
The Ultimate Study Guide for Tillie Olsen's
"Stand Here Ironing"

Tillie Olsen's masterful short story, "Stand Here Ironing," is a poignant and
deeply moving exploration of motherhood, poverty, and the complexities of
human relationships. This comprehensive study guide will delve into the
story's intricate narrative, compelling characters, and profound themes,
providing a thorough understanding of Olsen's literary masterpiece.
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Character Analysis

Emily Dickinson

Emily Dickinson is the central protagonist of the story, a single mother
struggling to make ends meet while raising her two daughters. She is a
complex and flawed character, both loving and neglectful, devoted to her
children but overwhelmed by the challenges of her life. Her internal
monologue reveals her deep guilt and self-doubt, as she grapples with the
choices she has made and the consequences they have had on her family.

Emily's Daughters

Emily has two daughters, a younger one named Janie and an older one
who is not named. Janie is a bright and curious child, but she is sensitive to
her mother's emotional turmoil. The older daughter is more withdrawn and
resentful, harboring a deep sense of abandonment. Their interactions with
their mother provide insights into the impact of poverty and neglect on the
lives of children.

Plot Summary

The story takes place in a single evening, as Emily irons clothes while
reflecting on her life. She begins by describing her younger daughter,
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Janie, who has just returned from a play rehearsal. As Emily thinks about
Janie, her thoughts drift back to her older daughter, who left home years
ago and has not been heard from since. Emily's memories are fragmented
and disjointed, as she pieces together the events that have shaped her life
and the lives of her daughters.

Emily's memories reveal a childhood marked by poverty and abuse. She
was forced to work from a young age, and she never had the opportunity to
pursue her dreams or develop her own identity. As a young woman, she
married a man who was abusive and neglectful. After his death, she was
left to raise her two daughters alone, with little support or resources.

Despite the challenges she faces, Emily is determined to provide a better
life for her daughters. She works hard and sacrifices everything for them,
but her efforts are often undermined by her own emotional struggles. Her
guilt and self-doubt lead her to be overprotective and controlling, which
creates tension in her relationships with her daughters.

The story ends with Emily reflecting on her own life and the choices she
has made. She realizes that she has not always been a perfect mother, but
she has always loved her daughters and has done the best she could
under the circumstances. She concludes her monologue with a plea to her
daughters to understand her and to remember her love for them.

Literary Analysis

Symbolism

The ironing board in the story is a powerful symbol of Emily's life and
struggles. It represents the endless and thankless tasks that she has to
perform as a mother and as a working woman. The act of ironing also



symbolizes Emily's attempt to smooth out the wrinkles and imperfections in
her life and to create a sense of order and control.

Imagery

Olsen's use of imagery is rich and evocative, creating a vivid and
memorable setting for the story. The images of poverty and neglect are
particularly striking, such as the description of Emily's childhood home as a
"shack" and her children's clothing as "ragged." These images serve to
highlight the challenges that Emily and her daughters face and to elicit
sympathy from the reader.

Theme

The central theme of "Stand Here Ironing" is the complexity of motherhood.
Olsen explores the challenges of raising children, especially in poverty and
as a single parent. The story also examines the psychological toll that
motherhood can take on women and the ways in which it can shape their
identities and relationships.

Discussion Questions

1. How does Emily's internal monologue reveal her complex character? 2.
In what ways does poverty affect Emily's life and her parenting? 3. How
does Emily's past influence her present as a mother? 4. What are the
different ways in which Emily shows love for her daughters? 5. How does
the story's ending provide a resolution to Emily's internal conflict?

"Stand Here Ironing" is a powerful and moving short story that offers a
profound and nuanced exploration of motherhood, poverty, and the
complexities of human relationships. Tillie Olsen's masterful storytelling and
evocative prose create a memorable and thought-provoking work of



literature that continues to resonate with readers today. This
comprehensive study guide has provided an in-depth analysis of the story's
characters, plot, literary devices, and themes, providing a valuable
resource for students and literature enthusiasts alike.
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