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 While our world might have drastically changed over the last few months, one thing 

remains unchanged: gender and sexuality continue to shape our sense of self and our access to 

and experience of the world. Recent scholarship has continued to broaden our understanding 

of the fluidity and variability within these categories, and both public discourse and academic 

debates have contributed to an increased awareness about life and death beyond the 

heteronormative order. The expanding gender studies list at Lexington Books captures and 

contributes to some of these invigorating debates with dynamic, high-caliber, interdisciplinary 

research for scholars and students. Drawing on innovations in areas like posthumanist studies, 

materialist feminism, science and technology studies, queer theory, and transnational feminisms 

as well as engaging more broadly with key insights from other disciplines like political science, 

philosophy, sociology, cultural studies, and media studies, Lexington Books titles feature 

groundbreaking academic thought.

 At Lexington Books, we strive to assemble established and emerging scholarly voices 

from a broad range of national and cultural contexts. The chapters in this collection provide a 

sense of the breadth and depth covered by our offerings. Ranging from theoretical engagements 

with transnational feminism and trans identities to representations of the monstrous feminine 

in science fiction and from feminist agency in YA literature to the relationship between changing 

concepts of masculinity and the global rise of populism, the topics discussed in these pieces 

highlight what is at stake in current debates about feminism, gender, and sexuality. All of our 

titles share their commitment to intellectual rigor and engaging analysis, and they draw on both 

established and innovative concepts and theoretical approaches to offer thought-provoking ways 

to make sense of our experiences and identities.

 As we continue to expand our offerings in gender studies, I invite you to publish your 

next scholarly book with Lexington Books. We publish monographs, edited collections, and 

revised dissertations by emerging and established scholars, including interdisciplinary and 

multidisciplinary works. Lexington Books offers an expedited decision-making process, peer 

review, and a rapid production process to ensure that your research is published quickly. We 

publish high-quality books with full-color covers and we market our new titles aggressively 

around the globe. Our titles are regularly reviewed in scholarly journals and have received 

significant awards and honors for academic scholarship and excellence in publishing.

 To submit a proposal for a book project, please review our submission guidelines and 

email a full prospectus to me at jlakamper@rowman.com. I look forward to hearing from you. 

Sincerely,

JUDITH LAKAMPER, PhD      
Associate Acquisitions Editor

https://rowman.com/Page/LEXAuthRes
mailto:jlakamper@rowman.com
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Yo no soy americano
pero comprendo el inglés

—Traditional, Zacatecas/California

Por más que la gente me juzgue texano
Yo les aseguro que soy mexicano

—Pepe Guízar

Ay ay ay, soy mexicana de este lado

—Anzaldúa

Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza,1 a key lit-
erary and theoretical contribution to Chicana literature as well as feminist, 
borderlands, and queer studies, among other disciplines, gained immediate 
broad popularity in the United States with the multiculturalism of the 1990s.2 
It is now a classic of decolonial studies, well cited in the English-speaking 
world and available in Spanish translation since 2016. The work generates 
wide-ranging discussions, and much has been written on the implications of 
Anzaldúa’s hybrid subject for solidarity. Borderlands/La Frontera’s hyper-
canonical status and its progressive diffusion across the globe have created 
something of an echo-effect in scholarship, as its relevance to a new geo-
graphical area, or another field or project is discovered, and the text is intro-
duced to a new audience. Anzaldúa’s writing from This Bridge Called My 
Back3 forward, and Chicana feminism more broadly, are meant to be trans-
disciplinary and to invoke global solidarity, as Sonia Saldívar-Hull explains 

Chapter 1

Border Trouble

Anzaldúa’s Margins

Leslie Bary
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in her introduction to the second edition of Borderlands/La Frontera4 and in 
her landmark work Feminism on the Border.5 Yet this broad appeal means 
that a good deal of writing on Anzaldúa is intended to introduce and explain 
more than to analyze or critique.

Some contexts and aspects of Anzaldúa’s book, including the connections 
it makes with sacred, maternal spaces and ancient, non-Western knowledge, 
as well as its implicit response to Octavio Paz’s discussion of the figure of 
Malintzin in El laberinto de la soledad6 have by now been very well, even 
exhaustively interpreted. Many liberal scholars and first worlders, as well 
as some of those who position themselves further on the left or speak from 
the global South, see the text as revealing and affirming, and consider the 
plural self it posits a healing alternative to modern subjectivity. As her col-
laborator AnaLouise Keating7 and numerous other scholars have pointed out, 
Anzaldúa’s borderlands are not only loci of geopolitical struggle and cultural 
layering, but also generative spaces “where activism and spirituality converge 
to produce new knowledge”8 in the interest of cultural and psychic healing, 
as well as decolonization at other levels. Central to this project is the act of 
“crossing,” challenging one’s perspective, shattering the modern/colonial 
subject, and opening horizons, to enable a dialogic reconfiguration of our 
faltering world.

Anzaldúan “border gnosis”9 has had resonance far beyond both the United 
States “Third World” contexts addressed in This Bridge Called My Back and 
the US-Mexico borderlands evoked in Borderlands/La Frontera. Critics have 
considered Anzaldúa’s philosophy in relation to Caribbean thought,10 and her 
relevance to decolonial projects and transnational feminism in France11 and 
Spain.12 Her writing sheds light on the borderlands formed by the Pale of 
Settlement and later, the Soviet Union and the West,13 and is used as coun-
terpoint in work on the India-Pakistan border14 and the Israel-Palestine one.15 
This enthusiasm has to do in part with the mainstreaming of intersectional 
feminism and anticolonialism, the importance of the hybrid subject in post-
colonial theory, the broad applicability of the border metaphor, and the near 
universalism of nepantla,16 especially as elaborated in Anzaldúa’s later work, 
as a space of cultural and spiritual transformation. 

Walter Mignolo has attributed to Anzaldúa the creation of “a space-in-
between from where to think rather than a hybrid space to talk about, a hybrid 
thinking-space of Spanish/Latin American and Amerindian legacies as the 
condition of possibility for Spanish/Latin American and Amerindian post-
colonial theories.”17 The hybrid “thinking-space,” however, is less new for 
Latin America, and even for the United States, than this quotation suggests. 
The anonymous composers of the Popol Vuh, as well as Guamán Poma de 
Ayala, Juan Francisco Manzano, Silviano Santiago, and W. E. B. DuBois, 
just to name a few, all thought from hybrid spaces, although the first four 
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did not write in English. All of their work reveals what Mignolo calls the 
“colonial difference” and “works toward [its] restitution.”18 Of course, all of 
these figures enact and interpret hybridity and “in-betweenness” differently, 
and Anzaldúa’s nepantla is, among other things, a strategy to heal the pain-
ful psychic split DuBois’s “double consciousness” indicates. Nonetheless, 
the deep roots of Anzaldúan hybridity not only in the experience of the 
US-Mexico borderlands but in the intellectual traditions in which some of her 
key Mexican references are steeped, are worth excavating and highlighting, 
despite the fact that the Chicano tradition deploys the concept of mestizaje to 
quite different ends than the Latin American one does.19

I do not here question the purpose of Anzaldúa’s project or validity of the 
interest it has generated. I do consider certain problems with the reification 
of the liminal model, in the critical and theoretical response to Borderlands/
La Frontera as much as in the text itself. Does Anzaldúa’s invocation of 
mestizaje replicate more conservative, and not always successful efforts at 
coalition-building? Regarding the book’s later reception, is decoloniality suf-
ficient as a political stance? These questions are central, since Borderlands/
La Frontera aims to nurture a new, insurgent consciousness. I am also read-
ing Anzaldúa as a scholar of Latin America, for whom the Río Grande is a 
northern, not a southern border. The references underpinning her multifac-
eted writing look different from here, and its situatedness as a product of the 
United States and a response to the situation there is more evident. This is 
not a criticism, it being my view that the fact that Borderlands/La Frontera 
evokes and speaks from a concrete region and political situation, not from 
every borderland everywhere, is a strength and not a weakness, and enhances 
the enduring value of the text.20 “The U.S.-Mexican border es una herida 
abierta where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds,” writes 
Anzaldúa, drawing an analogy between land and body.21 The borderlands 
are metaphor and mindscape, but also a specific place; specificity matters in 
literature as well as in politics, as I will argue below.

The Latin American Studies-based work on Anzaldúa is somewhat 
obscured by the preponderance of readings made from American Studies 
and international English-language perspectives. One of my objectives in 
this essay is to bring readings that problematize the borderlands as a space 
of negotiation and transformation to greater light. Especially since the text 
uses Mexican material, refers to discussions of Mexican and mestizo identity 
embedded in continent-wide discussions, and is a classic not only in US liter-
ature but also in world literature of anticolonial struggle and emergent identi-
ties, it merits study in the Latin American context as well as the United States 
and world or “transnational” ones. Furthermore, the border in literary studies 
has become more porous than it was when Borderlands/La Frontera was 
first published. The overlapping between the literatures of both Americas, 
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and scholarly awareness of its extent, have deepened. In this sense as well 
Anzaldúa’s book, although situated in the United States, speaking originally 
to a US audience, and now widely read across the Anglophone world, merits 
further attention from a Latin Americanist point of view. This matters greatly 
in a context where, on the one hand, English-speaking readers do not always 
recognize that Latin American writing is not “U.S. Latino” and on the other, 
the work of scholars like Rodrigo Lazo22 and Kirsten Silva Greusz23 shows 
how closely imbricated with Spanish America the United States has been 
since its inception.

