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! Alfred Hitchcockʼs The Birds is a classic ironic tragedy that comments not only on 

the American family, but also on the ultimate fate of each human (and possibly humanity  

as a whole) in which death is inevitable. The “antiredemptive outcome” (Brill, 211) and 

ambiguity that permeate the final scene are indicative of this sombre understanding of 

deathʼs place in the grand scheme of things. Several Hitchcock tropes are employed in 

The Birds to showcase this dismal story. Within the framework of the Brenner family, 

Hitchcock presents Oedipal conflict, a devouring mother, an “innocent” child who is put 

in danger by knowledge, and a guilty woman in need of redemption. Other themes that 

denote the classic ironic tragedy of Hitchcock in this film are downward descents, slips 

from the symbolic order into in-articulation, failures to find identity and completeness, 

and the contamination of ego and/or surveillance that lead to destruction.

! The film begins with the contamination of surveillance and ego. Mitch Brenner 

meets Melanie Daniels in a bird store. They both pretend to be something they are not, 

and it turns out that Mitch has spied on Melanie when she was in court. After Mitch 

leaves the store, Melanie investigates and spies on Mitch by following him to his house 

in Bodega Bay. Later on, Mitch also interrogates Melanie. They are both full of ego, but 

we are led to believe that the coming of the birds is brought on by Melanieʼs overt 

sexuality and unapologetic ego. This contamination of surveillance and ego infects 

every part of the film to the point that not only are the people spying on the birds, but the 

birds are also spying on the people! This, of course, leads to no good.

! The first hint that something is wrong is when Melanie gets hit in the head by a 

bird, but the most crucial death in the beginning is that of the farmer whose eyes are 



gouged out by the birds. Mitchʼs mother, Lydia Brenner, runs from the horror, but she is 

throttled from the world of the symbolic. As Brill writes, she is “not quite able to 

articulate.” (233) Even at this early juncture, Lydia has reached the limits of reason. This 

theme continues as the people are never quite able to say what is going on. In the 

restaurant no one believes the story of the attack. It is unreasonable. The woman 

ornithologist tries to explain that it doesnʼt make sense. She tries to use reason to say it 

didnʼt happen, but it did happen—it is just beyond the realm of reason. When the 

Brenners and Melanie are under attack at the house, they are sunken into silence, 

because they also cannot verbalize the madness.

! In this same moment the lights go out and they “join…the creatures of shadow 

and blackness.” (Brill, 225) They are drawn down, which in Hitchcock is “almost always 

associated with an imagery that suggests infernal regions, the land of the dead.” (Brill, 

203) Ironically, this downward spiral is portrayed by shots where we are looking up to 

Melanie, Mitch, and Lydia. The trick is that the menacing is coming from above, so while 

the camera looks up, the characters are simultaneously being pushed down from the 

threat from above. In other shots, the point of view of the birds is more direct. For 

example, when the children are running from the school and the girl with the glasses 

falls, we are almost on top of her with the birds smothering down on her. In a more 

concrete way, we can say that the children are running downhill to a lower, infernal 

region.

! One would hope the children would be spared, but they are not, because the 

children have been infected with knowledge that is dangerous and devoid of “true 

vision.” (McCombe, 271) In fact, the children are attacked even more than the adults—



first at the birthday party, then the school, and then when everybody else is attacked. 

So, even while a character like Cathy Brenner is a symbol of innocence, in a way it is 

her longing for the love birds, her blind inquisitiveness, and willingness to “eat” the 

knowledge fed to her that starts this whole tragedy rolling.

! However, no one would ever really blame an innocent like Cathy. In reality, it is 

her adult counterpart that we blame—Melanie. Melanie is the tale of caution that Cathy 

must heed. Like most of Hitchcockʼs women, she is a guilty woman in need of 

redemption. She has an unscrupulous past, she is brazen, and overtly sexual. In some 

sense we think that she has come to Bodega Bay looking for love to redeem her, but we 

are not quite sure. In fact, she typifies the ironic tragedy by being a wanderer, defying 

the “purposeful quests of romantic narratives.” (Brill, 206)

! She is not the only wanderer. Mitch is also wandering. He is trapped in Oedipal 

conflict between being a son and partner to his mother, and it leaves him unable to 

complete his journey toward self-actualization. His mother, Lydia, is also lost. Like many 

American families, the father is gone, and this has left Lydia in a position to be a type of 

devouring mother. While she is not the devouring mother of Notorious, she still stands 

as a foil between her son and any love interest. So, the family is left to disintegration. 

For all of the characters, a “failure to achieve self-actualization and a return to 

innocence corresponds with a failure to achieve love.” (Brill, 220-221) In the case of The 

Birds, everything is left incomplete and unfulfilled. “The disease of the past is 

incurable,” (Brill, 200) and because of the “inability of its characters to make 

contact,” (Brill, 229) all that is left is death and destruction. Like all ironic tragedies, we 

“conclude with death and sorrow.” (Brill, 201)


