely colored by a 

similar set of norms and gender stereotypes.

By 2000, the neighborhood has gone through some significant changes. In the background 

lies the threat of gentrification; yuppies moving in and taking over the area, with their “little 

rat-dogs,” “gourmet grocery store[s],” and numerous cafés (62-3). Presumably, such a 

development will increase the housing prices and potentially force smaller family run 

businesses, such as Jimmy’s corner store, to close down. These kinds of threats may also 

further increase masculine insecurities and fears of not being able to financially provide for 

one’s family.

In sum, a specific cultural setting, such as the neighborhood of East Buckingham (and its 

subsequent two-fold division), will inevitably be permeated by certain values and 

assumptions. The greater social instability and narrower range of possibilities of the Flats, 

likely strengthen the sense of security often found within traditional ideals and roles. Old 

patterns and habits are especially difficult to break if they go un-challenged and if there is 

generally not much expectation of change. A further sense of ease and security often also 

resides in seeing things as either/or; neatly divided into clear categories such as hierarchical 

binaries. Within such a thought system, someone is, for example, either strong or weak, 

either successful or a failure, with few or no shades in-between. 

Masculine Values as a Winning Concept

This analysis of Mystic River’s multilayered depiction(s) of gender ideals will initially be 

focused on the novel’s surface, where binaries are repeatedly contrasted in stereotypical 

ways. Hélène Cixous, an Algerian-French writer, philosopher, and literary critic, has taken 

a particular interest in the gender aspect of binary concepts, and what Toril Moi calls 
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“‘patriarchal binary thought’” (102). In one of her analyses, Cixous asks the question 

“Where is she?” to examine the power relationship between different binary oppositions, 

among them ‘Activity/Passivity’, ‘Head/Emotions’, and ‘Logos/Pathos’ (Moi 102). Her 

conclusion, as described by Moi, is that conventionally, “each opposition can be analysed as 

a hierarchy where the ‘feminine’ side is always seen as the negative, powerless instance” 

(102). In other words, Cixous asserts that with virtually any pair of perceived opposites, one 

side will unavoidably be linked with femininity and the other with masculinity. 

Furthermore, under patriarchy, the supposedly masculine side is always considered 

superior.

On the surface level of Mystic River, supposedly masculine values and attributes are 

consistently linked to strength and deemed superior. For example, on the opening page 

where the three young characters are first introduced, Dave Boyle is described as “a kid 

with girl’s wrists and weak eyes” (Lehane 11). Already, a rather classic connection is 

established between femininity and weakness, and when later “a tear [falls] down Dave’s 

cheek . . . Sean and Jimmy [look] away” (25). Crying is clearly considered embarrassing, 

especially in a boy. In the midst of their games, Jimmy calls Sean a “little girl” and “a little 

pussy” when he does not fight back, further linking girlhood with passivity and a lack of 

bravery (23). It is evident from the beginning that Dave is mostly just tagging along, and is 

not considered a necessary (or even natural) part of the companionship. Instead of setting 

the terms, Dave tries to please people and fit in, something which is also considered weak: 

“[He] seemed to think it was his job to make sure everyone was happy, which usually just 

pissed people off after a while” (18). The implication here is that a boy or man ought to lead 

rather than follow or adjust, and Dave is clearly no leader. Repeatedly, strength is set 

against weakness, activity against passivity, bravery against cowardice, etc. In all these 

examples, the “she” can be found in the more powerless (and thus disdained) side of the 

pair.

While playing with the other boys, Dave is abducted from the street by two men posing as 

police officers, and he returns a few days later even more detached and marginalized. There 

are rumors of him having been sexually abused and in school other kids taunt him, calling 

him “faggot” and “[h]omo” (43, 45). According to Tyson, homosexuality (and anything 

remotely pertaining to it) is also “included on the list of ‘feminine’ behaviors” and qualities 

which one is expected to “hold . . . in contempt” within a patriarchal system (88). Even 
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though sexual orientation has no direct relevance in this context, and although Dave is 

generally viewed as a victim, the kids around him also insinuate that maybe he deserved, or 

even enjoyed, the abuse. Dave is cruelly blamed and shamed for something which he had 

no control over.

Dave’s childhood experiences of being a helpless victim still haunt him as an adult and 

strongly color his sense of self. Both in his own eyes and in the view of others he is seen as 

“damaged goods,” beyond repair (Lehane 41). Other people still often pity him, a reaction 

which generally entails being looked down upon and seen as weak (e.g. 263, 320, 406). 

