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Abstract 

 Bodies have often been assigned one of two genders—male or female. When individuals 
disrupt this binary code, they are often met by violence. Women have long been considered the 
sole victims of gender violence, but there is now ample evidence of violence against non-
conforming males and transgender and nonbinary individuals. This thesis addresses four 
postmodern collections of poetry that explore gender oppression, such as rape, sexual 
harassment, sexual assault, and intimate partner violence, across all genders: Danez Smith’s 
[Insert Boy] (2014), Saeed Jones’s Prelude to Bruise (2015), Alok Vaid-Menon’s Femme in 
Public (2017), and Claire C. Holland’s I Am Not Your Final Girl (2018). The consequences of 
gender violence can be traced throughout all four collections; I will primarily be addressing the 
collections’ focus on assault, possession, destruction, and transformation. In exploring this 
violence, the poets grapple with definitions of gender and sexuality and other intersections of 
oppression. To better understand the relationships between different genders and the connection 
between identity and agency between varying intersections of oppression, I incorporate and 
interact with the theory of various voices in gender studies, including Judith Butler, Susan 
Bordo, and Michel Foucault. 
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Introduction | Gender, Body, & Violence 

 Experts in the field of queer theory and feminist theory alike provide ample discussion of 

gender norms and their restraints, the socially constructed nature of sexual acts and identities, 

and the fluidity of sexuality. Nevertheless, few texts exist that associate those themes to the 

actual lives of gay, bi, transitioning, and transitioned individuals, and far fewer engage 

specifically with the abundant field of poetry that wrestles with these topics. Yet Danez Smith’s 

[Insert Boy] (2014), Saeed Jones’s Prelude to Bruise (2015), Claire C. Holland’s I Am Not Your 

Final Girl (2018), and Alok Vaid-Menon’s Femme in Public (2017) all explore the lived and 

fictional experiences of men, women, and, nonbinary individuals as they navigate their 

experiences in a world that still fails to recognize the importance of breaching gender binaries. 

Holland, by means of chapters within her work, identifies four distinct interactions between 

women and masculinist systems—assault, possession, destruction, and transformation—that can 

be applied to each collection; all four books call attention to the adverse consequences of gender 

normalcy. Further accounts of gender violence can be traced throughout all four collections: 

rape, sexual harassment, sexual assault, and intimate partner violence. In exploring this violence, 

their four collections grapple with definitions of gender and sexuality and other intersections of 

oppression. 

 In postmodern literary criticism, writers like Judith Butler and Eve Sedgwick initiated an 

investigation of the issues in treating sexuality as a binary structure. In her seminal work, 

Epistemology of the Closet, Sedgwick dismantles the constructs of sexual identity, establishing 

that the issue is far more complex than the “hetero” and “homo” labels typically used to express 

sexuality. Similarly, in Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, Butler 

challenges the assumed notions of sex and gender, arguing that both are constructed identities, 
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not biological identities. This theory lends itself to an array of postmodern poetry collections and 

chapbooks about gender and sexuality. These works explore sexual identity and gender norms, 

introducing a new generation that refuses to be oppressed by the limitations of traditional male 

and female binaries. Instead, these new poets grapple with gendered and sexual identity, and as 

an extension of this experience, illuminate the violent reactions of the world around them.  

 Most of the early theorists of both queer theory and feminist theory depend on Michel 

Foucault’s analysis of sexuality in The History of Sexuality, in which Foucault suggests that 

sexual norms are a social construct. Of sexuality in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, 

Foucault writes,  

 One of the great innovations in the techniques of power in the eighteenth century was the 

 emergence of ‘population’ as an economic and political problem: population as wealth, 

 population as manpower or labor capacity, population balance between its own growth 

 and the resources it commanded. Governments perceived that they were not dealing 

 simply  with subjects, or even with a ‘people,’ but with a ‘population,’ with its specific 

 life expectancy, fertility, state of health, frequency of illnesses, patterns of diet and 

 habitation. (25) 

Foucault identifies the body as a site of control by the Roman Catholic Church and the state in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, examining regulations implemented on sexuality as a 

means of controlling body and population. This control establishes a normalized society, and, 

consequently, the importance of sexually normative behavior or the control and regulation of 

passion. In addition to overturning the repressive hypothesis with his models of regulatory 

regimes—the most historically fundamental element of Foucault’s theory establishing that 

discourse on sex was not, as popularly assumed, repressed, Foucault’s most significant assertion 
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is that sex is controlled and regulated, establishing that sexuality is a social construct. In Volume 

2 of The History of Sexuality, The Use of Pleasure, Foucault takes issue with the way that non-

reproductive sex has been criminalized or pathologized or both and makes the argument for 

pleasure freed from systems of judgement and norms. These sexual activities are deemed 

motivated solely by pleasure or desire. The Use of Pleasure serves as the groundwork for 

examining gender and sexuality as areas of lift that need not be quantified by their ability to 

produce progeny and monitor the population, and thus creates new purposes for studying and 

understanding them.  

 Following Foucault’s research, the notion that sexual norms are a social construct became 

a linchpin of the emerging criticism on sexuality. Within Epistemology of the Closet, Eve 

Kosofsky Sedgwick expands on Foucault’s philosophies about sex to include the working 

relationship between sex and gender and sexuality. She writes,  

This book will hypothesize, with [Gayle] Rubin, that the question of gender and the 

question of sexuality, inextricable from one another though they are in that each can be 

expressed only in the terms of the other, are nonetheless not the same question, that in 

twentieth-century Western culture gender and sexuality represent two analytic axes that 

may productively be imagined as being as distinct from one another, as, say gender and 

class, or class and race. Distinct, that is to say, no more than minimally, but nonetheless 

usefully. (29)  

This distinction, is, as Sedgwick writes, useful—and equally useful here is the point that gender 

does not “always and exclusively mean the matrix of the ‘masculine’ and the ‘feminine’” 

(Butler, Undoing Gender 42). Pointing to Foucault’s work as evidence, Butler insists that 

limiting gender with the two opposing poles of masculine and feminine is to normalize gender 
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despite the fact that gender, in the modern sense of the word, is not restricted to a vehicle for 

regulating, monitoring and categorizing the behavior of the individual; instead, gender refers to 

the preference of identity that the individual chooses. While I am not hoping to unravel the many 

new existing genders that exist beyond the masculine and feminine or attempting to suggest that 

gender norms are in no way useful, I am, like Butler, recognizing that our dominant 

understanding of gender needs to be extended beyond the current culturally-constructed and 

commonly-accepted binary in order to make the lives of nonbinary and intersex individuals more 

livable. What, then, is one to make of sex and sexuality? Turning again to Butler’s Undoing 

Gender, it seems sensible to leave sex and sexuality as an undefined determiner of identity that is 

different from gender, but not quite as easy to define as gender due to the different political uses 

of gender, sex, and sexuality.  

 Sedgwick goes on to note the different intersections of oppression as marked by sex, 

sexuality, and gender and how these fields interact with race and class. For example, Sedgwick 

notes “the distinctive vulnerability to rape of women of all races has become in this country a 

powerful tool for the racist enforcement by which white people, including women, are privileged 

at the expense of Black people of both genders” and “again, a woman’s use of a married name 

makes graphic at the same time her subordination as a woman and her privilege as a presumptive 

heterosexual” (32). These varying degrees of privilege are evident in the collections of poetry I 

have chosen to analyze. Jones and Smith both acknowledge the intersections of race and class 

with their gender- sexuality-based oppression. Theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw’s concept of 

intersectionality—initially used to call attention to the treatment of Black women, but now more 

widely applied to the different overlaps of oppression across all social classes—is imperative to 

understanding the connection of the four different collections of poetry that are presented within 
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this thesis. Every theorist who has studied sexuality and gender makes special note of the 

binaries that exist across all intersections of gender and life. For example, Butler specifically 

refers to the binaries that are present within lesbian culture; the binaries of ‘butch’ and ‘femme’ 

parallel the binaries of man and woman, only further perpetuating what Sedgwick refers to as the 

“mystical faith in the number two.” She lists some examples of the binaries as follows: 

“Secrecy/disclosure, knowledge/ignorance, private/public, masculine/feminine, 

majority/minority, innocence/initiation, natural/artificial, new/old, discipline/terrorism, 

canonic/noncanonic, wholeness/decadence, urbane/provincial, domestic/foreign, health/illness, 

same/different, active/passive, in/out, cognition/paranoia…” (11). Certainly, as my exploration 

of Vaid-Menon’s work in chapter two will illustrate, modern society still attempts to use the 

mystical number two to impose its understanding of gender upon nonbinary individuals. This is 

most evident in Vaid-Menon’s blog entry in chapter two. Vaid-Menon (who prefers they/them 

pronouns) explains how complete strangers will ask about their genitals, body, and other 

personal details that not only invade their personal space, but also try to understand Vaid-

Menon’s placement in the mystical number two. Do they align more with this or with that?  