Borderlands/La Frontera inscribes a US perspective by the geographical 
space it traces out, its Chicano nationalist symbology, and its participation in 
debates on feminism, race, and postmodernism in the form these were taking 
in the United States at the time of its writing. But it is also deeply informed by 
Anzaldúa’s reading in modern Mexican philosophy.24 It also has literary ante-
cedents in Gabriela Mistral’s Indianizing stance and queering of the mestizo 
trope,25 as well as Rosario Castellanos’s use of the term “Nepantla” (written 
with an initial capital) to name “el no lugar de lo femenino, portador del len-
guaje y de la escritura,”26 and to frame the crossing of national borders, and 
problematize sex and gender roles.27 As Josefina Saldaña-Portillo,28 Sheila 
Marie Contreras,29 and B. V. Olguín30 have demonstrated, the neoindigenist 
discourse of Chicana/o nationalism is as problematic as its southern sources. 
Olguín goes on—devastatingly—to show how, from eighteenth-century prac-
tices to representations in Mexican American, Chicana/o nationalist texts and 
beyond, Californios and Tejanos, Mexican Americans and Chicanos have 
constructed hegemonic, anti-Indian mestizo identities, and collaborated in the 
settler colonialist project. What happens to “Chicana/o indigenist claims to 
subaltern abjection-as-counterhegemonic agency” and “resistance paradigms 
in Chicano/a literary studies” in the wake of this recovered knowledge is one 
of the questions he asks.31

I opened with epigraphs from two classic corridos and a corrido-like line 
from Borderlands/La Frontera’s opening poem. The “Corrido de Joaquín 
Murrieta,” whose origins Luis Leal32 traced to mid-nineteenth-century 
Zacatecas (Mexico), is sung throughout the Southwest. It tells of the border-
crossing, identity-confounding outlaw, avenger of California Mexicans in 
the Gold Rush era. The song begins with Murrieta declaring that he is not 
“American,” but has learned to speak English. He later specifies that he is 
also not a foreigner, since California belongs to Mexico; his documentation 
is his baptismal certificate, slung across his sarape. The second corrido, by 
songwriter Pepe Guízar (Guadalajara, Jalisco, 1912-Mexico City, 1980), riffs 
on the issue of mistaken identity. The singer assures us he was born on the 
Mexican side of the border, although he is taken for Texan further south. His 
dress and mien are misread in central Mexico, where the northern borderlands 
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are overlooked, and conflated with territory now in the United States. Both 
corridos dramatize doublings and folds in national space and identity, and 
their characters, equipped to navigate this terrain, embody its complexity. 
At the same time, the speakers insist on their Mexican identity and location 
within Mexico—in Murrieta’s case, even in what has become US territory. 
I want to expand our geographical setting southward, following Robert 
Irwin’s observation that Anzaldúa’s borderlands elide the Mexican side in 
the same way the US-based field of borderlands studies does,33 and to look 
back in time, underscoring the plays on split and double identities that have 
been made as long as the United States and Mexico have shared their shift-
ing boundary. I also present them in contrast to Anzaldúa’s border subject, 
fractured in a way they are not and also fuller of possibilities. “I am a bridge 
stretched / between the worlds of the Anglo and the wetback,” she writes 
in this poem.34 She connects geographies, temporalities, facets of being. On 
“this thin edge of / barbwire,” she aims at change.35

Are these border identities “transnational” in the current sense of migra-
tion and identification beyond nation? Not entirely, although they bear study 
in transnational frames. Their strength comes from their sense of place, even 
when that place straddles national borders and is embedded in routes leading 
abroad. All are asserting minority identities in ancient lands now located in 
modern Mexico and the United States, and their travels are within that home. 
In the corridos the hybridized speakers are affirming national identities, not 
questioning them or leaving them behind. Anzaldúa’s multilayered identity 
is also a situated one, despite affiliations that transcend place. By giving 
voice to that identity, she aims to alter national consciousness in the United 
States. At the same time, in a paradoxical movement, she is transforming that 
identity, giving birth to a new mestiza subject. This subject formation has 
proven highly attractive to theorists focused on intercultural hybridity and 
cosmopolitan migration, more interested in the new form than in the ground 
from which it rose. Yet the stories and poems set in South Texas, that fill 
large sections of the book and locate it there, are not tales of the past—they 
are happening now. 

José David Saldívar has called Anzaldúa’s new mestiza consciousness 
“outernational” and “diversalist” rather than transnational and universalist, 
saying it participates in a “critical cosmopolitanism from below.”36 He situ-
ates her work carefully in its contexts at the borders of the United States and 
in its planetary affiliations with decolonial projects. Yet Anzaldúa’s Mexican 
and South American sources align her, across borders, with postimperial 
projects that are not always subaltern. This connection is intriguing, as the 
language of her subaltern project in the United States replicates some of the 
impasses that inhere in postimperial, but not necessarily counterhegemonic 
projects further south.
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LIMINALITY

Anzaldúa’s “new mestiza” is theorized in Borderlands/La Frontera as the 
liminal subject of a decolonizing project. Liminal and “hybrid” models of 
the subject allow the possibility of representation and agency, but base these 
on multiple and partial rather than unified identities. Such models are for this 
reason commonly invoked in studies of colonial literatures both before and 
after formal decolonization, as well as minority and other “marginal” litera-
tures and cultures, as bases for constructing counterhegemonic, rather than 
simply oppositional identities and discourses.37

Scholars such as Linda Gordon have examined the ways in which the 
concept of “difference” in feminist scholarship can function to evade conflict 
rather than grapple with social divisions. “Difference,” Gordon suggests, 
evokes “more specific and more critical concepts such as privilege, con-
tradiction, conflict of interest, even oppression and subordination” only to 
elide them.38 Similar concerns motivate my contention here that the concept 
of liminality is often used too loosely, without sufficient recognition of the 
heterogeneity of the liminal space and the widely differing degrees of oppres-
sion suffered and power wielded therein. The attention to liminal, interstitial, 
and hybrid subject-positions of the past several decades has represented an 
important theoretical advance. But having named liminality as an attractive 
alternative to the homogeneity of the traditionally centered subject (whether 
this subject acts as oppressor or in resistance), it is important to consider that 
liminality too can have a variety of contents and uses. Those of us who are 
in a position to choose where and how we enter the liminal space(s) must 
remember that not all of its inhabitants have these options. I am thinking, for 
instance, of the immigrants who enter this country after being displaced by 
war elsewhere, and who here are allowed neither assimilation nor a stable 
space in which to recreate some of their cultural practices. In the context 
of globalization, I am thinking of minority cultures that are fractured by 
modernization without having access to its benefits. I am thinking of Alberto 
Moreiras’s question in The Exhaustion of Difference, “What if that indeter-
minate space of in-between-ness should prove to be, not the purveyor of a 
new historical coherence, but rather a mestizo space of incoherence . . .?”39 I 
am concerned about the idealization of liminality and its conversion into yet 
another universalizing discourse.

There is now a large critical bibliography which explicates, contextualizes, 
and debates Borderlands/La Frontera; Anzaldúa’s book has also attained a 
central place in the canon of several academic disciplines. I am interested 
in the book here because it is a well-known text which provides very strong 
examples of both the advantages and the pitfalls of constructing a coun-
terhegemonic discourse on the basis of liminality. While my respect for 
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Anzaldúa’s project is significant and I am intrigued especially by the darker, 
less conciliatory dimensions of her work, I critique here some implications 
of the “border” identity she constructs. I wish to show that Anzaldúa’s lim-
inal subject, which takes part in a tradition that theorizes mestizaje (meaning 
racial but also cultural mixing) as a basis for Latin American cultural identity, 
offers both a promising critique of the unitary subject and a possible way 
out of the impasses of essentialism. But Borderlands/La Frontera, like the 
theories of mestizaje upon which it draws, ultimately rests upon a nostalgia 
for wholeness which works against liminality’s own aims. When the “border-
lands” become a central metaphor, what margins slip out of view? Can every 
border stand-in for every other?

By speaking of a nostalgia for wholeness, I do not mean to diminish the 
importance of forging an identity and claiming a voice—articulated in terms 
of wholeness and centering at some points in Anzaldúa’s text—for subjects 
who, as Nancy K. Miller puts it, are not “burdened by too much Self, Ego, 
Cogito.”40 It seems to me, for instance, that the search for a mythic home that 
in some ways structures the text reflects a desire for spiritual sustenance, not 
for a centered subjectivity in the Cartesian sense. I do not mean to simply 
identify essentialism, overt or covert, in Anzaldúa’s work. As Diana Fuss has 
noted, to discover essentialisms may be less useful than it is to inquire what 
motivates them and to examine their uses, “strategic” (in Gayatri Spivak’s 
famous words) or otherwise.41 While I am arguing that Borderlands/La 
Frontera may invite essentializations of mestizaje and/or liminality, I do not 
mean to suggest it is Anzaldúa’s project to do this. On the contrary, mestizaje 
is a term Anzaldúa must privilege in order to articulate the politics of her 
own location, and which it is her explicit intent to reconstruct as a mobile 
configuration that opens out toward the future. Growing from a tradition 
of Chicano/a texts that address issues of historical and cultural hybridity 
and represent shifting positionalities, mestiza consciousness as a theoretical 
stance in Anzaldúa is not a unitary essence but the awareness and negotia-
tion of multiple and sometimes contradictory subject-positions.42 Like Chela 
Sandoval’s “differential consciousness,” it is a strategy for perception and 
action at least as much as it is the representation of an identity.43 In this sense 
I concur with Norma Alarcón’s assessment, that Anzaldúa’s writing does not 
want to “remain at rest” in taxonomies of hybridity and syncretism but to 
“make a bid for new discourse formations bringing into view new subjects-
in-process,”44 and with Judith Raiskin’s, that the synthesis Anzaldúa proposes 
through the figure of the mestiza is not designed to provide “unity or stasis” 
but to “embod[y] a continual confrontation of difference.”45