Furthermore, Dave often feels half-invisible and irrelevant, lacking substance: “It was as if 

he weren’t even on this planet sometimes, and he knew, with a deep and resigned regret, 

that he’d be the kind of guy who would float through the rest of his life as someone who 

was rarely relied upon” (288). This description is one of many examples of Dave being 

linked to passivity and weakness; that is, to the “she” side of the binaries.

Dave regularly compares himself to other men and finds himself lacking. Unaware that his 

life will be over in a matter of hours, Dave chats with Val, a notorious neighborhood 

troublemaker (and one of Annabeth’s brothers), in the bar:

‘I always thought it would be different,’ Dave said. [. . .] ‘Being grown-up. You’d feel 
different, right? You’d feel grown-up. A man.’
‘You don’t feel that way?’
Dave smiled. ‘Sometimes maybe. In glimpses. But most of the time I don’t feel much 
different than I did when I was eighteen. [. . .] I think I always figured one day it 
would be permanent. You know? One day you’d just wake up and [. . .] feel like you 
had a handle on things the way fathers always did in those old TV shows. [. . .] Or 
even like those sheriffs, you know, James Arness, guys like that. They were men. 
Permanently.’ (467)

Unlike these characters, in his own view and that of others Dave is only ever a man 

temporarily. Soon after, Dave rather jealously watches Val and the other men in the bar: 

“[T]he guys in here knew what it was to be men. Men without doubts, men who never 

questioned the rightness of their own actions, men who weren’t confused by the world or 

what was expected of them in it” (468). These reflections clearly demonstrate Dave’s 

internal ideas of what masculinity entails – stereotypical notions very much built into his 

surroundings – as well as the familiar acknowledgment of his own failure in regards to said 
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ideals. In order to be manly one must act fast and without hesitation, and thus it is 

considered feminine (and weak) to be passive, self-questioning, or confused.

The ability to act swiftly is often especially crucial in moments of threat. It is considered 

vital for a man to be able to defend himself, but also to be ready, willing and able to offer 

protection to others (especially physically). Dave does try to protect his wife, his son, and 

also other children. On the night of Katie’s death, he comes home covered in blood, and lies 

to Celeste about having defended himself against a mugger, although in actuality he has 

killed a child molester on the verge of exploiting a boy prostitute. By extension, it appears 

as if Dave is also trying to protect the boy he himself used to be, “the Boy Who Escaped the 

Wolves” (49). However, since this is all such a private quest and struggle, and not 

something others truly notice, it does not make him appear masculine. For example, even 

though Dave has done something violent, aggressive, and supposedly masculine, he cannot 

confess the details of this incident, and his violence is therefore thought to have been 

directed at a young, innocent woman. This misconception leads to Dave’s own death by 

Jimmy’s hands, at the same location where Jimmy killed Just Ray Harris, a disloyal 

(criminal) associate, years earlier. Both Dave and Jimmy keep their violent acts mostly 

hidden. Dave very briefly feels “empowered” by his secret act of killing, as though he 

finally “ha[s] a secret that [makes] him tall, not small” (405-6). He is clearly, however, 

especially desperate to hide what he has done, in part since the incident is a reminder of his 

supposedly shameful past. In contrast, Jimmy’s vengeful motive is depicted as a manlier 

type of justification, and as an example of resolute action in an exceptionally difficult 

situation. 

In patriarchal societies men are widely expected to fend for themselves, something which 

may force many to appear and act more collected, stronger, and braver, than they 

necessarily are. Ever since his childhood trauma, Dave has suffered mostly in silence, a 

pattern very much related to masculine ideals of stoicism and self-containment. A man is 

expected to be master of his own body and mind (as well as of other people, to an extent), 

but Dave is desperately trying to maintain some kind of control. He rambles about 

vampires, comparing the effect of their bites to that of his childhood experiences by use of 

the poignant analogy that “[o]nce it’s in you, it stays” (381). When Dave lies to Celeste on 

the fateful night, she does not question him further. Even when, a couple of days later, he 

asks her bluntly if she suspects him of Katie’s murder, she avoids putting too much pressure 
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on him. This is indicative of the high degree to which Celeste has learned not to disturb the 

innermost parts of Dave, who “she’d come to believe . . . needed his lies, needed to rewrite 

his history and fashion it in such a way that it became something he could live with and 

tuck far away” (147). In this way, both Celeste and Dave evidently respect the ideal of male 

self-containment, but Dave’s silence certainly does not mean that he is coping well on his 

own.