 Judith Butler—also writing in 1990—expands upon the theory of social construction to 

include gender. In Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, Butler writes, 

Because there is neither an “essence” that gender expresses or externalizes nor an 

objective ideal to which gender apprises, and because gender is not a fact, the various 

acts of gender create the idea of gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender 

at all. Gender is, thus, a construction that regularly conceals its genesis; the tacit 

collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders as 

cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of those productions—and the punishments 
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that attend not agreeing to believe in them; the construction ‘compels’ our belief in its 

necessity and naturalness. (190) 

Butler’s assertion that gender is enforced by society, thereby contradicting the assumption that it 

is natural, is vital to my research. Toy aisles in America are still a wall of blue abutting a wall of 

pink, the sensitivity of young boys is even presently met with disdain and gender-normative 

language— “stop being a girl,” and men are still physically assaulted for wearing dresses, eye 

shadow, or simply being openly gay, the latter of which is made evident in the poetry. These 

vague sketches of American life, as well as Butler’s assertion that gender is enforced by society, 

are fundamental in understanding my thesis. Despite the fact that gender is an arbitrary and 

abstract determiner of social and class status, masculinist systems create individuals—that are 

both participants and victims themselves—that use this determiner to compartmentalize and 

oppress others.  

 In 1993, Susan Bordo’s Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body 

was published. Unbearable Weight is more commonly linked to gender studies and cultural 

studies, but queer studies overlaps these discourses and one would be remiss to not think of a 

particular subsection of gender and sexual oppression without also considering all other 

subsections. Bordo’s work expands upon Foucault’s assertion that the body is a location of social 

control. About modern society and body she writes, “In newspapers and magazines we daily 

encounter stories that promote traditional gender relations and prey on anxieties about change: 

stories about latch-key children, abuse in day-care centers, the ‘new woman’s’ troubles with 

men, her lack of marriageability, and so on” (166). Bordo’s collection of essays observes the 

many ways in which western culture attempts to and succeeds in controlling the female body. 

This social control is observed across anorexia, hysteria, agoraphobia, and other literal 
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transformations that women’s bodies experience under the pressure to conform. Queer theorists 

expand upon this control and include the many ways that all genders are controlled by society.  

 Subsequently, Bordo published The Male Body: A New Look at Men in Public and in 

Private (1999). This work studies the differences in bodily behavior and treatment from men to 

women. Summarizing Simone de Beauvoir, she states, “To be a body with a sex is fine for 

girls—in fact, it’s what we’re supposed to be. But men are not supposed to be guided by the 

rhythms of bodily cycles, susceptible to hormone tides” (19). Boys’ emotional expressions have 

been and continue to be tightly controlled today; R. W. Connell refers to this process as 

hegemonic masculinity or toxic masculinity.  

 To simplify Connell’s exegesis, hegemonic masculinity developed from a history of 

gender violence, as numerous studies have shown. Ultimately, hegemonic masculinity refers to 

the general practice of male dominance, violence, and oppression of feminine entities. Connell’s 

conclusion about masculinity is that it presupposes its own oppressive hierarchy amongst men 

and works in tandem with the larger patriarchal male/female hierarchy. The hierarchical system 

of masculinities that Connell proposes also helps in understanding how certain male individuals 

can be as oppressed by masculinity as females are. Men who do not show the same willingness 

or a sense of urgency to succeed financially at whatever costs necessary are as susceptible to the 

type of violence and oppression that women are subjected to in a patriarchal system. As Connell 

notes,  

 I have already noted the mixture of open violence and low-level harassment involved in 

 straight men’s subordination of gay men. It is clear that the men involved in gay-bashing 

 often see themselves as avengers on behalf of society, punishing the betrayers of 

 manhood. Research on domestic violence finds something similar. Husbands who batter 
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 wives typically feel that they are exercising a right, maintaining good order in the family 

 and punishing their wives’ delinquency—especially wives’ failure to keep their proper 

 place (e.g., not doing domestic work to the husband’s satisfaction, or answering back).

 (213) 

To a lesser degree—even when the act of hatred is not “bashing”—straight male on gay male 

violence is still a site abhorrence. This is evident in Smith’s [Insert Boy] and Saeed’s Prelude to 

Bruise, but the wide range of violence and oppression of effeminate entities is likewise evident in 

Holland’s I Am Not Your Final Girl and Vaid-Menon’s Femme in Public. All four of these works 

represent different intersections of hatred, violence, and oppression, but they each represent a 

unified system of oppressing female entities or qualities assigned feminine by dominant cultural 

forces. Although, as Butler points out, gender is a socially constructed classification system, 

gender is still a socially accepted and restricting binary system. Because of this restricting power 

that the mystical power of two has on society, women, men, and all individuals that align with 

the archaic binary system in any perceivable way are subjected to and targets of gender 

oppression, violence, and hatred. This lingering social construct is what prevents us from 

adapting to more modern understandings of gender.  

 Of all the theory on gender, the most useful to this work is Judith Butler’s Undoing 

Gender (2004). In many ways a response to and expansion of Butler’s prior work Gender 

Trouble, Undoing Gender makes sense of and connects previous usages to the paradox that is 

gender today. That paradox, Butler, comes from the fact that we cannot possibly own or decide 

our individual gender. Instead, she argues that gender is something that is done and constantly 

being done to us. She writes, “If gender is a kind of a doing, an incessant activity performed, in 

part, without one’s knowing and without one’s willing, it is not for that reason automatic or 
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mechanical” (1). It is the treatment of gender as a “normative conception” that Butler argues 

“undoes” one’s personhood. As society recognizes a binary system, we are subject to a social 

normalization of gender, but also to a personal normalization of gender. Because of this rigid 

binary system, those individuals who act or “do” outside of the social norms of gender are 

treated and regarded as less human (e.g. the denied right to privacy or safety) for instance, than 

those individuals who follow those norms. It is because of such dehumanization that Butler 

suggests these individuals experience a life that is in one way or another less or unlivable. Life 

becomes less viable to individuals who either oppose gender binaries to make sense of their 

unique personhoods or conform to such gender binaries not because they necessarily desire to, 

but because they feel they must to be accepted into society. Writing to their unique experiences, 

each of the four poets that I have selected for analysis have, on numerous occasions, felt they 

have been treated as less than human because of societal gender restraints. More specifically, 

these four poets narrowly focus on the American experience of being oppressed for their 

feminine qualities. Gender here is defined as a collection of performed activities, an 

understanding that one comes to believe about themselves through lived experiences and not by 

any kind of biological imperative. Although male and female binaries will be closely observed 

throughout my thesis, I do not adhere to any notion that men are inherently more ____________ 

than women nor do I adhere to a belief that women are inherently more ____________ than men. 

Instead, typical gender binary structures will guide me in my understanding of the oppression of 

women, nonbinary individuals, and men who do not easily identify with the typically-respected 

masculine traits; furthermore, I will be studying sex and sexuality as fluid denominators of 

identity. I expect nothing from any of the poets and I do not presume that any of my 

interpretations of their bodies of poetry are perfect readings or understandings of their psyche. 
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Instead, I hope to contribute to a larger conversation about the importance of eliminating these 

binary structures from our lives to, as Butler so aptly put it, make life more livable. Each of the 

poets describe feminine traits that they have either repressed or publicized and the violence, 

hatred, and other such ugliness they have been subjected to as a result. The overarching theory of 

my paper is a simple one: the poets in this thesis are defamiliarizing our expectations of gendered 

perspectives or traits to unravel our notions of gender and destruct a masculinist system of 

oppression.  