To repeat, I am not arguing against the value of liminal models of the sub-
ject, and particularly not in the specific contexts of the US-Mexican border 
and Anzaldúa’s project. Nor would I criticize every form of wholeness. I am 
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advocating that criticism and theory not idealize multiplicity, nor remain at 
rest with the discovery and invocation of the liminal space. I am disagreeing 
with the more universalizing readings of Borderlands/La Frontera—read-
ings that appropriate its metaphors for theoretical and political projects 
sympathetic to but not necessarily the same as Anzaldúa’s. This critique of 
decontextualized readings of Anzaldúa, advanced early on by scholars like 
Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano,46 is not mainstream and is still needed; it is a cri-
tique of reading, not of Anzaldúa’s writing, and it does not detract from the 
transformative project of the text. I would also suggest that the emphasis on 
plural identities, and the use of this text to bolster that emphasis, may obscure 
subaltern positions that do not exhibit hybridity or liminality as their most 
salient characteristic—or that are not available in English, or whose hybrid-
ization does not foreground elements from “First World” or metropolitan 
cultures.

To underscore these arguments, I would like to call attention to the tropes 
of hybridity and liminality in post-Independence Latin American cultural 
debates. Although Anzaldúa herself invites such a connection by her refer-
ences to this context, my intention is not to claim that this is the “proper” 
or natural context for her work, which corresponds most specifically to 
Chicano/a culture. But Anzaldúa also extends her project to address the cre-
ation of radical American (and not just North American) identities. To do so, 
she draws on traditions whose roots lie further south, and it is worth excavat-
ing this layer of meaning in her text. 

I also suspect this exercise may be useful in a more general way. While 
liminality and hybridity are relatively new terms in English-language stud-
ies, the Latin American tradition on which Anzaldúa partially draws is much 
older. As such, it has had a chance to reveal some of the impasses that inhere 
in the conceptualization and deployment of hybrid selves. Some of these 
impasses may be instructive to those of us working to construct counterhe-
gemonic identities elsewhere. Like a number of Latin American authors, of 
a variety of ideological persuasions and subject-positions and at a variety 
of historical moments, Anzaldúa invokes mixed identities as salutary anti-
dotes to ideologies of purity. But at the levels of race, ethnicity, and culture 
(although Anzaldúa’s mestizaje refers to more than this), the discourse of 
hybridity has also long functioned in Latin America to maintain social divi-
sions. Patricia J. Williams has noted that the recent and current US interest in 
mixed ethnicities risks replicating this problem:

We must guard against replacing a two-story system of racism . . . with a mul-
tileveled caste system. We will end up only with something like what plagues 
parts of Latin America: whole skyscrapers of racial differentiation, with “white” 
still living in the penthouse, the “one drops” just below and those with buckets 
of black blood in the basement or out in the street.47
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I raise the Latin American context to insist that we must think hybridity and 
liminality rigorously if we are to avoid falling into an old trap. I also wish 
to emphasize that this context is one of Anzaldúa’s, who, tellingly enough, 
does not provide English versions of every Spanish section of her text. The 
open smuggling of this language—the much-denied other tongue of our 
hemisphere—into the US cultural scene is one of Borderlands/La Frontera’s 
most radical interventions, and it is worth throwing into relief some of the 
bridges south the text traces.

SUBALTERN REPRESENTATION

There are at least two overlapping but often conflicting discourses which 
shape the question of subaltern representation. One is the poststructuralist 
critique of the unitary subject as a construct which both denies and essential-
izes difference. The other is the politics of identity, which asserts the neces-
sity of positing a subject with voice and agency. The split between these two 
discourses creates a double bind: the oppressed subject and the intellectual 
who theorizes her are caught between choosing subjectivity within the terms 
of the dominant discourse or on the other hand, relinquishing the possibility 
of representation. Describing this double bind, Gayatri Spivak writes: “The 
radical intellectual in the West is either caught in a deliberate choice of sub-
alternity, granting to the oppressed that very expressive subjectivity which s/
he criticizes, or instead, a total unrepresentability.”48 Anzaldúa offers a way 
out of this impasse by positing an identity politics of the already divided/
multiple subject, a subject between cultures, languages, and races. She 
theorizes this state of betweenness as a physical and psychic territory that 
she calls the borderlands. The inhabitants of the borderlands are defined by 
their divergence from hegemonic racial, cultural, and sexual identities: “Los 
atravesados live here: the squint-eyed, the perverse, the queer, the trouble-
some, the mongrel, the mulatto, the half-breed, the half-dead; in short those 
who cross over, or go through the confines of the ‘normal’.”49

Anzaldúa describes the Chicana as “cradled in one culture, sandwiched 
between two cultures, straddling all three cultures and their value systems.”50 
She herself has grown up “between two cultures, the Mexican (with a heavy 
Indian influence) and the Anglo (as a member of a colonized people in [their] 
own territory).”51 Her text throws into relief the complex identifications that 
cross the Chicana subject, divided not only between Mexican and Anglo cul-
ture but also between the expectations of gender inherent in both. As Carmen 
del Río explains,

[t]he Chicana’s healthy distrust of Anglo culture and ideas has been used by the 
Chicano male to keep her in “her” place, indeed, to keep her silent and passive 
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when it comes to any criticism of the Chicano and his sexual oppression of 
her, who very often applies . . . a double standard in judging the Chicana as a 
vendida or worse, as a malinchista, a term which . . . implies treason to her own 
culture and race.52

Since the mestiza can identify with neither a dominant culture nor a single, 
unified minority group, the unitary subjectivity that poststructuralism critiques 
is never available to her. Anzaldúa emphasizes the pain of speaking a “border 
tongue,”53 of feeling “orphaned” by her Native language and therefore cultur-
ally deficient.54 The border, “this place of contradictions,” is “not a comfort-
able territory to live in . . . Hatred, anger and exploitation are the prominent 
features of this landscape.”55 But precisely because she is in so many senses 
an outcast at the cross-section of cultures she inhabits, the Chicana is in a 
position to draw on the strengths of several cultures and to use each of these 
cultures to critique the other(s) from the point of view of an insider. Anzaldúa 
writes that “the new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradic-
tions, a tolerance for ambiguity. She learns to be an Indian in Mexican culture, 
to be Mexican from an Anglo point of view. She learns to juggle cultures. She 
has a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode . . . Not only does 
she sustain contradictions, she turns the ambivalence into something else.”56

Lesbianism marks Anzaldúa’s deviance from the heterosexual imperative 
of Anglo, Mexican, and Chicano cultures,57 as well as her identification with 
liminal subjects of different cultural backgrounds: “Being the supreme cross-
ers of cultures, homosexuals have strong bonds with the queer white, Black, 
Asian, Native American, Latino, and with the queer in Italy, Australia and the 
rest of the planet. We come from all colors, all classes, all races, all time peri-
ods. Our role is to link people with each other.”58 This formulation appears 
to essentialize the lesbian of color as a necessarily revolutionary class—a 
question to which I return below. Anzaldúa, however, insists that life in the 
borderlands is a practice, not an essence. Her mestiza

puts history through a sieve, winnows out the lies, looks at the forces that we as 
a race, as women, have been a part of. Luego bota lo que no vale . . . This step 
is a conscious rupture with all the oppressive traditions of all cultures . . . She 
communicates that rupture, documents that struggle. She reinterprets history 
and, using new symbols, she shapes new myths . . . She surrenders all notions 
of safety, of the familiar. Deconstruct, construct.59

Finally, Anzaldúa’s association of psychic unrest, writing, and the border-
lands,60 together with the heterogeneity of her implied audience and her 
explicit invitations to non-Chicanas to meet her at the border,61 suggests 
that few of us escape the pain of the borderlands, and calls us to participate 
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actively in their work. The title of one poem, “To live in the Borderlands 
means you,”62 insists we recognize the multiple communities to which we 
belong and examine the conflicts, as well as the connections among them. 
This poem ends, “To survive the Borderlands / you must live sin fronteras 
/ become a crossroads.”63 Anzaldúa thus transforms the borderlands from a 
space in which she is caught among conflicting loyalties and overlapping 
oppressions into a space in which she remaps and revises her cultural identity. 