Often, it is far more acceptable for men to be brooding and emotionally distant than it is for 

women, but all male silence is not judged the same way. In Jimmy’s childhood his mother 

told him that his quiet nature should not really be a matter of concern since “[w]omen like 

the silent type”, and during the investigation, Dave tells Sean that Jimmy “still keeps it all 

in” (40, 281). The same thing could be said for Dave himself, who is fighting his own mind 

in what might be referred to as an internal civil war. However, as Dave is not in control of 

himself and his circumstances, his silence still does not make him appear manly or manlier.

As a father, Dave is loving but insecure and apprehensive. Back in high school Dave 

experienced a few years of glory as a baseball player, and he later tries to pass this interest 

along to his son Michael. His son, however, is small for his age and fragile, and Dave does 

not seem very hopeful about his prospects. Dave also believes it is up to him as a father to 

somehow crush the trusting nature in Michael before the world does so for him, regarding 

“[t]hat tender, breakable thing in his son” as “a Boyle curse” (148). More precisely, Dave 

fears that his son will grow up weak, like himself.

Toughness is commonly regarded as an expression of strength, and according to Gill Plain, 

“tough talk might be seen as the act through which masculinity is constituted and 

reinforced” (59). On one rare occasion, in the interrogation room with Sean and his 

colleague, Dave displays an uncharacteristic bout of cocky confidence (Lehane 398). His 

tough façade, however, soon crumbles under the pressure: “He didn’t feel brave anymore. 

He didn’t feel strong. The clarity that just two hours ago had seemed as permanent as a scar 

left his body and took off out of the room and down the road, only to be replaced by a dread 

far worse than any he’d ever experienced” (423-4). Dave’s many beers of the night before 

have most likely helped install in him a false sense of security and assurance, serving as a 

wall against his fears. Again, the occasions when Dave feels like a man are few and far 

between, and only ever temporary. Furthermore, in this portrayal there is no intermediate 
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state between courage and cowardice, or between strength and weakness, which are instead 

presented as mutually exclusive polar opposites.

In contrast to Dave, Annabeth Marcus is regularly associated with traditionally masculine 

attributes, but she is a minor character, consistently presented through the perspectives, 

reactions, and conclusions of other characters. This, in turn, makes it difficult to get a deep 

sense of Annabeth’s inner self, and creates a distance between her character and the reader. 

Like Dave and Jimmy, Annabeth grew up in the Flats, “the only [young] female Savage in a 

house full of maniac brothers” (131-2). Annabeth’s entire family commands a great deal of 

respect, but also fear. Her family name is quite telling, and in this light it is not difficult to 

understand why she may have taken on more masculine traits and a hard surface. On the 

other hand, she has probably also had a lot of eyes on her; jealous brothers looking out for 

their only sister, similar to how “[t]hey’re protective of Katie,” their step-niece (220). 

Likely, such an environment has contributed both to Annabeth’s toughness and to her 

restraint.

As previously noted, the same or similar behaviors can sometimes be perceived very 

differently depending on who performs them. For example, Annabeth’s hardness and lack 

of warmth stand out more than Jimmy’s similar attributes, which might simply be perceived 

as signs of manly strength. Yet, even though Annabeth is an atypical woman in the depicted 

society, her character is generally met with respect, and sometimes even admiration. 

Arguably this is because she represents more masculine values, which are placed higher on 

the binary hierarchy. Patriarchal societies seem to most of all prefer that women strictly 

fulfill feminine stereotypes and that men strictly fulfill masculine stereotypes. Often the 

next best thing, however, is that women agree with, and in some cases even take on, 

masculine values and expressions – so long as they do not take it too far and “outdo” the 

males. At times Annabeth’s character appears to be balancing on a thin line in this regard. 

For instance, other characters do consider her coldness an arresting sign of strength, but 

they also deem it destructive. Sean views Annabeth as “one tough god-damned woman” not 

to be messed with, and further imagines her to be “a fun woman, but never a frivolous one” 

(220, 347). When the two discuss Katie and her boyfriend’s plans to elope and marry, 

Annabeth brutally dismisses the young lovers as naive, prompting Sean to call her “hard” 

(351). However, his comment is more filled with reverence than with malice. In Jimmy’s 
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view, Annabeth “had no idea how cold she could be sometimes, no clue . . . just how 

corrosive an effect her negative moments or moods could have on other people” (93). These 

examples show the conflicting types of reactions which Annabeth’s coldness can evoke in 

other characters.