 This simplistic notion is so invaluable to the fields of literary study that remain unaligned 

with hegemonic masculinity because it creates an indissoluble bond between writers that might, 

otherwise, appear disparate. It, additionally, links the many contending voices in early and late 

feminist studies, gender studies, and queer studies. Without the first identifications and 

explorations of gender and sex as social constructs/identities or feminine bodies as sites of 

oppression, regulation, and monitoring, later observations about equality would have been 

impossible. Additionally, this thesis places oft-ignored works that deserve to be visible in a 

literary canon that still privileges a majority of white, masculine bodies of literature as the 

primary—and sometimes only—collection of canonic writers. 
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Chapter One | Nonbinary Bodies in a Masculine-Centric World 

 In discussing modern gender issues, it is imperative to be inclusive of all genders, to end 

the repression of gender autonomy. America has gradually begun to develop a social and 

political climate that accepts and values members of the transgender community. Starting on 

January 1st, 2019, California residents have a third gender option on their identification card or 

driver’s license—following Oregon and several other states that adopted a third, gender-neutral 

option as part of their legal identification. Additionally, between 2010 and 2016 the Obama 

administration issued statements that transgender individuals were protected under Title IX. The 

Trump administration has since reversed some of this progress, but overall there have been 

general—minimal, but general—improvements in the lives of transgender and nonbinary 

individuals in the United States since the initial conception of transgender theory. This early 

transgender theory—specifically Allucquere Rosanne Sandy Stone’s “The Empire Strikes Back: 

A Posttranssexual Manifesto”—can also help to unpack some of the themes and motives 

represented in Vaid-Menon’s chapbook. Despite being four decades apart from one another, 

Vaid-Menon’s Femme in Public and Stone’s “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual 

Manifesto” both reflect on a society that is transphobic and generally disdainful of transgender 

women representing women. In addition to transphobia, Vaid-Menon’s chapbook explores the 

closeting or isolation and violations (of privacy) that transgender individuals endure. The brutal 

process by which society tries to force men to be more “masculine,” and the different 

transformations that the nonbinary individual experiences, are also addressed. 

 Allucquere Rosanne Sandy Stone is considered one of the first voices in transgender 

theory. Stone’s “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto” is in direct response to 

Janice Raymond’s 1978 The Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male in which 
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Raymond denounces Stone directly and transgender individuals like Stone for adhering to a 

patriarchal code, writing “All transsexuals rape women’s bodies by reducing the real female 

form to an artifact, appropriating this body for themselves…”; and about Stone directly, she 

writes,  

 Masculine behavior is notably obtrusive. It is significant that transsexually constructed 

 lesbian-feminists have inserted themselves into the positions of importance and/or 

 performance in the feminist community. The controversy in the summer of 1977 

 surrounding Sandy Stone, the transsexual sound engineer for Olivia Records, an “all-

 women” recording company, illustrates this well. Stone is not only crucial to the Olivia 

 enterprise but plays a very dominant role there. The national reputation and visibility he 

 achieved in the aftermath of the Olivia controversy is comparable, in feminist circles, to 

 that attained by Renee Richards in the wake of the Tennis Week Open. This only serves 

 to enhance his previously dominant role and to divide women, as men frequently do, 

 when they make their presence necessary and vital to women. Having produced such 

 divisiveness, one would think that if Stone’s commitment to and identification with 

 women were genuinely woman-centered, he would have removed himself from Olivia 

 and assumed some responsibility for the divisiveness. (133) 

In her essay, Stone responds to Raymond’s claims about her, writing, for example, “I read 

Raymond to be claiming that transsexuals are constructs of an evil phallocratic empire and were 

designed to invade women’s spaces and appropriate women’s power” (223). However, she lends 

Raymond some credence as she reports on her analysis of various autobiographical accounts of 

transsexual lived experiences, Man Into Woman (1933), I Changed My Sex (1963), Conundrum 

(1974) and Canary (1977). Of these works she opines, “All these authors replicate the 
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stereotypical male account of the constitution of woman: dress, makeup, and delicate fainting at 

the sight of blood… No wonder feminist theorists have been suspicious. Hell, I’m suspicious” 

(227). She examines academics, the lived experience of transgender individuals, and the 

professional opinions of clinicians to discuss the language and general attitude that society takes 

toward individuals. This attitude can best be summed up by Stone’s assertion that “under the 

binary phallocratic founding myth by which Western bodies and subjects are authorized, only 

one body per gendered subject is ‘right.’ All other bodies are wrong” (231). Not only can this 

attitude be applied to the physical (the body), but it can also be applied to all mental and 

emotional aspects of the Western treatment of sexuality. As Stone suggests, the Western 

treatment of sexuality accepts one single gender for each physical body. These genders are 

expected to match the general emotional and mental aspects of that given person.  

 By acknowledging and analyzing the experiences of individuals of varying genders and 

sexual identities, we can begin to normalize these issues and fold them into the feminist doctrine, 

political agenda, and social sphere. The varying concerns specifically presented and studied in 

this thesis align with basic human rights, rights that are not always recognized by the world 

around us. As Vaid-Menon so vulnerably writes in their chapbook, “Q: What feminine part of 

yourself did you have to destroy in order to survive in this world? A: I’m trying to figure it out” 

(3). As Vaid-Menon writes, in a blog entitled “Sexual Harassment Against Gender Non-

Conforming People,”  

“i eventually got home (safely) but was overwhelmed with deep sadness not necessarily 

at this individual man but the world that enabled him and this. i thought about the 

hundreds of times absolute strangers have interrogated me about my genitalia, my body, 

personal details of my life with this..look in their eye as if i am not a person right there in 
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front of them. i thought about all the comments & discussions random strangers online 

have about my genitalia & body. i thought about how this was and is never understood as 

a transgression of a boundary because as a gender non-confirming person i am already 

seen as transgressive & therefore incapable of having boundaries/privacy, my gender 

presentation is made into a spectacle for public consumption & therefore cannot belong 

to me. it brought up how dismayed i have been to witness conversations about 

harassment that once again erase trans & especially gender non-conforming people, even 

though we experience assault on the daily & are blamed for it because of our gender 

expression. i felt the fear, anxiety, and paranoia about going outside—knowing that this 

would happen again, that there would be no discourse to acknowledge that it happened. i 

thought about how in a moment of supposed ‘victory’ and ‘progress’ gender non-

conforming people like me still can’t exist in public without constant fear and how so few 

people seem to care about this. care about us: we who are neither women nor men.”  

Vaid-Menon’s blog entry, along with their chapbook, provides new context for Bordo’s 

assertions about body and femininity. Like women, nonbinary individuals are subjected to a 

masculine-centric world that refuses to respect the rights of perceived secondary citizens. As 

Vaid-Menon’s blog further suggests, all non-masculine entities in a patriarchal society are 

subjected to the same secondary status as women.  

 Vaid-Menon’s question and answer, ultimately, raise an important point of postmodern 

writing and society: the relegation to second class status is not limited to women. In addition to 

discussing femininity, Vaid-Menon also discusses body, power, hurt, witness and testimony, 

pain, violence, and public and private spaces in their chapbook. As Butler writes in Undoing 

Gender, we can never really own our bodies because our bodies exist in public spaces (spaces 
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that are visible and accessible to others) as often—in most cases—as they exist in private spaces 

(spaces that are not/less visible and accessible to others). Additionally, our bodies are subject to 

the constant scrutiny of others while in these public spaces. With the assistance of social media 

and smartphones, our bodies can now be in public spaces even when they are in our homes and 

other private spaces. Vaid-Menon makes several different references to this within their poetry. 

Within the first poem, they write, “what would it mean to log online and not being told to die?” 

Later, in the poem “Street Tax*,” Vaid-Menon writes,  

 and i say ‘the’ instead of ‘my’  

 because i looked in-between my legs and saw a chat 

 forum happening there. ( tried to chime in but got  

 blocked) (qtd. in Femme in Public, 7).  