The value of such remapping for less marginal subjects is highlighted in 
Minnie Bruce Pratt’s autobiographical essay “Identity: Skin Blood Heart,”64 
which also transforms identity from essence into practice, or from “nature” 
into action. Pratt, a white woman of privileged class origins who has entered 
the sexual and racial borderlands, shows in this essay how the (childhood) 
“home” she was taught to associate with “safety, comfort, [and] familiarity”65 
revealed that the price of its protection was conformity and obedience. As 
Anzaldúa was limited by what she was denied, Pratt has been limited by what 
she was given. Pratt says,

I had not admitted that the safety of much of my childhood was because Laura 
Cates, Black and a servant, was responsible for me; that I had . . . walks with 
my father because the woods were “ours” by systematic exploitation, instigated, 
at that time, by his White Citizens Council; that I was allowed one evening a 
month with woman friends because I was a wife who would come home at night 
. . . I had no understanding of the limits that I lived within, nor of how much my 
memory and my experience of a safe space was to be based on places secured 
by omission, exclusion, or violence, and on my submitting to the limits of that 
place.66

One of the gains she cites as a result of this realization is “a way of looking at 
the world that is more accurate, complex, multi-layered, multi-dimensioned, 
more truthful: to see the world of overlapping circles, like the movement on 
the millpond after a fish has jumped, instead of the courthouse square with 
me in the middle.”67 Pratt discusses her fear of losing an inherited or “natural” 
community, a fear she relates to “the fear of loss of self when we discover 
the connections between racism and anti-Semitism and our life as women.”68 
Her essay reshapes identity in terms of rupture, struggle, or as Anzaldúa says, 
a process of “[putting] history through a sieve”69 that enables her to replace 
her inherited community with a chosen one she builds as she reshapes her 
personal identity. So Pratt is able to cross barriers of class, race, and gender 
as she becomes aware of her conflicting loyalties and her specifically situated 
identity, while Anzaldúa transforms the borderlands she already inhabits, the 
social and psychic constraints of which she is already painfully aware, from 
a place of limitation into a multiple source of strength.
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I have discussed and cited Pratt at length for two reasons. One of these is to 
underscore the ways in which people from more privileged social groups can 
and do enter the borderlands. Such a reshaping of identity is available to all 
of us and is not a responsibility only of those who suffer multiple oppression. 
The second, and for the purposes of my argument, most important reason, is 
to point out that while both authors narrate “borderlands” experiences and 
have constructed what we might call border identities, they do not necessar-
ily meet at every crossroads. Pratt’s development of “border” consciousness 
comes at a cost whose concrete features include the forced removal of her 
children as well as the loss of social and economic privilege. Yet, as she takes 
pains to make clear in her essay, the shifts she has made do not by themselves 
guarantee easy common ground or natural political community with other 
marginal or marginalized subjects. Pratt is someone who has entered the 
borderlands, having once occupied a position of privilege. In this her posi-
tion differs from Anzaldúa’s, for whom the borderlands have always been 
a primary condition of existence. Pratt’s position differs again from that of 
those of us who enter the borderlands by choice (without the pressures that 
first propelled her there), and yet again from the position of those inhabitants 
of the border zone who do not hold a US passport. That is, all border identi-
ties are not necessarily similar, and once we enter the borderlands, there are 
still significant issues of power and of difference to be faced. The discovery 
and recognition of the borderlands as a site of the creation of a new, coun-
terhegemonic subject is just that—the discovery of a site. Since it is only the 
discovery of a site, and since this site is plural and marked by divisions and 
gaps, the recognition and valorization of the borderlands is but one step in a 
political project, and not the final one. 

The “borderlands” in Anzaldúa are at once a specific geographical location 
and the historical trajectory of a people in it, a space in which a new subjec-
tivity is forged, a key characteristic of that subjectivity, and a more general 
model for the creation of counterhegemonic identities and subjectivities. 
In this last sense, the “borderlands” concept incorporates multiplicity as an 
alternative to the more traditional, Cartesian models which, even when used 
in resistance to oppression, replicate authoritarian structures of self. What 
the concept risks is the creation of new binaries (liminality versus centrality, 
hybridity vs. some form of purity) and the elision of inequalities and differ-
ences within the borderlands. These are the problems I wish to stress here 
by looking more closely at some implications of the model of subjectivity 
Anzaldúa creates in Borderlands/La Frontera.

As we think about the borderlands and their creative potential, it is impor-
tant to remember that the historical US-Mexico border is still a space of pain 
and loss. The hybridization that takes place there in service to the global 
economy does not necessarily benefit, say, the factory worker who has gone 
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there after being displaced from ancestral lands further south. It is also a site 
of struggles over meaning. Cultural theorist Néstor García Canclini notes that 
some Tijuana artists and writers criticized the Tijuana-San Diego journal La 
Línea Quebrada/The Broken Line, which worked to redefine identity and cul-
ture on the basis of the border experience, for what they see as its “euphemis-
tic treatment of the contradictions and uprooting” that most closely describe 
the lives of many of the border’s inhabitants. “They reject the celebration 
of migrations caused by poverty in the homeland and the United States,” he 
writes.70 Now the effects of free trade and transnational crime have driven 
many more migrants north, and current US and Mexican policy makes the 
borderlands yet harsher. 

As we contemplate the possibilities for consciousness-raising, solidar-
ity, and coalition-building “border” identities may offer, it is important to 
avoid what Caren Kaplan termed “theoretical tourism”—the glossing over 
of our centralities.71 Yarbro-Bejarano makes this point when she asks, “if 
every reader who identifies with the border-crossing experience described 
by Anzaldúa’s text sees her/himself as a ‘New mestiza,’ what is lost in terms 
of the erasure of difference and specificity?”72 In addition, it is important to 
realize that consciousness-raising around racial and other forms of oppression 
among those in the dominant group(s) has limited value if not accompanied 
by a focus on institutional practice. Kimberly Christensen, for instance, 
points out that “the CR mode of knowledge production . . . often simply rep-
licates rationalizations for inequality when used by oppressors to understand 
their own experiences.”73 She goes on to emphasize that “[r]acism is not 
primarily about ‘how we feel about each other’” but about how wealth and 
power are distributed in society at large.74 It is here, and not just at the level 
of private life, that members of dominant groups must assume responsibility 
for inequalities. Anzaldúa’s invitation to enter the borderlands, in its strongest 
sense, means this. 

DIFFERENCE AND WHOLENESS

As a figure of cross-cultural linkage, the liminal or “border” subject has 
become a paradigm for the politics of difference. Positing a subject-position 
based on the transgression of boundaries traditionally seen to shape identity 
enables critics to overcome some of the snarls in theorizing a speaking subal-
tern subject. It literalizes the call for a recognition of multiple oppression and 
of the heterogeneity of the oppressed subject. It theorizes the possibility of 
negotiating a cross-section of identities, so as to avoid the traps of Eurocentric 
“universalism” and of cultural nationalism. At the same time, it attempts to 
move away from politics based on essentialized identities (a politics which 
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has been critiqued for being unable to contain differences, thus leading to 
the fragmentation of feminist and other counterhegemonic communities) and 
toward a politics which challenges the notion of stable, unitary identities. 
Chantal Mouffe, one of the better-known theorists of such a politics, says in 
an essay on the construction of a revolutionary subjectivity that “we are in 
fact always multiple and contradictory subjects, inhabitants of a diversity of 
communities (as many, really, as the social relations in which we participate 
and the subject-positions they define), constructed by a variety of discourses 
and precariously and temporarily sutured by the intersection of these subject-
positions.”75 The “borderlands” would seem to be a clear instance of this 
model of the subject, and an ideal space for the creation of new forms of 
consciousness and solidarity. 

But this liminal paradigm presents a problem: while, through its emphasis 
on conflict, discontinuity, and change, it initially throws into relief what 
Laclau and Mouffe call “the open, unsutured character of the social,”76 it 
ultimately, through its emphasis on the pleasures and the possibilities of 
reconciliation the borderlands offer, risks glossing over the contradictions 
which inform this space. To return to the examples I have been discussing, 
a striking feature of Pratt’s essay is her preoccupation with reclaiming a 
“home” or safe place (partly confused in her essay with political coalition) 
in which differences, including those of class and race, will no longer mean 
conflict. Anzaldúa evokes a similar resolution of differences by describing 
mestizaje as blending and homosexuality as a union of opposites. On lesbi-
anism, she says, “I, like other queer people, am two in one body, both male 
and female. I am the embodiment of hieros gamos: the coming together of 
opposite qualities within.”77 On the political function of the new mestiza, 
she says, “the mestizo and the queer exist at this time and point on the evo-
lutionary continuum for a purpose. We are a blending that proves that all 
blood is intricately woven together, and that we are spawned out of similar 
souls.”78

At this moment in Anzaldúa the language of wholeness, of weaving, of 
similarity, replaces the language of fragmentation, of partiality, of multiplic-
ity, and of contradiction. The heterogeneity that had given the liminal space 
its critical edge is ironed out. What had been presented as radical difference 
begins to look like liberal pluralism. Here it may be useful to consider a point 
raised, in different contexts, by John Beverley79 and, once again, Chantal 
Mouffe.80 Both remind us that political and cultural identity do not necessar-
ily coincide. They emphasize that multiple though our identities may actu-
ally be, the logic of politics and of insurgency is still binary (one struggles 
for something, against something). I would add that to negotiate difference 
seriously even among comrades, conflict must be addressed directly and not 
simply contained in an ever-expanding whole.
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If the first problem created by the glossing over of contradictions in the 
liminal subject as Anzaldúa formulates it is the reconciliation of opposites, 
a second one, closely related to the first, is a slippage back to the notion 
of wholeness. In both Pratt and Anzaldúa, the logic of fragmentation and 
unity supersedes the logic of difference(s).81 In Pratt’s model, we become 
(hyper-) aware of our own positionality and from here, make connections to 
other subject-positions as we come to perceive and understand relations of 
common oppression and of mutual domination and oppression. But though 
Pratt throughout her essay invokes what Laclau and Mouffe would call the 
“partial” and “provisional” fixity of subject-positions and their colligations, 
this lack of wholeness and permanence is most often, in this text, a source of 
alienation and pain whose imagined assuagement is a nostalgia for identity 
and unity: “For years, I have had a recurring dream: sleeping, I dream I am 
reconciled to a woman from whom I have been parted: my mother, the Black 
woman who raised me, my first woman lover, a Jewish woman friend; in the 
dream we embrace, with the sweetness that can come in a dream when all 
is made right.”82 When Anzaldúa speaks of uniting opposites, she reinstalls 
the binary oppositions, and by implication, the social hierarchies which her 
concept of liminality is designed to dismantle. By presenting liminality as 
the union of opposites, she brings self and other into contact without calling 
into question the oppositions that define these terms, nor destabilizing their 
construction as mutually exclusive. When she talks about identity and soli-
darity in terms of blending and weaving, she speaks as though each situated 
identity, each subject-position, were a fragment of a larger whole. To live in 
the borderlands is, initially, to live conflicts and contradictions:

To live in the Borderlands means knowing
that the india in you, betrayed for 500 years,
is no longer speaking to you,
that mexicanas call you rajetas,
that denying the Anglo inside you
is as bad as having denied the Indian 
or Black.83

But the borderlands also promise the resolution of these contradictions in 
a new and improved, if not entirely even blending: “Yes, in a few years or 
centuries / la Raza will rise up, tongue intact / carrying the best of all the 
cultures.”84 These utopian evocations of future unity leapfrog over the ques-
tions of power and difference both writers have so painstakingly raised. I do 
not mean by this to deny the sustenance even an imagined home can offer, or 
the creative power of utopian visions, but to question the presentation of the 
liminal space as a sort of cure. It may be that this space is where questions 
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of power and difference can be struggled over productively or negotiated in 
good faith. But the near sacralization of liminality here—an essentialization 
of both mestizaje as a historical project and of liminality as a theoretical and 
political concept—seems to substitute the work-space for the actual work. At 
this point liminality, though it may afford what in some versions of multicul-
turalism is called “diversity,” functions to mask serious conflict, contradic-
tion, and radical difference. This slippage back to wholeness is, as I suggested 
earlier, a negation of the partiality and multiplicity that the liminal model was 
designed to bring into view. Conceived of in this way, the liminal subject is 
converted into an essentialized identity.

MESTIZAJE

I have said that the essentialization of liminality is not Anzaldúa’s problem 
alone, but a common one in theories of “minority” and postcolonial identity 
which base themselves on the idea of a liminal subject. Critiquing D. Emily 
Hicks’s Border Writing, a book that appeared soon after the first publica-
tion of Borderlands/La Frontera, Neil Larsen suggested that “the project 
of a border writing (or border subject, border culture, etc.) must be seen 
as an ambiguous one, reflecting the configuration of the impasse [between 
Eurocentrism and cultural nationalism] itself.”85 If the question is how to 
endow subjects with voice and agency while avoiding essentialism and foun-
dationalism, the “border” concept seems to work mainly as a theoretical hold-
ing pattern that is itself essentialized. As such, it is more a reflection or effect 
of the problem it is designed to solve than it is an actual solution. To elucidate 
the contradictions inherent in liminality as a theoretical construct I want to 
discuss briefly the Latin American discourse of mestizaje, on which Anzaldúa 
draws explicitly and of which many, though not all her commentators seem 
unaware. Anzaldúa invokes most explicitly the utopian dimension of this 
discourse. But the concept of mestizaje has a long and tangled history. In its 
modernist version, like the (also modern) discourses of nationalism and uni-
versalism, it has a repressive dimension as well. This is a context Anzaldúa 
avoids raising in her book, an omission or blind spot which invites the reader 
to an essentialization of mestizaje and liminality I doubt Anzaldúa intends. 
The romanticizing of mestizaje, the elision of its history in Anzaldúa’s book, 
flaws her attempt to rework the term.

The mestizo is a colonial formation, and the mixture with the colonizer 
is the one that counts; historically speaking one can identify mestizo-criollo 
classes and mestizo-criollo cooperation, not opposition. Anzaldúa’s mestiza 
is subaltern, but the mestiza/o is not necessarily subaltern in the texts from 
which she draws, and that she cites. Her text, insurgent for the United States, 
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deploys a paradigm for the formation of national cultures widely used in 
Spanish America throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in 
the service of state projects almost diametrically opposed to her own. This is 
one reason why the text, as Debra Castillo has noted, does not resonate with 
left intellectuals and activists south of the US border the way it does in the 
United States, Europe, and the broader Anglosphere.86 Furthermore, the text 
moves directly from pre-Columbian origins and the Conquest-era figure of 
Malinche or Malintzin, indigenous mother of mestizo children with Hernán 
Cortés, to modern and postmodern versions of mestizaje without addressing 
its complexities in the long colonial period. Anzaldúa’s poetic choice is her 
own, but scholarship on the meanings and uses of mestizaje in her text should 
not ignore the existence of this history. It is worth knowing, for instance, 
that the term referred first to religious mixture and was always understood as 
cultural as well as biological. There were indigenous mestizos and multiple 
forms of hybridity from the beginning.87 Mestizo culture could be creative and 
generative, but being mestizo could also mean deculturation tout court, with-
out access to a new culture or transculturation.88 Successful mestizaje, on the 
other hand, meant being part of the West and the mestizo class, and mestizo 
figures were not always counterhegemonic.89

Anzaldúa’s mestiza is designed “with a heavy Indian influence,” pulling 
to the indigenous side of the cultural mixture. Yet her references to pre-
Columbian ancestral origins, and privileging of the deity Coatlicue, offer 
an idealized connection between Chicanos and pre-Columbian cultures 
that elides present-day indigeneity.90 The cultures the text invokes are from 
central Mexico, not borderlands Mexico, which has its own Native cultures 
and gods; based on the model of cultural identity created during the Chicano 
nationalist movement of the 1960s and 1970s, Anzaldúa’s border culture 
elides the Mexican side in the same way the US-based field of borderlands 
studies does.91 This model, furthermore, replicates the statist policies of the 
postrevolutionary Mexico that draw on elements of ancient Aztec culture to 
promote the imagining of a national community that claims mestizaje while 
excluding the many living indigenous cultures—a point to which we shall 
return below.

A common response from scholars aware or made aware of these problems 
is to reiterate that the Chicano movement, in whose tradition Anzaldúa’s work 
stands, has bent certain Mexican discourses and symbols to its own ends; that 
Borderlands/La Frontera is still a contestatory text; and that the author is a 
member and representative of not one but several oppressed groups in the 
United States. These somewhat defensive reactions miss the point, as it is not 
a question of discovering political errors in Anzaldúa but literary-historical 
ones in ourselves. That Borderlands/La Frontera addresses a US situation 
and speaks from that perspective; that its formulation corresponds to the 
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form theoretical debates on race, gender, and subalternity took at the time in 
which it was composed; that the Latin American literary models on which it 
draws are not necessarily, or not entirely subaltern; need not mean that there 
is something “wrong” with Anzaldúa’s text or her politics, but there may be 
with taking her new mestiza as a model for a one-size-fits-all subaltern sub-
ject. Is the “border” subject necessarily a revolutionary one? Are borderlands, 
by virtue of their layered, “fluid” culture, necessarily spaces of resistance? 
What does it mean to set her work in a “transnational” frame while ignoring 
the Latin American contexts it invokes? It is telling that a discussion like 
Mariana Ortega’s,92 based in US and European theory, upholds hybrid and 
transnationally inflected models of the subject, whereas one like Castillo and 
Tabuenca’s,93 writing from the US-Mexico border including the Mexican 
side, insist on more locally based nuance and history. 

The ideology of mestizaje in modern Spanish America, especially as the 
power of the United States grew from the nineteenth century forward, is in 
important ways a critique of94 Westernization and imperialism. Mexico has 
a rich tradition of writing in this vein. Spanish intellectuals also participated 
in the mestizaje-based critique of colonialism and imperialism;95 they defined 
Spain as mestizo and considered mestizaje a strength.96 In the New World the 
tradition of cultural self-definition in terms of hybridity functioned, at the 
time of independence and afterward, for purposes of national consolidation, 
legitimation, and the ensuring of governability.97 This strategy has its roots in 
romantic theories of national culture, according to which cultural specificity 
and union were the bases of political autonomy and cohesion. The concept 
of hybridity thus provided a model of cultural identity that could interpellate 
former colonial subjects as citizens of the new nations. While this valoriza-
tion of mixed identities, with its corollary of inclusivity, is significantly dif-
ferent from the United States’ construction of national identity in terms of 
“whiteness,” it did not necessarily imply the dismantling of racial and other 
hierarchies.98 Indeed, concepts of hybridity and liminality often function in 
Latin American cultural and political discourse to interpellate subjects into 
a nation-state which, depending on their material position within it, may or 
may not serve them well.99

I cannot survey the whole Latin American tradition on mestizaje/hybrid-
ity here, nor pursue all the interesting and productive parallels that could be 
explored between liminality as it develops in the Chicano/a tradition and in 
other modern and contemporary Latin American and Caribbean literature and 
theory. I do want to point out that these traditions exist in Latin America, that 
their vicissitudes may be instructive even to those whose interests lie in other 
geographical and cultural areas. Borderlands/La Frontera picks up and works 
with some of their threads, and those threads have histories. In addition, 
discourses of hybridity and liminality can function as insurgent strategies 
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in some senses or circumstances and strategies of containment in others. 
I want to give some brief examples from the largely elite Latin American 
tradition upon which Anzaldúa draws (and it is important to remember that 
the discourse of mestizaje is an elite tradition) to illustrate this point, which I 
think her text obscures. The mestizaje tradition is, as we have already noted, 
reterritorialized and recontextualized in Chicano/a literature and theory, and 
means differently there. But Anzaldúa’s text takes this meaning beyond the 
borders of Aztlán, and it is at that point that the ambiguities inherent in this 
model of liminality/hybridity resurface.100