When it comes to showing emotion, Annabeth displays a high level of self-control. She 

refuses to cry in front of people outside of her family, and in Celeste’s view, “the thought of 

someone as fearsomely self-contained as Annabeth needing support [i]s alien for most” 

(260, 261). It is clear that Annabeth exhibits typically masculine ideals of self-control, 

seriousness, and toughness, and her brief moments of vulnerability and uncertainty do not 

correspond with her depicted personality otherwise.

Passivity is not considered a masculine trait, whereas action and taking charge of a situation 

is viewed as markedly male. As the police search through Pen Park after the murder of 

Katie, Jimmy experiences an unusual sense of passivity. He contacts Annabeth who, over 

the phone, pushes him to take action rather than just stand around waiting for news. 

She was so completely right that it killed Jimmy to realize that he would regret his 
impotence of the last forty-five minutes for the rest of his life [. . .]. When had he 
become this thing – this man who’d say yes, sir, no, sir, right you are, sir. . .? [. . .] 
When had he stood at a counter and handed his dick over in exchange for feeling like, 
what, an upright citizen? (181)

Here the explicit implication is that following authority is not masculine, being authoritative 

is. The fact that it is Annabeth’s words which trigger this reaction in Jimmy, further 

underscores her character’s championing of conventionally masculine ideals. The two share 

the same view of masculinity and strength, and here Jimmy is deeply ashamed that these 

values had slipped his mind.

Annabeth is highly devoted to her family. To Jimmy she is his “foundation, plain and 

simple. [. . .] [H]is wife, mother, best friend, sister, lover, and priest” (129). And as the 

latter, she is also able to offer him absolution. When Annabeth learns of Jimmy’s plans to 

kill Dave, she does not stop him, even though Celeste expresses panicked concern. Part four 

of the novel ends with Annabeth reassuring Jimmy that he is “a king,” “[h]er face . . . dry 

and composed,” and that together they are strong and unbreakable, and “will never be 

weak” like the rest (505, 506, 508).
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On the surface, the novel’s main conflicts and themes are thus finally resolved with Jimmy 

and Annabeth feeling relatively optimistic, considering the circumstances. Although they 

will never get Katie back, they still have each other and two young daughters, and can make 

plans to rule the neighborhood (516). At this point they look “like they’[ll] never lose 

anything again” (524). In stark contrast to the Marcuses, Celeste is ultimately distraught, 

“abandoned,” and “confused,” suddenly a widow and single mother; together with her now 

fatherless son yet another neighborhood example of a fractured family (331). From this 

perspective, the strong(er) couple which exhibits traits and behaviors more associated with 

masculinity, might in the end be said to come out on top and land on their feet. Masculinity, 

it appears, is ultimately a winning concept.

Contradictions and Instability

With most texts it can be demonstrated that they are built around certain ideological 

concepts and oppositions. As a deconstructive reading points to the textual limitations and 

contradictions of such themes and conflicts, it may effectively be used to show how texts 

undermine their own hierarchical structures. This brings the instability of ideologies 

themselves to the surface. In other words, deconstructive readings may destabilize the 

oppositions serving as basis for the text and ultimately “[h]elp us understand . . . ideological 

limitations” (Tyson 278). In this section I will focus on contradictions and instability within 

Mystic River.

At the end of the novel Jimmy and Annabeth look like winners, whereas Dave and Celeste, 

the uncollected and frailer couple, arguably end up losing – Dave even paying with his life. 

As I see it, however, there are no real winners in Mystic River. Jimmy has to live with the 

loss of his daughter, as well as with having killed his old friend. Even though Annabeth 

calls the two of them strong, I will demonstrate that their type of strength is not portrayed in 

a positive light, and hence, does not seem very appealing nor sympathetic. Both Jimmy and 

Annabeth are respected, but they are also reserved and icy in some ways, shutting others out 

to an extent, and striving to rationalize the most horrible acts.