 

As Vaid-Menon observes, social media only further blurs the lines between private and public 

spaces for the narratives of our bodies; therefore, we are stripped of one more layer of autonomy 

over our individual bodies then when Butler proposed we could not possibly own our bodies in 

2004. From this same poem, Vaid-Menon writes about the “hundreds” of people who only 

identify with them online. Vaid-Menon observes both the positive and negative uses of their 

image. Observing this new dimension of reality that exists through the lens of our phones’ 

cameras, Vaid-Menon is also speaking to the unfounded new realism that separates and limits 

our human to human interactions. Instagram, Facebook, and other social sites create a new series 

of paradoxes for gender: we are more and less social; we are more and less connected; we have 

more or less autonomy over our bodies. Perhaps we are in some ways less likely to be subjected 

to hate crimes in public spaces, but we are now in so many more ways more likely to be 

subjected to the same sorts of crimes in public media spaces. In one specific instance, a friend of 
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mine recently found herself on the front page of Reddit after a photo was uploaded of her and a 

fellow friend, with the tagline “only in Bakersfield” on “trashy” themed subreddit. In the image, 

both women were clothed, as the internet decided, less than modestly. Thousands of different 

people commented on the picture to let both women know that they were “too fat” for their 

shorts, “too old” for their tank tops, and “too ugly” to be posed as they were. This was not a 

photograph that either of the two women had made public; instead, this was a photograph taken 

of the two women by a stranger at the Kern County Fair unbeknownst to them and uploaded for 

the entire digital universe, without their consent, to publicly criticize. Vaid-Menon similarly 

describes finding photographs of their self with the following hashtags: “#me, #same, #mybf, 

#tearemoji, #wtf, #goals and Vaid-Menon proceeds to say that “what I have learned is that it is 

only socially permissible to identify with me online” (7-8). Vaid-Menon refers to this as a certain 

“type of loneliness that comes from everyone staring at you but no one seeing you.” Although 

these intersecting structures of isolation (social media and transphobia) are the site of most 

contemporary instances of transphobia; Vaid-Menon also addresses instances of sexual and 

physical assault against nonbinary individuals.  

 The powerful poem “Massage (cw: sexual assault),” describes an interaction in Vaid-

Menon’s life that is more physically and emotionally intimate than online interactions. Vaid-

Menon describes their interactions with a massage therapist named Susan who is—as Vaid-

Menon acknowledges—white, middle aged, and talkative. About her, they write, “She is honest 

with you that she fully intends to hurt you” and “I have never met anyone so upfront about their 

desire to hurt me (I wish Susan could have taught my exes a thing or two about naming ones 

intentions upfront)” (21). Within this poem, Vaid-Menon recounts a story that Susan once told 

them about another client in which the client had knots in her legs, a leg that had been broken 
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many years ago by an assailant who, meant to disable her so that she couldn’t escape. To this, 

Susan tells Vaid-Menon,  

 that her job as a masseuse is not necessarily to get rid of pain, but rather to bear witness 

 to it. To recognize it. To affirm it. She says that we live in a country—a world—that 

 teaches us at entry level that our hurt is a story we made up (qtd. in Femme in Public, 22).  

Vaid-Menon’s observations about witnessing pain and testifying to hurt support Kelly Oliver’s 

work in “Witnessing and Testimony.” First, Oliver believes that it is oppression that makes us 

crave “recognition from the dominant culture.” Second, Oliver suggests that “the victims of 

oppression, slavery, and torture are not merely seeking visibility and recognition, but they are 

also seeking witnesses to horrors beyond recognition” (2497). Oliver claims that the subjects of 

witness and testimony are interpreted by others, not with standards that exist in the external 

world, but by personal feelings, tastes, and opinions. Because a narrator can never represent an 

entire body of people, we depend on each individual story as a site of testimony. 

 Those least likely to attract serious violence are those who transition to the male or 

female pole. Vaid-Menon’s relevance to the theory on these pages is not limited to their 

victimhood; on the contrary, Vaid-Menon’s testimony is that of a nonconforming, nonbinary 

individual. In other words, Vaid-Menon is not in the process of transitioning from male to 

female; nor have they ever transitioned from male to female; nor do they ever plan to transition 

from male to female. As Vaid-Menon has explained in an opinion column for The Guardian in 

response to Time Magazine’s cover of Laverne Cox and the “‘transgender tipping point,’ a time 

of unprecedented visibility for trans people,” prominent trans figures still tend to fall squarely on 

one side of the gender binary; that is, they transitioned from one side of it to the other. We might 

think here of Caitlyn Jenner’s pinup look in Vanity Fair or Ian Harvie’s lumberjack aesthetic on 
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Transparent.” This “transgender tipping point” is, as Vaid-Menon rightfully notes, an inclusion 

of those members of the trans community who are shifting from one binary pole to the other. For 

individuals like Vaid-Menon, they do not merely experience a singular phase in their lives when 

they are subjected to discrimination, hatred, and violence as they “transitioned,” but are rather 

subject to an entire lifetime of discrimination, hatred, and violence. These sites of violence 

appear in numerical ordering in a poem that Vaid-Menon has titled “Street Tax*.” I noted the 

poem previously for its uses of public and private spaces, but I would like to here analyze the 

discrimination that Vaid-Menon is subjected to on a regular basis. The asterisk in the title 

corresponds with the following prefatory note to the poem: “*I wrote these poems as an offering 

to all of the people who harass me on the street. I am sorry that the only way we have been 

taught to heal is hurt.” In chapter one, I made special note of Bordo’s theory about pain and 

masculinity.  

 Male and female binaries establish an environment in which boys are taught at a young 

age to transform any particularly strong emotion into anger. Because the country exists on a 

plane of masculine superiority, it serves to reason that the nation would collectively “heal in 

hurt.” Vaid-Menon observes several interactions with men in which they reacted to Vaid-Menon 

with turbulence and hatred: “today a man on the street pointed to me & said “what the hell is 

that!?” and “the man who said, “you better get the fuck away from me or else!” and the two men 

who yelled: “that’s a man in a dress! Hey everyone that’s a man in a dress” (5-6). These lived 

experiences prove the real threat that imagined binaries pose to those living outside of the 

culturally-regulated binary codes in America. About America, Vaid-Menon proclaims, “this is 

America where pain is a ritual we are required to conduct in private” and “to live in America is 

to blame the dead for their own death, not the country for creating the conditions that killed 
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them” (30-31). Our bodies exist in the public sphere as per Butler, but the pain that we have 

accumulated from our bodies existing in this public sphere only exists in the private sphere; this 

is one of the paradoxes of gender that the binary system has created.  

 In “They Will Try Their Best to Destroy You and Call It Love,” Vaid-Menon insists that 

manhood is synonymous with destroying the feminine-coded parts of you. They write, “I cried 

because I remembered how so many of us had to destroy our queer child and never got a 

ceremony for it. Never got a chance to declare in public, ‘I AM HURT,’ because they kept 

harassing us: ‘THIS IS WHAT IT MEANS TO GROW UP.’ ‘THIS IS WHAT IT MEANS TO 

BECOME A MAN’ (25). As useful as it is to understanding that genders are socially 

constructed, I think it is as equally important to understand what the socially constructed genders 

are comprised of; what they represent; how they hurt us; what issues in our country today stem 

from these binaries; and how they engulf those who exist outside them. It is not enough for 

individuals like Vaid-Menon to step forward and banish binaries in their own lives, it is not 

enough to claim that we are allies, and it is not enough to write papers, articles, books, and 

poetry about it; it is not enough to recognize our favorite trans friends, actors, writers on social 

platforms. It does beg the question, what would be enough?  