My first example from the Latin American tradition is Simón Bolívar’s 
insistence on mestizaje and hybridity in his speech before the Congress of 
Angostura (held in 1819, while the wars of independence were still in prog-
ress). The principal sense of Bolívar’s project is anticolonial and democratiz-
ing. In his Angostura speech, he insists on mestizaje and hybridity as cardinal 
characteristics of Latin American culture. But in his quite authoritarian proj-
ect of government and his well-known phrase “The blood of our citizens is 
diverse, let us mix it to unify it,”101 remain the assumptions that the hybrid 
space must be shaped into a stable identity and the process of hybridization 
directed from above. This project was neither new nor anticolonial, as it 
echoed the 1503 instructions of Ferdinand and Isabel to Nicolás de Ovando, 
governor and captain-general of the Indies, encouraging mixed marriages as 
a means of imposing Christian culture,102 and Ferdinand’s 1514 decree giv-
ing civil status to mixed marriages made in church.103 Three hundred years 
later there were mestizos in almost every class; to be mestizo meant to be 
Spanish-speaking and Westernized, not necessarily counterhegemonic. In his 
“Letter from Jamaica” (1815), Bolívar had been explicit: Latin Americans, 
understood as the mestizo-criollo class, were born here but with European 
rights; having thrown off the Spanish “usurper” of Native lands, they must 
now wrest control of it from its “legitimate owners.”104

A slightly different example of hybridity in its hegemonic mode can be 
found in the sentimental novels of the middle nineteenth century that Doris 
Sommer has called “foundational fictions.”105 An important tool in the for-
mation of national consciousness, these novels present idealized love stories 
between Indians and Europeans as the founding moments of unanimous 
national identities. Tellingly, the non-European protagonist most often dies or 
is otherwise eliminated by the time these novels end, having marked those they 
leave behind with a tinge of otherness which is now, however, a memory—a 
gentle, exotic glow that cannot spread. Vera Kutzinski offers a similar analysis 
of the mulata’s fetichization as symbol of a mixed-race Cuban nation.106 For 
Kutzinski, the figure of the mulata functions in part to efface blackness and 
particularly black women as subjects in Cuban culture; the mulata’s textual 
inscription and exaltation also works to elide the real conditions in which 

Bezhanova and Amador_9781793619433.indb   59 09-12-2020   15:59:26



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e 23

60 Leslie Bary

actual, historical mulatas, and their darker mothers, have had to live. Julio 
Ramos (1989) has noted this tendency toward a dominated inclusion of other-
ness even in a famous text from the late nineteenth century that is anticolonial 
and antiracist in its manifest intent and widely considered to be so generally.107 
The Cuban intellectual and revolutionary José Martí’s “Our America” (1891) is 
known for its valorization of Spanish America’s African and Native American 
roots and cultural and political redefinition of the former Spanish colonies. This 
essay contrasts the new Spanish American nations with the officially monocul-
tural United States and names them “our mestizo America.”108 Ramos points 
out that the subaltern classes, although included in Martí’s insurgent nation(s), 
are also silent in his model.109 Martí’s speaking “we,” although designed to 
formulate a more democratic modernity than the one he observes in the United 
States, still corresponds most clearly to elites of European descent.110

In this tradition stands José Vasconcelos, Anzaldúa’s (and the Chicano 
movement of the 1960s and 1970s) main reference on mestizaje, whom I 
discuss below. The texts to which I have referred, their contexts, and their 
critical tradition are of course far more complex, and more sophisticated, than 
I have been able to indicate here. My point for the purposes of the present 
essay is that the hegemonic intellectual tradition that describes Latin America 
in terms of interstitiality and hybridity attempts and purports to dismantle the 
oppressive notions of racial and cultural purity inherited from colonialism, 
but often does so by invoking a national or continental unity which glosses 
over internal class, race, and gender oppression. Though such a stance can 
be strategically necessary in context of resistance to neocolonialism in which 
an author like Martí writes, this mestizaje in which “everyone” participates 
is not without hierarchies. Nor does every member of the hybrid nation 
experience hybridity in the same way, nor use it in ways that might bring the 
nation together democratically. These liminal models of cultural identity can 
serve the repressive dimension of nationalism as easily as its utopian one. In 
their eagerness to valorize the mestizo, they also sometimes serve to further 
marginalize the least privileged racial groups (e.g., indigenous populations) 
and to weaken the cause of antiracism by denying its necessity. For instance, 
when Martí says “There can be no racial hate, because there are no races,”111 
he speaks in a utopian mode but does not acknowledge this. The problem 
with statements like this one, which can function as denials even when ini-
tially uttered as aspirations or hopes, is that they may serve to disempower 
those who have been oppressed as members of a particular social group from 
resisting as such.

The concept of border culture and the liminal model of the subject do 
displace binary oppositions such as center and periphery or, in the case of 
the American Southwest, Mexican and Anglo (just as in some parts of the 
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American South, the creole as a racial, social, and cultural category con-
founds the more common US binarism of black and white). But the border 
identity is nevertheless informed by these oppositions. As such, mestizo, 
hybrid, and other liminal identities are subversive only in a context where the 
traditional binarisms still hold sway. Once these have been dismantled, we 
must face configurations of power within the heterogeneous “border” space. 
My brief discussion of the hybridity/mestizaje tradition in Latin America is 
intended to provide some concrete examples of these problems. Once again, I 
wish to recast the concepts of hybridity, mestizaje, and liminality as possible 
starting points for the construction of a counterhegemonic subject, rather than 
taking them, as is often done, as counterhegemonic per se. This is particularly 
important given that in the twentieth century a number of Latin American 
scholars, including Antonio Cornejo Polar, Néstor García Canclini, Fernando 
Ortiz, and Angel Rama, did important work on cultural hybridity both in 
some of its concrete forms and as a concept.112 This work, which critiques the 
more mainstream tradition into which Anzaldúa inscribes herself, was then 
critiqued by a new generation of scholars, including John Beverley, Mabel 
Moraña, and Alberto Moreiras, among a number of others. These scholars 
showed how concepts of mestizaje, hybridity, and liminality, which were 
deployed as ideologemes in the hegemonic projects I describe above, were 
then reworked to cast Latin America as a “border” space in which an alterna-
tive and more democratic modernity might be elaborated. It found in these 
theories impasses similar to those I am trying to underline in Anzaldúa.113 
Especially in this intellectual context, it is, to say the least, insufficient for 
critics to only point to liminality (hybridity, mestizaje, border culture) as 
antidotes to monoculturalism and the centered subject.

TALKING RACE

Anzaldúa invokes the mestizaje tradition in her title and refers specifically 
to the work of the Mexican writer, educator, and politician José Vasconcelos 
(1882–1959), whose best-known text is La raza cósmica (The Cosmic Race, 
1925). This book celebrates the mestizo as harbinger of a mixed (“cosmic”) 
race which will incorporate the positive characteristics of all previous peoples. 
Because it saw mestizaje and cultural hybridity as spiritual advances and not 
signs of decay, La raza cósmica was important in one of its original historical 
contexts, that of resistance to neocolonial domination, as it was again in the 
early days of the Chicano movement. As I have noted, such affirmations are 
subversive in the context of white supremacy, which depends on strict racial 
divisions and fears amalgamation. At least as important to Vasconcelos as 
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this challenge to racial hierarchy is the idea that the creation of the “cosmic 
race” will signal the worldwide advent of a new, aesthetically and spiritually 
oriented age. As such, Vasconcelos’s text takes part in a Hispanic modern-
ist tradition which, as Iris Zavala puts it, posited “a third way out between 
European colonialism and North American imperialism,”114 and created “a 
hegemony of cultural formalization founded in the logic of identity, while 
bringing into question modern forms of capitalist expansion.”115 In this sense, 
it can be (and has been) said that La raza cósmica is a philosophical essay and 
utopian projection rather than a program to be taken literally. It is nonetheless 
worth paying attention to the terms in which Vasconcelos casts his hopes, for 
the sake of what they reveal about the problems that inhere in them and thus, 
in the unexamined acceptance of the “hybridity” concept. We should note as 
well that Vasconcelos was head of the National University of Mexico and 
minister of Education during the presidency of Alvaro Obregón (1920–1924). 
In this postrevolutionary period, mestizaje was a state ideology wielded to 
strengthen citizens’ adherence to the nation-state in a program that included 
the deculturation of indigenous peoples.116 Vasconcelos developed his theo-
ries of mestizaje in this national context, where their meaning is explicitly 
hierarchical. Deployed in this way, mestizaje is a strategy of containment and 
not of transgression.117

Anzaldúa is careful to say that her ideas are a “takeoff” on Vasconcelos’;118 
she is interested in him, she says, for his “inclusivity” (as opposed to white 
America’s ideology of racial purity) and his defense of hybrid being as supe-
rior, rather than inferior.119 So Anzaldúa’s use of Vasconcelos is evocative 
rather than literal. Vasconcelos himself, however, strongly privileges the 
Caucasian element in his program for a “fifth universal race”120 (7) whose 
creation, he says, is the “transcendental mission”121 (7)—and, I point out, the 
justification—of what he considers to be the spiritual purpose of European, 
and in particular Iberian colonialism. Consider the attitude toward Native and 
African Americans expressed in this passage:

North Americans have held very firmly to their resolution to maintain a pure 
stock, the reason being that they are faced with the Blacks, who are like the 
opposite pole . . . In the Ibero-American world, the problem does not present 
itself in such crude terms. We have very few Blacks, and a large part of them is 
already becoming a mulatto population. The Indian is a good bridge for racial 
mixing.122

To be fair to Vasconcelos, we must recognize that La raza cósmica in its hap-
pier moments is an attempt to formulate a program that looks like intercul-
tural integration. In the following passage, for instance, the mestizo synthesis 
is articulated in part as a mobile configuration of differences.
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This time, the race that will come out of the forgotten Atlantis will no longer 
be a race of a single color or of particular features. The future race will not be 
a fifth, or a sixth race, destined to prevail over its ancestors. What is going to 
emerge out there is the definitive race, the synthetical race, the integral race, 
made up of the genius and the blood of all peoples and, for that reason, more 
capable of true brotherhood and of a truly universal vision.123

Yet in his text as a whole, the subject-position with the greatest weight is 
male and Ibero-Caucasian, and the logic of fragmentation and unity super-
sedes the logic of difference(s). 