Sometimes the contradictions within the narrative are especially obvious. For example, late 

in the novel Jimmy’s thoughts revolve around how he “had never felt much guilt for 
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anything he’d done”, with his inner reflections stating that he experiences “very little 

regret” over Dave’s death (520). However, only some pages earlier Lehane has described 

Jimmy’s emotions shortly after learning that Dave was not, after all, Katie’s killer: 

“shame,” “grief and self-hatred,” even an urge to put a gun in his own mouth (503, 504, 

512). In addition to these inner tensions, quick shifts, and question marks, Sean is also out 

for Jimmy and determined to “bring him down” (526). A bit earlier in the novel, whilst 

washing Dave’s blood off his hands, Jimmy thinks about certain recurring dreams. In some 

of them his previous revenge victim Just Ray Harris tells him “You can’t outrun a train. [. . 

.] You in particular” (486). This dialogue has always confused Jimmy. It may, however, be 

read as a strong metaphor that the relief and triumph which he and Annabeth feel are in fact 

merely “temporary” (508). Thus, at a deeper look, the supposed victory of masculine values 

appears fraught with instability.

Although the novel often connects weakness to both femininity and inferiority, this is not 

always the case. The Marcuses’ strong, independent daughters together with Annabeth have 

the capacity to get past Jimmy’s walls: “The women in his life . . . could . . . buckle his 

knees with a smile or a glance, leave him weak” (123). Here, weakness is not assigned 

negative value but stands as an example of the love that Jimmy feels for and from his 

family. This type of description undermines the portrayal of Jimmy as macho as well as 

Annabeth’s insistence that the two of them are strong and others are weak. Moreover, it 

undermines the implication that weakness is something which ought to always be despised.

The ideals which Annabeth’s character embodies have differing consequences for the 

narrative as a whole, depending on the aspect in question. Annabeth may well be judged 

more harshly than male counterparts, and although her character encourages respect and 

curiosity, overall she comes across as less sympathetic than the similarly tough males in her 

surroundings. The distance between her character and the reader is furthermore increased 

by Annabeth’s lack of voice and personal viewpoint. Still, it is worth noticing that on a 

broader level her typically masculine ideals and attributes also invite the reader to look 

more closely at the values represented, as they stand out in a female character in other ways 

than in a male character. Seeing them more clearly, in turn, also makes them more open to 

critique.
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Jimmy’s vengeance has earlier been viewed as an example of difficult emotions being put 

into decisive and resolute action, but it can also be claimed that Jimmy is here very much 

driven by raw emotions. From this perspective he does not act out of cold rationality and 

careful deliberation, but out of impatience. Jimmy is desperate to find his daughter’s killer 

promptly, as he cannot bear the uncertainty. Once Jimmy feels convinced of Dave’s guilt 

his honor is more at stake, and he is determined to take the law into his own hands. The 

hesitancy with which Celeste has shared her fears and suspicions does not influence his 

resolve. In the end, Jimmy essentially forces Dave to confess to Katie’s murder, by falsely 

reassuring him that if he does, his life will be spared. On that very same night, Katie’s real 

murderers (two teenage boys) are found, and when Sean comes around to deliver this news 

the following morning, Jimmy says: “Maybe if you’d been a little faster . . .?” (501). 

Arguably, by presenting Jimmy’s actions as impetuous, and ultimately misguided, Lehane 

invites a critique of ideals tied to decisiveness (as well as to vigilantism and other macho 

values).

Even though Dave is considered unmanly both by himself and by those around him, on 

some levels he holds on very tightly to masculine ideals and expressions. In some ways, 

sexist stereotypes and expectations in Dave’s surroundings may even be seen as the cause 

of his tragic demise. Not only because it is such stifling norms which keep Dave fearful, 

ashamed, and secretive in the first place, but also because Jimmy appears driven by them in 

his violent act of revenge. According to Tyson, often,

anger and other violent emotions are the only emotions permitted, even encouraged, in 
men, for anger is a very effective means of blocking out fear and pain, which are not 
permitted, and anger usually produces the kind of aggressive behaviors associated with 
patriarchal manhood. (88)

In Mystic River, the consequences of this type of norms and behaviors are highly tragic and 

destructive. The momentous tragedy of Katie’s death, for example, is also a consequence of 

male rage and aggression. Thus, the novel effectively points to their worst effects and 

drawbacks, undermining its own overt fascination with – and seeming praise of – macho 

values.