 Their poetry does not simply present their transgender experience and notions about 

gender; it also presents a blue print for social change or transformation. The final poem “New 

Years Revolution” is written in the form of a numbered list and details what might be enough 

according to Vaid-Menon. Each of the “revolutions” begins with an action verb: “stop, affirm, 

recognize, admit, believe, provide, respect, honor, feel and love, refuse, and find” (34). Vaid-

Menon is suggesting we revolutionize the way we discuss and treat gender difference 

specifically, and question what other problems would be solved if each of us resolved to “believe 



 

22 
 

in all of our infinite capacity for transformation?” Most perceptibly, Vaid-Menon is speaking to a 

sort of gender transformation, but they are also speaking to the different ways in which these 

simple methods of recognizing the transformation of others could transform our country—even 

our world—into a safe space for otherness of every classification (or, importantly, even 

unclassified otherness). They speak to consider “respecting limitations and constraints” and 

“honoring silence as a form of presence” as two other revolutions. It would be hard for a rape 

culture to even exist in a society that honored silence as a form of presence. As bleak as the state 

of the country is currently in—in regards to transgender individuals—Vaid-Menon offers a light 

at the end of the tunnel of their chapbook of suffering. They offer a simple code of for operating 

a society of individuals who respect the rights, the limits, and the needs of others.  
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Chapter Two: Toxic Masculinity & Black, Male Bodies 

 The complexities of gender neither begin nor end with transgender individuals. Danez 

Smith in [Insert Boy] and Saeed Jones in Prelude to Bruise are two poets who speak to the 

unique challenges of male oppression. They also both analyze the Black American experience 

and the treatment of Black bodies, as suggested by Smith’s epigraph: 

It was so outrageous you couldn’t go any further & so you had to find a way to use it.  

 –James Baldwin on being poor, black, and gay. 

Given their subject matter, the collections are clearly connected to the current climate in the 

United States, which has recently experienced a marked increase in racial violence. Prelude to 

Bruise was published shortly after the Ferguson police officer shot 18-year-old Michael Brown, 

only two years after the death of Trayvon Martin, and in the wake of the Black Lives Matter 

activist movement. Both poets address issues of racial intolerance in poems like “The Black Boy 

& The Bullet” and “Jasper 1998,” connecting minor forms of intolerance with the symptom of 

extreme violence against Black men in America.  

 One shared experience that both Smith and Jones write about is that of their social 

relationship with the word “boy.” In the Poets on Poetry series, printed by The University of 

Michigan Press, Rigoberto Gonzalez—self-identified gay Chicano writer of poetry, fiction, and 

nonfiction—discusses the social significance of Smith’s [Insert Boy]. Among his many 

observations, Gonzales addresses the cultural significance of the word boy, stating,  

 It’s imperative at this point to unpack further the word boy and its linguistic resonances. 

 In this racial context it gestures to its uses as an infantilizing address, from white man to 

 black man, that expresses both condescension and derision. In gay parlance it is a 
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 designation given to a younger man, typically a youth, but in relationship dynamics a

 ‘boy’ is willing object of desire of an older male, sometimes referred to as a ‘daddy.’ (76) 

Gonzalez, here, demonstrates how the word boy is a signifier of oppression, used to imply the 

subservient status, not only of black men to white men, but also of younger gay men to older gay 

men. Martin Luther King Jr. famously recognized the significance of “boy” in his “Letter from 

Birmingham Jail,” writing this about the black experience in America, “…when your first name 

becomes ‘nigger’ and your middle name becomes ‘boy’ (however old you are) …” Smith 

recognizes and repurposes the derogatory “boy” in his poetry collection. As a great majority of 

the poems analyze the shame and humiliation that accompanies being black and gay in America, 

the repetition of the word boy as it relates to each of the bracketed titles throughout the 

collection—black boy, papa’s lil’ boy, ruined boy, rent boy, lover boy, and again boy—establish 

the various relationships gender and sex take in Smith’s life. In the first poem entitled “Black 

Boy Be,” Smith uses simile to connect different experiences of being a black boy, “Black boy be 

like ashy hands bathed in blue flame… Black boy be like blood all over everything; the reeboks, 

the tube socks, the air & the mother’s hands…” finally stating, “Black boy be like a nothing at 

all, & ain’t that something? Ain’t that the world?” (15). Despite his various attempts to connect 

being a black boy to the world around him through use of simile, Smith ultimately gives up at the 

end of the poem. He is thus establishing two different themes in this first poem: (1) Being black 

is never quite fitting in. (2) Being a black boy is constantly reminded that you are worthless. The 

second poem compares a black boy to a bullet,  

 both spark the same debate 

 some folks want to protect them/some think we should just get rid  

      of the damn things all together (qtd. in [Insert Boy], 
      16).  
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The comparison of Black boy and gun liken the Black male experience to a less than human 

experience, to an experience that is more like an object, a possession, or property. Their bodies, 

in this way, are discussed by the societies around them with little to no consideration of their 

own wants.  

 Ironically, even as a Black man is derogatively referred to as a boy to indicate his less 

than equal status, Black boys are often viewed and treated as if they are men in the justice 

system. Darren Wilson, the Ferguson police officer who shot and killed Michael Brown Jr., 

described Brown in his testimony as making Wilson feel “like a five-year-old holding onto Hulk 

Hogan” (212). He goes on to explain that Brown was so angry that he “looked like a demon” 

(225). This literal demonization of a Black eighteen-year-old teenager prevented Wilson from 

being indicted. It parallels Smith’s assertion in the poem entitled “For Black Boys” that “white 

folks are afraid when you speak” (20). Smith asserts that “a cold black boy body is a prophecy 

fulfilled” (20). Finally, both the shooting of Brown and the poem “For Black Boys” speaks to 

slow progression of intolerance—in this case, the intolerance of the Black male body—from 

minor racial prejudices to the violence enacted on Black male bodies. In the same poem, Smith 

connects the deaths of different black individuals with the indifference of the world around them: 

  Sean Bell got filled with a war’s worth of lead  

 & the marriage rates went up 

  Bo Morrison got killed with his hands up 

  & people invested in garages 

 Oscar Grant was slain  

 belly pressed to the floor & I need a Tide-To-Go pen for this stain 

   Trayvon Martin got his light drained and everybody tasted the rainbow…” (qtd. in 
  [Insert] Boy, 21).  
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Smith even notes his own helplessness, stating, “Latasha Harlins died over OJ & I still need a 

pack of cigarettes from the store” (21). In each of these instances, a Black youth between the 

ages of fifteen and twenty-two was murdered.  

 Boy is not the only example of hate speech that Smith repurposes in [Insert Boy]. Two of 

the titles have derogatory words associated with homophobia, “Faggot or When the Front Goes 

Up” and “Genesissy.” In “Faggot or When the Front Goes Up,” Smith observes the violent 

transformation of a gender-fluid boy into a man. Smith remarks,  

 you were a sweeter thing. a delicate sun.  

 then he called you that word enough  

 & you turned action figure. tumble  

 & punch brained. blood on the knees  

 & under nails  

 not yours. a boy made of war. 

 a boy who swung to keep from singing. (qtd. in [Insert] Boy, 23). 

 

“Genesissy,” a poem that imagines a flamboyant and omnibenevolent God, is dedicated to the 

lives of Dwayne Jones and Islan Nettles. Dwayne Jones was killed by a mob in Jamaica in 2013, 

and Islan Nettles was beaten to death by a man who was flirting with Nettles when he realized 

Nettles’s sexual identity. Both individuals are transgender women who were beaten to death 

because of their femininity. The mood of the poem shifts from light-hearted and gentle to dark 

and hopeless, representing God on different days during creation, “on the ninth day, God said 

Bitch werk [think RuPaul’s “Supermodel (You Better Work)” (1992), work or werk, as Smith 

uses it here, is, as Urban Dictionary defines it, “a congratulatory declaration of support or 

approval, often in reference to dancing or modeling”] & Adam learned to duck walk, dip, pose, 

death drop…” and later “on the twelfth day, Jesus wept at the mirror, mourning the day his sons 
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would shame his sons for walking a daughter’s stride, for the way his children would learn to 

hate the kids…parades canceled due to rain of fist & insults & rope & bullets” (24). Smith writes 

“preferred the dress to the plastic gun. pined for pink to grace your soft black back” (23). Next, 

the poem traces the linage of God to a child’s death. From the line “the lord begat man” to the 

lines  

 his aunt’s disgusted head shake  

 begat the world that killed  

 the not a boy-child  

 & stole her favorite dress  

 right off her cold shimmering body  

 & that can’t come from God right?” (qtd. in [Insert] Boy, 26).  