The “cosmic” Ibero-American—exemplar of a master race?—may not 
have a specific phenotype, but the concept of racial hierarchy is preserved, 
and community is still thought of in terms of blood.

Vasconcelos’s paradigm is here at best an oppositional stance to the US 
melting pot it so strongly resembles. Even if we justify it, as is possible in 
some of its contexts, as a form of “strategic” essentialism, its flaws are serious 
enough to call into question the implications of its use. It is my contention 
that Vasconcelos’s model is not simply retrograde or unsophisticated, but 
rather a strikingly clear illustration of certain risks that inhere in more subtle 
liminal models as well. Some of these risks, as should be clear by now, are 
that hybridity and liminality as models for counterhegemonic identities fos-
silize all too easily into new unities, and that this privileging of hybridity and 
liminality as universalized theoretical concepts may gloss over the telling of 
specific histories and consciously formulated particularities. This is important 
because, despite Anzaldúa’s invitation to meet her at the border, and despite 
the parallels a theorist like Jean-Luc Nancy draws between his own “mixed” 
history as a twentieth-century Frenchman and the Chicano experience, we 
are not all mestizos now.124 Some choose to enter the borderlands, but others 
are irrevocably there. Everyone may be a fluctuating subject, but we did not 
all slip across the border last night, nor stand on a Los Angeles street corner 
this morning waiting to be picked up for a day’s undocumented work. We 
have not all sewed in clandestine sweatshops, nor picked fruit at a few cents 
a box to pay the rent. And the borderlands, whatever else they may mean, 
also mean this.

The border paradigm does not include those who cannot pass, like the 
Tarascan fisherman Etienne Balibar met in Pátzcuaro,125 or those whose racial 
and cultural mixtures do not include metropolitan elements. And the imagi-
nation of Aztlán invokes Native cultures and deities from central Mexico, as 
though the borderlands themselves had no Mexican side. At this point the 
“borderlands” are at once dislodged from local contexts and marked specifi-
cally as a US location—using a US-generated mythology and speaking from 
that home. In an extensive discussion of Vasconcelos’s work and Anzaldúa’s, 
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Juliet Hooker shows how myths of Latin American racial harmony have been 
used to posit a Latino racial exceptionalism in the United States. She notes 
that these claims are also used to enable conservative Latino racial projects 
that “depict Latinos as an alternative to the US racial order, and to African 
Americans in particular.”126

Rubén Medina has also traced out connections and disjunctions between 
mestizaje as formulated by Vasconcelos and Anzaldúa, in the context of 
Latin American discourse on the topic since the colonial period and contem-
porary theory on the hybrid subject. Using the material Vasconcelos deploys 
to theorize mestizaje and propose a model for national culture, Anzaldúa, 
speaking as a mestiza subject, models an aspirational culture outside nation, 
often articulated at the level of inner life. In a section on mestizaje as “self-
fashioning” in Anzaldúa, he poses an important question: how possible is it, 
really, to untangle elements of a national culture to design one’s own?127 The 
tension between giving voice to the oppressed and forming a new, solidary 
but liberated subject seems unresolved. Yet this is the most fundamental of 
the chasms Anzaldúa tries to bridge.

BEYOND HYBRIDITY

In the search for nonhomogenizing, nonauthoritarian ways to build coalitions, 
the mere invocation of mestizaje and other liminal identities and spaces, as 
against essentialized identities, is insufficient: we must go on to ask ourselves 
what happens once we recognize that liminality in fact, to a greater or lesser 
extent, characterizes the spaces we inhabit. Indeed, theories of heterogeneity, 
when they fossilize into new unities, maybe doing this to compensate for their 
inability to sustain an examination of power relations within liminal spaces 
and contradictions within so-called hybrid identities. 

Theories of heterogeneity develop partially out of the desire to overcome 
the limitations of a politics based on essentialized identities. But they them-
selves substantially risk idealizing the liminal subject, and in this way come 
to constitute the creation of a new, unitary subject. In this essay I have tried 
to show how theories of heterogeneity, which appear to undermine the self/
other paradigm by positing a nonunitary subjectivity, bring the two terms into 
contact (the “new mestiza” is a bridge between unities) but do not necessar-
ily call the oppositions which define selfness and otherness into question or 
undermine their construction as mutually exclusive. An example of this is 
Anzaldúa’s figuration of the “new mestiza” as a bridge between unities (e.g., 
Mexico, “white America,” male, female). Her text wants to corrode these uni-
ties and call into question the neatness of their separation and hierarchization. 
But when it conceives the “borderlands” in terms of oppositions and their 
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reconciliation, it reinstalls dualistic thought and the hierarchies that dualisms 
force us to replicate. 

I have added to this that the language used to describe heterogeneity, in 
Anzaldúa’s text and elsewhere, often reveals the slippage between a theory 
which affirms multiplicity and a theory which creates a new hegemony, a 
new, unitary subject, and thence, perhaps, a recurrence of the myth of cultural 
“purity.” I have criticized also the idealization of the “borderlands,” which 
may just as easily be a space of deracinated incoherence as of celebratory het-
erogeneity. Because they can mean loss without gain, the borderlands, though 
they offer opportunities to rethink and reshape identities, cannot be construed 
as a space of free play. Anyone who has inhabited an actual border zone can 
attest to the difference one’s papers and one’s looks make there. 

Another problem deriving from what I have called the “slippage back 
to wholeness” in Anzaldúa’s text is that her use of the Chicana lesbian as 
supreme example of both multiple oppression and “border” identities may 
in fact reinstall racial and sexual hierarchies—albeit inverted ones. The 
“new mestiza” in Borderlands/La Frontera occupies a combination of the 
most abject subject-positions this text imagines, and because of her posi-
tion between worlds, she becomes, in the logic of this text, an ideal agent of 
social change. But as we know, the presentation of any single constellation 
of subject-positions as the “most” abject or the “most” liminal easily func-
tions to obscure other subaltern positions. For instance, the “new mestiza,” 
marginalized though she may be, speaks English and holds a US passport. 
In these aspects of her social positioning she is privileged in relation to, 
say, the undocumented Mayan worker who also crosses the border, but who 
knows no English and speaks Yucatec Maya better than they do Spanish. A 
further implication of the reinstallation of hierarchies in Anzaldúa’s text and 
in some other theories of hybridity is that it may assign the heaviest tasks of 
social change to those most marginalized, those most discriminated against. 
In Anzaldúa’s context, that subject is the multiply oppressed mestiza. In con-
texts where the liminal or hybrid subject is a not a figure of multiple oppres-
sion but one of conciliation, the assignation of primary revolutionary work to 
them actually functions to obscure subaltern representation.

Whether “border” identities are necessarily radical ones is another perti-
nent question here. Though Anzaldúa’s book is based on the notion of radi-
calizing experience, it does not address the failure of experience to provide 
radical consciousness. For example, when Anzaldúa asserts a type of natural 
bond between the gay and the mestiza, she denies the existence of racism 
in the gay community. Where does the gay white Republican fall on the [r]
evolutionary continuum? How do we account for the assimilationist politics 
of Chicano writer Richard Rodríguez—a contemporary of Anzaldúa’s—or 
explain intraminority racisms? Why is solidarity so hard to attain?128
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The problem here may be that Anzaldúa’s text bears witness in one direc-
tion but theorizes in another. Liminality, which is poetically evocative of a 
historical situation in Anzaldúa’s text, functions differently when the same 
text proposes it as a theoretical model. At that point, liminality begins to 
conceal the contradictions it was initially invoked to expose and celebrate. 
Liminality and hybridity, initially transgressive, are shaded into figures of 
conciliation that obscure conflict and difference. It is here that Borderlands/
La Frontera invites universalizing readings, idealizations of mestizaje and 
hybridity, and emulations of the “new mestiza” by more privileged subjects 
who might better spend our time doing concrete political work. It is when 
Anzaldúa emphasizes a liminality or mestizaje which does not smooth over 
a multiplicity of differences, and a solidarity that does not rely on “natural” 
connections, that she best shows how we might, in Toni Cade Bambara’s 
words, “fearlessly work towards potent meshings.”129

Such meshings are most effectively made when specific histories and local 
knowledge are not glossed over. How to conjugate local knowledge and 
a postnational universalism that might contest the increasing marginaliza-
tion of already marginal subjects in the current global order is perhaps the 
most important question in left theory today. In Borderlands/La Frontera, 
Anzaldúa addresses this question by bringing into view a Chicano/a history 
and a lesbian subjectivity within it. She then reveals how these stories are 
connected with those of a dominant culture that tries not to see how closely its 
own history is imbricated with that of its others. She shows how, particularly 
along the US-Mexico border, those others are in fact barely foreign. Mexican 
and indigenous difference challenges “American” unity. And it does not 
attack from the outside but corrode from within. That this corrosion may be a 
good thing for the mythical body it attacks is one of Anzaldúa’s more impor-
tant theses. I am more interested in her text when it works this medicine of 
corrosion than when it speaks a language of easy inclusivity. I am interested 
in the corrosion of centralities—including that of the “new mestiza,” to the 
extent that she may suffer fetichization in theory—because I suspect such 
corrosion is a necessary precondition for coalition-building.