As previously mentioned, the silence between Dave and Celeste has dire consequences, in 

particular due to its role in the chain of events leading to Dave’s death. The night when 



17

Dave comes home covered in blood is the first time that Celeste feels truly needed by him 

(Lehane 83-4). However, his choice to lie about what has really taken place, and not 

communicate his deeper fears and needs, destroys any genuine chance for Celeste to 

support him. Instead, his incoherent talk and half vague threats only serve to frighten her 

and push her away. Dave refuses to share his innermost self with his wife, mainly out of 

fear. One of his biggest fears is that of not being manly enough: “[H]e feared doing wrong 

and he feared fucking up and he feared not being intelligent and he feared not being a good 

husband or a good father or much of a man” (468). The lack of openness and 

communication between Celeste and Dave about their emotions, fears, desires, and needs – 

a lack which is faithful to typically masculine values and traits – ends up causing them 

severe damage. Shortly before his death even Dave himself has just begun questioning this 

type of ideals. After Celeste leaves, taking their son with her, Dave reflects more deeply 

about his own issues and his (in)ability to manage them all by himself. He thinks that 

perhaps he ought to reach out for help and “see someone” (442). Furthermore, Dave 

concludes that he should have been honest with Celeste, even going as far as stating to 

himself that “secrets are poison” (441, 447). This depiction clearly contradicts the notion 

that keeping things to oneself is an ideal sign of strength.

On the surface, Dave’s death might be interpreted as a punishment for his life-long lack of 

manliness, but the reader is repeatedly invited to sympathize with Dave’s character. Dave 

genuinely wants to be a good person, but his inner demons constantly threaten to get the 

better of him. Furthermore, his good intentions and his desire to keep Celeste and Michael 

safe all backfire. Dave clearly continues to suffer greatly from his childhood experiences, 

and as an adult still feels both invisible and stigmatized. As apparent from his ramblings, 

mood swings etc., Dave carries a great deal of pain around and is clearly not in a sound 

place mentally. The fact that Dave’s character has his own point-of-view in the novel brings 

the reader closer to his perspective and helps the reader sympathize with him. In extension, 

this also serves to encourage criticism of the ideals which Dave so desperately tries to 

conform to.

The brutal murder of Katie on the night before her (and her secret boyfriend’s) planned 

elopement might similarly be superficially interpreted as a punishment – in this case for her 

unruly conduct – but such a reading is countered by the deeper narrative. For example, 
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Jimmy is not overprotective or condemning of Katie, but fairly open-minded regarding his 

teen daughter’s social life:

This wasn’t the first time Katie had stayed out all night. Hell, it wasn’t even the tenth. 
[. . .] Jimmy wasn’t so far removed from nineteen himself that he couldn’t remember 
what that was like. And while he’d never let Katie think he condoned it, he couldn’t be 
so hypocritical in his heart as to condemn it. (99)

Judging by Jimmy’s depicted attitude, he is not particularly troubled by Katie’s behavior 

and activities. Instead he appears to view his own past nineteen-year-old self and his now 

nineteen-year-old daughter on quite equal terms; as two young adults who should enjoy a 

similar “wide berth” (even though he does not overtly express this view) (122). That 

Jimmy, who is such a respected leader figure, does not wish to distinctly control his young 

daughter, but rather sees her as an equal to his teenage self, counts as a strong statement 

against gender double standards – at the very least to the reader. It also makes it difficult to 

view Katie’s death as a punishment for her independent, non-submissive (in some ways 

typically adolescent) behavior. Katie is sympathetically described as warm, especially 

towards her younger sisters who adore her (128). The fact that the murder of Katie is so 

random and unpremeditated, further destabilizes the idea that her death should be seen as a 

deliberate symbolic punishment.1

Other characters in the story, such as Annabeth’s father Theo, also convey stereotypical 

ideas concerning gender. At Katie’s wake Theo privately addresses his son-in-law: “‘You’ll 

get through this, Jimmy. [. . .] You’ll carry the pain, but you’ll move on. ‘Cause you’re a 

man. I said to Annabeth – your wedding night? – I said Honey, you got yourself a real old-

school man there. The perfect guy, I said.’” (272). Here, Theo expresses a traditional and 

rigid view of masculinity. However, his character is not presented in a very positive light. 