 

This poem creates a new twist on the problem of evil. Smith’s imagined God is—like most 

representations of God—seemingly benevolent, omnipotent, and omniscient and Smith’s 

imagined creation is still a world that literally beats the feminine features out of its inhabitants. If 

God is omnipotent, omnibenevolent, and omniscient, then why does God allow for these acts of 

evil against feminine creatures? There are religious threads throughout Smith’s collection. In the 

final poem of the collection “On Grace,” in the final couplet, Smith asks “Who says the grace of 

a black man in motion is not perfect as a tusk in the sun or a single leaf taking its sweet time to 

the ground?” (112). Peter L. Berger believed that most forms of modern religion were a means of 

holding citizens to social norms and in doing so enforced existences that depended on separate 

public and private lifes. These norms often force certain beliefs or practices—in this case, the 

practice of men dressing like women or even just the acceptance of the Black body as worthy, 

equal, or beautiful are—to be kept a secret so as not to upset or incite the rage of the larger 

community.  
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 Saeed Jones’s Prelude to Bruise breaks the connection between writer and personae, 

calling attention to the bodies, autonomies, genders, and sexualities of Black men in general in 

many similar customs to Smith’s work. About his poetry debut, in an interview for Time 

Magazine, Jones explains, “Often when people see an ‘I’ in poetry, there’s an inclination to 

assume it’s autobiographical. Once I remember someone asking me what it’s like to be writing 

and dealing with being a survivor of child abuse, and I was like, ‘Oh! I am not a survivor of child 

abuse.’” Although Saeed’s Prelude to Bruise is set in the south, it does not necessarily mean the 

narrator is within the city of Saeed’s particular boyhood home. Although Saeed has shared 

certain experiences with the narrators of the poems, he is not the narrator. Saeed goes on to say 

in the interview that the collection is about the Black male body in general. This conception, the 

Black male body as spectacle, begins in the first poem of the collection. In “Insomnia,” Saeed 

writes, “Small with wild legs, the boy stole your eyes the day he was born” (1). In this line, the 

first spectator of the narrator’s Black body is mother looking at her newborn baby. As 

“Insomnia” begins with a birth and the last poem, “Last Portrait as Boy” ends with a narrator 

who is a “grown man,” it is easy to interpret the collection of poems as being written from the 

perspective of one singular narrator, but the narration more likely travels from narrator to 

narrator thus speaking to a more universal experience of the black male body as spectacle. One 

specific example of shifting narration lies within the poem “Jasper, 1998,” within which Jones 

writes from the perspective of the late James Byrd Jr.  

 Jones parallels pleasure and pain, mother and father, flowers and poison, and blue and red 

to represent the traditional gender roles of men and women that persist within contemporary 

American households. Prefacing his collection of poetry, Jones has included an epigraph by 

Franz Kafka and a short poem entitled “Anthracite.” The epigraph reads,  
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   The man in ecstasy and the man drowning— 

    both throw up their arms.  

     —Kafka  

 

This aphorism literally compares the thrusting of the arms in rejoice to the thrusting of the arms 

in agony to liken the human experiences of pleasure and pain. Throughout the collection, the 

things that bring the narrators the most pleasure often bring them the most pain. This is true of 

the juxtaposition of boyhood and feminine objects in the second and third poems—poems that 

are only separated by the spine of the collection— “Closet of Red” and the “The Blue Dress.” In 

“Closet of Red” the narrator finds special pleasure in his mother’s dresses, but finds distinct pain 

in his father’s reaction to his pleasure. Saeed alludes to “foxgloves” and “trumpets of tongued 

blossoms” in this poem. Both foxgloves (digitalis) and angel’s trumpets (brugmansia) are pretty, 

poisonous flowers. Similar in appearance, both plants have flowers that droop downward in a 

way that is reminiscent of a dress on a hanger. The flowers, being both pretty and poisonous, 

align, much like the narrator, with both female and male binaries. They are both beautiful in 

appearance (feminine pole) and violent (male binary) when consumed. As both the plants and 

dresses are ingested by the narrator (“In place of no, my leaking mouth spills foxgloves.” and 

“corseted ghosts, red-silk bodies crowd my mouth.”), the dresses like the plants are reordered on 

the binary structure or perhaps made nonbinary by Jones. Both “Closet of Red” and “The Blue 

Dress” use references to color symbolism as a major driving forces of the poem’s themes. 

“Closet of Red” is a poem that is nightmarish and full of negative affect, using words such as 

“no,” “close in,” “ghosts,” “crowd,” “sorry,” “never,” and “emptied,” while “The Blue Dress” 

contains words that are, while not necessarily representative of positive affect, more aptly 

associated with light-hearted experiences, and dreamlike as opposed to nightmarish. “Closet of 
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Red,” additionally, expresses an absence of mother and a presence of father (“I would say sorry, 

Papa”). As Sedgwick points out, closet is a metaphor for secrecy in the fictional and real world, 

meaning the father is now aligned with secrecy, poison, penitents, and violence—violence often 

being represented by the color red. In contrast, “The Blue Dress” sees the narrator “floating in 

her dress through the streets” (3). There are also many images of water in this poem: “river, 

water seeps, raining, monsoon, puddles, flooded, ring-ting-ting of water dripping, Mississippi 

River, leaks like tears, drowned, waterfalls, boat, ship, current, floating, and out to sea” (3). The 

vast space of water contrasted against the “locked closet” from “Closet of Red” aligns the mother 

with public space and honesty, an antidote to the secrecy, a forgiving and nurturing space, a calm 

and nonviolent space. Color symbolism, in this way, helps to establish the gender binaries that 

were present in the home of the narrator of the poem—again, although the narrator might be 

shifting from person to person within the poems, it is still helpful to consider the narrator as one 

who is representative of the queer, Black experience in contemporary America—growing up.  

 The following poems in Book One observe body more than they do binary. As Jones 

stated himself in the same interview from Time Magazine, “Aside from mythologizing coming of 

age, the collection is also about Black men’s bodies. I was thinking a lot about the way Black 

men are written about and described, how we become hooded figures and this very particular 

assumption about masculinity.” In The Male Body, Bordo states that “both the soft, foreshortened 

Jewish man and the animalistic, overendowed Black man are products of the same ugly tendency 

of racism: to imagine the racially despised body as sexually abnormal in contrast to one’s own, 

‘superior race’” (50). Both Bordo and Connell discuss softness and hardness in regards to the 

male body. In discussing her own body, Bordo contended that she felt more equal to men when 

regularly—or sometimes obsessively—working out. In retrospect, she believes that this was due 
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to “feeling of invulnerability and power had everything to do with my having banished my then-

hurting femininity from my body” (58). As Bordo tried to banish some of the feminine qualities 

from her body with exercise, the narrators in Jones’s poetry try to banish some of the negative 

assumptions revolving around their Black masculinity with feminine clothing. This softening of 

Black masculinity is especially evident in “Boy in a Stolen Evening Gown” and “Boy in a 

Whalebone Corset.”  

 “Boy in a Stolen Evening Gown” particularly expresses the ways in which gender 

binaries are imagined and not biological. In an abandoned field, the narrator plays dress up. The 

“improbably lady” is waiting for the “sir who is no one, sir who is yet to come” to find him and 

remove his dress—his softness—and leave him naked. Jones writes,  

 …Ask me  

 and I’ll slip out of this softness, the dress  

 a black cloud at my feet. I could be the boy  

 wearing nothing, a negligee of gnats (qtd. in Prelude to Bruise, 7).  

 

This is a pivotal poem in the collection since Jones reveals the arbitrary nature of the dress. The 

dress is likened to the narrator’s softness; however, once the boy removes the dress he is still 

wearing a “negligee” of gnats. Even stark naked in that field, there is something feminine about 

the boy’s body because femininity and softness are not reliant on arbitrary articles of clothing. 