According to the novel, “Theo was enjoyable, if not particularly likable” (267). He was 

evidently an emotionally absent father when Annabeth and her brothers were young, “a 

boozer and a brawler” who “never lost much sleep when it came to child rearing” (267, 

269). Even so, he apparently does not see much fault in himself. Theo’s unsympathetic 

1 Before her death, Katie Marcus experienced threats and harassment from her ex-boyfriend Bobby O’Donnell 
and his friend Roman Fallow, who both tried to control and intimidate her. These two characters are portrayed 
as highly unsympathetic and lacking of redeeming qualities, Bobby a drug-dealing “gangster-wannabe” and 
Roman a scary, emotionless guy with a “predator’s glance” (66, 244). These characterizations cast their 
actions in a particularly bad light, and increase sympathy with Katie’s character.
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characterization makes him less trustworthy, and serves to undermine the values and 

sentiments which he expresses. Furthermore, Jimmy’s angry reaction to Theo’s one-on-one 

talk, and his subsequent admission to Dave about how heavily the responsibility of keeping 

everything together is weighing on him (292-3), add to encouraging criticism of the norms 

represented. As Celeste thinks to herself at the wake, everyone looks “to Jimmy”, rather 

than looking “out for him” (261, original italics). This is yet another depiction pointing to 

the masculine ideals of being authoritative and self-sufficient – but also to their potentially 

tragic consequences.

In sum, I argue that Mystic River’s deeper narrative counters its superficial message of 

praise for macho values. This counteraction is achieved through the use of contradictions, 

numerous portrayals of negative consequences – both for those most obviously living by 

patriarchal ideals and for other people around them – and (un)sympathetic characterizations 

tied to certain actions and expressions. All in all, much nuance is brought to the supposedly 

watertight dichotomies of strong/weak and masculine/feminine. Thus, stereotypically 

masculine values and ideals are not so extoled after all in the novel, but in fact rather 

depicted as considerably responsible for much of the destruction portrayed. Although on the 

surface the narrative seemed to praise this type of values, and promote patriarchal binary 

dichotomy in general, practically the opposite appears to be the case at a deeper look.

Breaking Up Binary Hierarchies

The characters in Mystic River are colored by their cultural surroundings, and function 

according to acquired norms, but there is ambiguity to their characters. Their inner and 

outer worlds, views, and languages are also contradictory and multilayered. Jimmy and 

Annabeth are not solely hard surface and control. Occasionally, Jimmy doubts himself and 

his own abilities, and at times he feels scared and worried. He also sometimes wishes he 

could feel more, and for example wants to be able to cry for his daughter (274). Annabeth 

carries around certain insecurities and fears, despite her tough exterior. For instance, she 

apologizes when she cannot bring herself to go into Katie’s room before the funeral (320). 

The fact that Annabeth’s hardness is sometimes more forced (and that she feels the need to 

apologize should it happen to crack), betrays a type of inner struggle and a fear of being 

openly vulnerable. She is further a loving mother, and at certain times capable of showing 
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affection to people outside of her closest family as well. For example, Annabeth is 

described to have looked after Celeste in the time after her mother’s death (260). Therefore, 

although Annabeth has early on been described as someone with “a mind furiously at 

work,” (133) – and the mind is typically connected to masculine logic and rational thinking, 

in contrast to the much more feminine-coded combination of heart, body, intuition, and 

emotion – her character is occasionally also linked to empathy and warmth. Likewise, there 

is more to Dave and Celeste than uncertainty, passivity, and frailty. Dave is sometimes 

more collected and decisive, and Celeste is similarly at times more self-content and sure of 

herself (e.g. 174). It can also be argued that – in an environment where helplessness is 

despised and self-sufficiency is praised – it takes quite a strong woman to marry a man like 

Dave: “Not many wives stood by has-been high school ball players who’d been molested as 

children and couldn’t hold down a decent job. But Celeste had” (441). Beneath the surface 

of the novel lies nuances, such as those within the characters’ personalities and actions, 

something which also brings nuance to the narrative’s superficial message.

In this essay I have argued that Mystic River overtly praises typically masculine values but 

covertly encourages criticism of these same ideals. A deconstructive reading, according to 

Selden et. al., “begins by noting the hierarchy, proceeds to reverse it, and finally resists the 

assertion of a new hierarchy by displacing the second term from a position of superiority 

too” (173). The inclusion of this last step is crucial, and accordingly, I must stress that it 

would be both treacherous and counterproductive to suggest that (stereo)-typically 

masculine values are in themselves invariably negative or destructive. And conversely, it 

would also be a mistake to say that conventionally feminine values are always admirable or 

desirable. Such a complete reversal, after all, does nothing to do away with oppressive 

hierarchical binary thinking itself. Instead, it is arguably more meaningful to claim that the 

most damage is caused by certain values and traits being pushed to extremes, as well as 

them being the only ones permitted or valued (leading to a censorship and disdaining of 

others).