Although they are signifiers of our femininity and softness to a binaried world around us, they 

are not what makes us more inherently feminine or soft. In “Boy in A Whalebone Corset,” the 

narrator—wearing a whalebone corset—watches his father burn his “sissy clothes.”  This poem, 

like “Genesissy,” makes specific allusions to the book of Genesis. For instance, the city of 

Sodom is referenced in the poem as follows: “His son’s a whore this last night of Sodom”—the 
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poem ends in the burning, not of a city, but of the clothing of the narrator. The father of the boy 

believes that he can burn the femininity out of his son. This violent act committed by a father 

against his son demonstrates again the assumption that our uncommon, private desires should be 

hidden or burned. In this sense, femininity at large is likened to a quality that can and should be 

suppressed and made secret.  

 Both Jones and Smith paint vignettes of the Black American experience. Through their 

collections, both poets unravel the different violent acts that are committed against Black, male 

bodies—alluding to instances on both large and smaller scales to help erase the myth that 

perhaps certain acts of racial or gender inequality are unlinked to violence. Instead, I believe 

their collections prove that hate speech, indirect causes of double consciousness, and even 

remote acts of intolerance against feminine-aligned behavior in young boys inherently contribute 

to systems of violence against men.  
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Chapter Three | Assault, Possession, Destruction, & Transformation 

 Within Claire C. Holland’s I Am Not Your Final Girl, there are forty poems, each 

analyzing and imagining the insights of a female protagonist—a final girl—from a horror film. 

Carol J. Clover popularized the term final girl in her seminal text Men, Women, and Chainsaws: 

Gender in the Modern Horror Film (1992). According to Clover, the final girl is the surviving 

female lead, who typically watches her friends die before her. Clover posits that she “alone finds 

the strength either to stay the killer long enough to be rescued (ending A) or to kill him herself 

(ending B)” (33). Clover notes the unusual feminine—or lack of feminine—traits of these final 

girls, claiming,  

 The final girl is boyish, in a word. Just as the killer is not fully masculine, she is not fully 

 feminine—not, in any case, feminine in the ways of her friends. Her smartness, gravity, 

 competence in mechanical and other practical matters, and sexual reluctance set her apart 

 from the other girls and ally her, ironically, with the very boys she fears or rejects, not to 

 speak of the killer himself (40).  

With most of my notes on gender, this assessment which largely relies on antiquated male and 

female binaries—might seem a little dated. Clover’s work, however, notes the stark contrast 

between female leads of the modern and postmodern horror films. With the success of Texas 

Chainsaw Massacre (1974), horror saw a rise in films with a female lead that, as Clover points 

out, are more representative of what even modern society deems more masculine than feminine. 

Final girls are not often driven by their sexual impulses, they frequently use machinery or 

weaponry to protect themselves, and they are generally driven by intellect—as opposed to driven 

by intuition or emotion. Holland studies Rosemary from Rosemary’s Baby and Carrie of Carrie, 

Sarah from The Craft, and so on. Holland introduces her collection of poetry by stating, “Too 
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much bad has happened in the last year, and I’m tired. Tired of watching a racist, misogynist old 

white man abuse the most powerful office in America. Tired of old white men in general—

especially the ones trying to tell me what to do with my body, as if they have a clue” (11). She 

goes on to describe her poetry as a “channeling” of all the strong, angry women at the end of 

horror movies. For many women, like Holland, the final girl has come to represent an 

empowered woman who fights back against a misogynistic world. Whether these films are 

misogynistic or use their misogynistic roots to hold themselves to some sort of meta cross-

examination has been largely debated by the scholars who study them. I am of the opinion that 

the horror genre does both incredibly well. Clover’s analysis expected that rape-revenge, 

possession, and slasher films would all be obsolete and absorbed by more mainstreamed genres. 

Under the Skin, The Descent, The Neon Demon, and May—all represented in Holland’s I Am Not 

Your Final Girl—are all films that recognize especially gender-bending plots and characters that 

challenge previous fears and phobias around gender.  

 Horror films reflect our lived and fantasized fears or phobias. Since only certain 

sexualities are widely or moral since the seventeenth century, accepted as valid, it shows to 

reason that alternatives to these norms would be feared, and those fears are eventually artistically 

expressed by the leading minds in horror. Foucault himself referred to these gender norm 

alternatives as “new personages,” naming, for example, “the nervous woman, the frigid wife, the 

indifferent mother—or worse, the mother beset by murderous obsessions—the impotent, sadistic, 

perverse husband, the hysterical or neurasthenic girl, the precocious and already exhausted child, 

and the young homosexual who rejects marriage or neglects his wife” (110). He goes on to 

explain the villainization of the “idle woman,” the idle woman being any woman who did not 

uphold domestic standards. These archetypes are exaggerated illustrations of women who did not 
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adhere to the socially constructed image of woman through the 17-19th centuries; they acted as a 

cautionary tale of sorts, a warning to all of the consequences of not adhering to their unique role 

of caregiver, lover, and mother within society. Many of these caricatures exist in the films 

studied by Holland. In Film, Horror, and the Body Fantastic, Linda Badley claims that “horror is 

cultural apparatus for keeping the sexually active woman in her place” (102). She additionally 

notes that the villain often “functions as an enforcer of patriarchal law” (102). In Wes Craven’s 

meta-analysis and re-popularization of the slasher film Scream, horror fanatic Randy Meeks cites 

the first rule of surviving a horror film is “you can never have sex.” (Craven). Paired with 

Foucault’s new personages, it is easy to see why feminists and critics have found obvious, 

glaring faults with the horror genre at large. The final girls from Holland’s collection are all 

easily aligned with Foucault’s new personages. Rosemary is the frigid, hysterical, pregnant wife 

and Rosemary’s husband is of course the sadistic and perverse husband who signed her up to be 

raped by none other than the devil himself, Jesse from the Neon Demon is both a virgin and more 

or less the “new girl in town,” the envy by her fellow models, and Laurie from Halloween is the 

only member of her group of girlfriends that is chaste—abstaining from sex and drugs.  

 These fictitious women are represented in Holland’s collection of poetry which is 

organized into four distinct parts: Assault, Possession, Destruction, and Transformation. These 

four chapters connect each of the stories of the forty different women by creating a four-part 

process that each woman undergoes in her own film. First, the woman is assaulted—usually by a 

man, usually sexually and/or physically, and always violently. Then each woman is possessed; 

this possession is sometimes in the form of an evil spirit or entity like in the case of Rachel in 

The Ring, but more often than not the women in this collection are possessed psychologically 

and their normal behavior is replaced with a new personality, like Jennifer in I Spit on Your 
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Grave. Rosemary, for instance, is possessed by the idea that she has been dominated by an evil 

spirit—her possession being the physical rape of an evil spirit and not a spiritual rape. The 

possession by these new experiences, passions, ideas, or evils, usually results in the destruction 

of the women. In most cases, the final girl has watched her entire family, circle of friends, or 

another woman before them broken and destroyed by the antagonist within the film. In order to 

survive the killer long enough to be rescued or to confront and destroy the killer herself, the final 

girl must go through some sort of transformation, as Clover suggests. The transformations 

represented in this collection are physical, mental, and spiritual—sometimes all three. These 

transformations parallel the physical transformations that Susan Bordo explained in Unbearable 

Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and the Body. In her work, Bordo clarifies that both 

strength of will and self-control are character traits that are associated with the male binary. 

Similarly, as noted by Clover, final girls take on character traits that mark them as in some way 

other than the other women in their worlds. As Bordo resolves, “To reshape one’s body into a 

male body is not to put on male power and privilege. To feel autonomous and free while 

harnessing body and soul to an obsessive body-practice is to serve, not transform, a social order 

that limits female possibilities. And, of course, for the female to become male is only for her to 

locate herself on the other side of a disfiguring opposition” (179). Although Bordo’s analysis of 

Western culture and the female body are applicable to this collection, Holland asserts in her 

introduction that “things don’t always end well for strong angry women” and otherwise seems to 

be aware—with her title as evidence—that although these women can seem like models for 

feminine inspiration, they should in no way be a site of envy. Additionally, these sites of 

destruction and transformation are similar to the ones presented within Prelude to Bruise, [Insert 

Boy], and Femme in Public, the key and important difference being that the suffering and 
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tribulations presented in I Am Not Your Final Girl—although based on a very real climate of 

contempt, hatred, and violations of the varying female forms—are imagined, whereas the events 

in the other three collections are based on actual lived experiences. 