Contrasting and opposite concepts can never be entirely separated, since even if merely one 

concept is being discussed, it can only be understood through its contrast to others. 

Moreover, they need not be hierarchically ordered. Rationality and emotionality, for 

example (or objectivity and subjectivity, which this binary pair is often paralleled with), are 

not as far removed from one another as they may seem, and in fact overlap in several ways. 
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Although it is generally useful to be able to regulate one’s own emotions so that they do not 

become overwhelming – potentially leading to regrettable impulsiveness – too much 

suppression of emotions can also lead to both self-destructive and outwardly harmful 

behaviors. Furthermore, a more equal relationship can be shown to exist between so-called 

polar opposites, as generally all sides have their use, time and place. For instance, whereas 

some situations call for more afterthought and careful deliberation, others demand 

decisiveness and swift action.

Patriarchal ideology essentially posits “feminine” and “weak” as synonyms. From this 

supposed basic premise (of femininity equating weakness), it is then incurred that any 

expression of weakness must therefore be viewed as feminine. This is moreover combined 

with the notion that weakness is always something negative (and hence femininity is 

negative as well). However, some things that are commonly considered weak under 

patriarchy, such as acknowledging and expressing emotions, showing vulnerability, taking a 

step back, and a willingness to compromise, can be vital both in terms of personal well-

being and interpersonal relationships. (For example, even an assigned leader usually needs 

to be able to listen and co-operate, rather than simply being domineering). And none of 

these concepts or traits are inherently masculine or feminine. Equating masculinity with 

weakness would be just as erroneous, and merely a reversed type of sweeping 

generalization. Ultimately, regardless of gender all individuals are strong in some ways and 

weak in others, and this can often vary depending on situation and time. Furthermore, the 

issue of whether a certain trait or action is regarded as strong or weak is not written in stone 

but also subject to change. This illustrates Derrida’s notion of différance and how words are 

continuously filled with meaning – something which can only happen in relation to other 

words – as well as how meaning can constantly vary in different ways. A certain word’s 

connotation can change drastically – for example as in the stark contrast between 

Annabeth’s contemptuous judgment of others being weak and Jimmy’s tender description 

of his family’s emotional effect on him – and thus any definite or conclusive meaning is 

perpetually deferred.
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Conclusion

In this essay I have argued that some of the key binary concepts in Mystic River are 

strength/weakness, activity/passivity, control/lack of control, and power/powerlessness. 

Here, weakness might reasonably be viewed as a broader category, with powerlessness, 

passivity, and lack of control then all being expressions or variations of weakness. 

Similarly, power, action, and control may all be regarded as examples of strength. Using 

Cixous’s analytical question “Where is she?”, I have furthermore argued that all the 

concepts connected to weakness are also – at least superficially – linked to femininity (and 

vice versa regarding strength and masculinity).

By pointing to the binary oppositions which the novel represents, and to their clear linkage 

to masculinity versus femininity, I have demonstrated ways in which Mystic River relies 

and rests upon patriarchal ideology. I have furthermore located places in the novel where 

these oppositions are undermined and contradicted, as in, for example, Dave’s ambivalence 

towards secrecy and its possible dangers. This step has also involved the discussion of a 

potential reversal of the hierarchies represented. Finally, I have discussed how these 

opposite terms may be viewed not as polar opposites but as nearer to one another, thus 

moving away from the hierarchical structure itself. In my work I have closely followed 

deconstructive thinking and strategy, in particular Jacques Derrida’s notion of différance 

and Hélène Cixous’s ideas surrounding what may be called “patriarchal binary thought”.

To assert that Mystic River indirectly criticizes sexist norms is clearly not the same as 

saying that it boldly stands on the barricades to fight patriarchy. In fact, I think the novel 

itself can be said to show ambivalence and ambiguity. Even so, I claim, and believe that I 

have shown, that this novel’s underlying attitude can clearly be seen as critical and 

questioning towards patriarchal norms, rather than uncritical and passive. Perhaps most 

importantly, rather than offering any ready answers or judgments, the narrative challenges 

and encourages readers to actively contemplate the complex themes and chains of events 

portrayed in the novel – as well as the values represented therein.
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