 Assault follows the narratives of ten different women who are physically assaulted in 

horror films and this chapter establishes themes of rape, paranoia, pregnancy, occult, predators, 

and stalking—all of which are associated with a lack of agency. The women of these films are 

often preyed upon sexually. In Rosemary, Holland makes special note of the casual nature in 

which Rosemary’s husband (Guy) rapes her.  

 Then in the morning,  

 how he could look at her only  

 sideways. How he grinned  

 sheepishly at her half-asked question 

  —you… while I was out? — 

 then shrugged, brushed his teeth,  

 got dressed. (qtd. in I Am Not Your Final Girl, 19). 

 

 This poem about rape is juxtaposed with “The Female (Part 1),” a poem about Scarlett 

Johansson’s nameless character in Under the Skin (2013). This film reverses the typical horror 

trope of a man raping and killing women with an alien—alien both to this earth and to the rules 

of horror films—female who picks up men and uses them for their bodies. Holland writes,  

black stars, an infinity  

of humanity,  

your empathy.  

It’s that sad,  

fragile,  
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beautiful thing  

that will ruin you” (qtd. in I Am Not Your Final Girl, 21).   

 

About Jennifer in I Spit on Your Grave (1978), she writes, “She has teeth and claws and fight in 

this fight, but it will mean nothing to a man who says I like a girl with spirit when what he means 

is I like a girl that can break” (22). About Carol from Repulsion (1965), she writes, “Some 

women never adapt to walls that close in like grabbing hands, and to hands that grab” (23). 

About Martha from Martha Marcy May Marlene (2011), she writes, “And it happens so slowly, 

so artfully, she forgets she never said yes.” (28). About Carla in The Entity, she writes, “I got 

tired of hearing it was my fault. I think we all do. That’s the crux of it, the cross that certain 

people bear—women, doctors sneer like it’s a dirty word and then they take your pain and put it 

in a bottle with a number on it” (30). Seven of these ten women are raped; the exceptions are 

Sally from The Texas Chain Saw Massacre (1974), Laurie from Halloween (1978), and Sara 

from The Descent (2005). Laurie and Sally are stalked by predatory men, men that are lumbering 

giants. Sara is betrayed by her husband, but also her best friend (a woman). The consistent 

element throughout this first section is as Holland so aptly titles it, assault. The assault that is 

analyzed is largely sexual and generally bodily assault against women who, as Badley suggests, 

sexually differ from the other women in the films. These acts of violence seem to always be in 

direct response to some alignment or misalignment to the female binary.  

 The first poem within Transformation is Nicolas Pesce’s The Eyes of My Mother (2016). 

The short black-and-white film opens with a small child (Francisca) and her mother, on their 

farm. An intruder, Charlie, arrives and asks to use the restroom. He shortly thereafter pulls a gun 

on the mother and Francisca. In a sequence of short scenes, we see the father arrive home, open 

the door of the restroom where Charlie is using the butt of his gun to smash something—
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presumably the body of the mother—in their tub, the father rolling Charlie’s unconscious body 

up in a tarp, the daughter scrubbing the bathroom floor, and finally the father and daughter 

burying the mother together. Later on, the daughter cleans Charlie’s wounds, stitches him up, 

and removes his eyes and vocal cords. Neither Holland nor Pesce concern themselves very much 

with the assault of the mother or Francisca’s possession by new emotions after being told by her 

mother’s murderer that his power comes from torturing and killing his victims—these 

occurrences only occupy about ten minutes of the film. Instead, both filmmaker and poet focus 

on the destruction of Francisca’s character as a result of the events of this day. Like the other 

final girls represented in this collection, she is initially attacked by a male (a serial killer, in this 

case) and she suffers the trauma of that attack. She is possessed by a new strange desire to kill 

and spends the next hour of the film paying that initial destruction forward. All ten women in this 

section yield their newly possessed feelings as result of their assault in this way. These are 

women who pay their destruction forward onto the lives of others. As Francisca enacts her 

violence onto first her father and then a few helpless victims throughout the rest of the film, May 

from May in which the “final girl” chops all of her friends and reassembles them into a doll-like 

friend—following her mother’s advice that “if you can’t find a friend, make one” and Elsa from 

Splice (2009), who creates a human/who-knows-what-hybrid from her own genetic material, 

maims her human hybrid, watches her husband have sex with her hybrid, and finally is raped by 

her human hybrid. These women still share the history of violence and transformation with the 

other women of the collection, but they are unique in their excessive hunger for destruction and 

revenge as result of that violence.  

 All the women in this series of poems—again, like the narrators in the other collections 

of poetry—go through some major process of transformation. The most prominent of these 
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women is Stephen King’s Carrie, a young girl who is so bullied by her peers and scorned by her 

overtly religious mother that she transforms, developing telekinetic powers to first arm and 

protect herself during her various experiences of assault (verbal, physical, mental, spiritual), but 

to later take revenge and to enact destruction and murder to all those who have wronged her. 

Carrie, as imagined by Holland, claims “it’s exhausting, all this Mary stuff, all this blood and sin 

piled on us without our permission. Intuition is treated like a curse, because it’s not dense and 

sturdy as a man’s thick fist” (80). Many of the other women in this collection are subjected to 

violence though an extension of the church—mothers or men who believe it is woman’s duty to 

pay for the initial sin of woman, a myth that Foucault identifies as a means to control and 

oppress women. 

 Holland uses the horror trope of final girls fighting for their lives to express the pain and 

suffering of women everywhere—paralleling the evils these final girls face with real life villains 

like Donald Trump, and the courage of these women to the courage in each and every woman 

who wakes up every day in Trump’s America and faces another day of God only knows what 

anyway. She argues “we are more than a trope. We’re strong and slutty, quiet and confident, 

outspoken and sarcastic and we don’t feel like smiling because we have work to do” (12). In 

Clover’s Men, Women, and Chainsaws, she argues that men are never killed simply for being 

boys. Instead, they are killed for getting in the way, being in the wrong place, attempting to be 

heroic…she goes on to state that women in horror films are almost always killed for their 

womanhood, their femininity, their beauty, their bodies.  
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Epilogue | Final Remarks 

 A theme of general violent oppression of people of all genders who align in any small 

way with the female pole in the binary system emerges from the four postmodern poets in each 

of their collections of poetry. The obvious conclusion in each instance is that societies—in the 

case of these four poets, American society—persists in regulating, and imposing certain 

behavioral expectations on each gender. As a result of these expectations, individuals who do not 

fall neatly into the male or female sphere experiences violent consequences—assault, possession, 

destruction, and transformation. In some cases, as made evident by the unique narrators, all four 

instances or any combination of the four will occur in result of prolonged unjust treatment. Vaid-

Menon, as the narrator within their own poetry, explains a long history of repressing their desire 

to dress, speak, and emote in certain ways—or transforming themselves into a more masculine 

image. Smith and Jones’s narrators suffer physical assaults. Specifically, in Smith’s work at least 

one narrator is possessed with the urge to make others ‘bleed’ because of their own prolonged 

suffering and as a result enacts destructive and violent behavior back into the world. Finally, the 

final girls are raped, possessed by demons, destroyed by their male antagonists, and transformed 

into entities that are more associated with the male pole than the female pole. By acknowledging 

and analyzing the experiences of individuals of varying genders and sexual identities, we can 

begin to normalize these issues and fold them into the feminist doctrine, political agenda, and 

social sphere. Femme in Public, I Am Not Your Final Girl, [Insert Boy], and Prelude to Bruise 

explore gender non-conforming individuals, fictitious narratives of final girls, and the public 

gaze on the Black male body to analyze the sexual and gender identities of three culturally 

underrepresented groups of people. The goal to undo gender binaries on a larger scale and thus 

perhaps redistribute agency to all genders. 
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