If the exposition in Borderlands/La Frontera’s of liminality and multiple 
differences slips sometimes toward a wholeness that is problematic because 
it may obscure subaltern positions on the one hand, and on the other enable 
more privileged subjects to identify all too easily with the “borderlands,” one 
level at which it does not do this is the level of language. As Anzaldúa tells 
us and a number of her commentators emphasize, the bilingualism of this 
text confounds both English- and Spanish-language purity. Unevenly divided 
between the several idioms in which it is written, Borderlands/La Frontera 
shifts tongues unpredictably.130 Although she provides English versions for 
some of the Spanish-language sections and explanatory footnotes for others, 
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Anzaldúa never implies an easy translatability of tongues, and some sections 
are not translated at all. This is to say that this text offers no single, easily 
accessible common language. Its various tongues cut against each other, run-
ning both together and apart. In this way it presents a serious challenge to the 
monocultural reader, and it interdicts any facile access to the borderlands. 
Through their languages, these borderlands show layer upon layer of history 
to those who follow their tangled paths, or in Anzaldúa’s metaphor, their 
forking tongues. This intertwining of differences does not take recourse in 
myths of commonality, imperial-humanist, or otherwise. Nor does it allow 
assertions of difference that avoid addressing what there is of a common 
history. Anzaldúa’s linguistic thickets also engage the reader in a way that 
blocks the easy pluralism which, as Joan Wallach Scott puts it, “is seen as 
a condition of human existence rather than as the effect of difference that 
constitutes hierarchies.”131 Rather, the use of language(s) in Borderlands/La 
Frontera works to show a historical interconnectedness among them, and to 
reveal the ways in which difference and conflict structure that history.

This linguistic challenge—which José David Saldívar also discusses in 
some detail132—is the aspect of her text that meets the strongest resistance 
from monocultural readers, although other kinds of readers are exhilarated 
with the legitimation of linguistic mestizaje (Castillo 2006: 265).133 The evo-
cation of the pain of the colonial experience is another aspect of the text that 
meets strong resistance, and the third is the political nature of Anzaldúa’s 
lesbianism or more precisely, her rejection of what Adrienne Rich called 
“compulsory heterosexuality.”134 It appears to me, accordingly, that these 
are the points at which Borderlands/La Frontera is a radical intervention. 
The topics of border-crossing, personal transformation, breaking from home, 
and writing seem to get the most play, both among general readers of liberal 
bent and critics seeking a general model for the decolonized, or decolonizing 
subject. The actual US-Mexico borderlands are still a place of difficulty and 
conflict. Turning inward from the fields, the guards, and now the detention 
camps, the psychic borderlands in which Anzaldúa writes are a fertile spiri-
tual space. But the “borderlands” as theoretical concept seems to leave the 
material borderlands behind. 

Castillo notes that this point has been raised before by Chicano intellectu-
als like Pablo Vila and Benjamín Alire Sáenz and the Mexican scholar María 
Socorro Tabuenca, but that the “dominant-culture academic establishment” 
has maintained its fascination with the project of reimagining the United 
States, or the nation-state in general, as transnational borderlands, ignoring 
these more complex readings of Anzaldúa’s text. Respectful recognition of 
these criticisms such as those found in Mariana Ortega’s philosophical work 
In-Between still grounds Anzaldúa’s work in the United States Southwest and 
in European philosophy,135 which are, perhaps, its actual locations. Again, 
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this is not a problem with Anzaldúa herself as much as it is with the attempts 
to hold her work up not as speech from a place but as a general model for 
a contestatory subject—transnational, intersectional, decolonial, subaltern. 
Similarly, mestizaje in Spanish America, as should be clear by now, “is a 
nation-building concept, not a resistant one . . . that often resolves to racialist 
usages.”136 It also draws on racialist theories, and it coexists with and supports 
racist practices. 

That is, mestizaje and mestizo culture are not always antidotes to racism 
or cross-cultural alliances for liberation. Although mestizaje in daily life can 
be heterogeneous and inclusive, not homogenizing and hierarchical,137 it can 
also intertwine with discrimination in such a way as to fragment, rather than 
unite communities, and to reproduce hierarchies and social distance.138 This is 
true even though terms like métissage have other meanings in other places.139 
I would add and emphasize that the literary construction of a national subject 
with indigenous roots, modern-democratic feeling, and transnational poten-
tial has been an elite, not a subaltern project in Latin America for over two 
hundred years. This subject is a product of colonialism, and it could be argued 
that it was crafted after formal decolonization to anchor the modern/colonial 
world system in place, not to dismantle it. In addition, Anzaldúa and her com-
mentators seem far more interested in borders between the “Third World” and 
the First than they do in borders outside metropolitan space; the same can be 
said for their emphasis on cultural and racial mixtures that include a large 
“First World” component. This is, of course, because the mestizo is a colonial 
formation; mestizaje as mixture is fraught because of the power differential 
and colonial history it implies. But when the mestizo/a is essentialized as 
an insurgent class, actual mestizo histories are obscured; the universalized 
borderlands become the terrain of a familiar, now generic Other in global 
metropolitan space. Those with access to this space may invoke intersection-
ality or “new mestizaje,” but darker others—differently intersectional and 
transnational—disappear from view. And as Olguín points out,140 so does the 
fact that not every mestizo position is an insurgent one.

Such disappearance, of course, is not what Anzaldúa wanted. The funda-
mental problems she tackles—how to build coalitions across social boundar-
ies, how to enable subaltern representation, and how (paradoxically enough) 
to dismantle the cultural and political structures that produce subalternity—
are still with us, and she has given us valuable tools for this work. But is 
“borderland” always a useful metaphor? When I go in to advocate for ICE 
detainees tomorrow (my political work of late), it will not be at the border; 
it will be deep inside the US prison system, in an out-of-the-way town in 
rural Louisiana. The facility—for these prisons are privatized—is owned and 
operated by a transnational corporation but I, and the prisoners I visit, will 
be bound to nations by the documents we have and lack. We will be in my 
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country, and we will reach across national boundaries and class lines. We will 
do it as mestizos or not, nepantleras or not.

The issue here may be, as Emiko Saldívar puts it for the Mexican case, that 
multiculturalism and interculturality—revisions of hegemonic mestizaje—all 
emphasize cultural recognition and rights over political rights and the recog-
nition of racial injustice.141 To echo Rubén Medina, one may design a “bor-
der” identity of one’s own, outside discourse and daily life, but how possible 
is it to disentangle that identity from the elements with which it was made?142 
It is also that transnationalism, like mestizaje, can be deployed in multiple 
ways. Much work on Anzaldúa locates her in US-based debates and her 
affinities worldwide, and cites Latin American theorists of subalternity and 
decoloniality, but sidelines a more serious look at Anzaldúa’s own interaction 
with, and insertion in the Mexican and broader Latin American fields. At this 
point the question of what we mean when we use terms like transnationalism 
and intersectionality, not to mention comparative studies or America, must 
still be asked.
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Chapter Two

Vengeful Monsters, Shapeshifting
Cyborgs, and Alien Spider Queens

The Monstrous-Feminine in Netflix’s
Love, Death & Robots

Sarah Stang

Scholars have long noted that the monster polices the symbolic borders of
what is permissible, and to step outside of social norms risks being labelled
monstrous and categorized as “other.” This dehumanization is particularly
common for transgressive women in mythology and popular culture, as “the
woman who oversteps the boundaries of her gender role risks becoming a
Scylla, Weird Sister, Lilith, . . . or Gorgon” (Cohen 1996, 9). The cyborg
could easily be added to this list because, while technology can be empower-
ing for women, the portrayal of the female cyborg body in popular culture—a
body often designed by men—instead tends to dehumanize and so further
marginalize women (Balsamo 1996; Doane 1992). Whether monstrous, cy-
borgian, or both, this literal dehumanization of women is ubiquitous: As
feminist film scholar Barbara Creed (1986) has argued, “all human societies
have a conception of the monstrous-feminine, of what it is about woman that
is shocking, terrifying, horrific, abject” (44). Creed’s foundational work
demonstrates that the monstrous-feminine is more than just a female version
of a male monster; rather, she is terrifying within patriarchal society because
of her female physicality, as the female body is perceived as simultaneously
attractive and dangerous, and the threat she poses to her male victims as a
seductive, sexually predatory, and castrating figure. Rosi Braidotti (1994)
has echoed Creed’s observations, noting that there exists a “traditional patri-
archal association of women with monstrosity” (80), and so female monsters
are found in mythologies, legends, folklore, and artwork across cultures.

Sarah Stang, “Vengeful Monsters, Shapeshifting Cyborgs, and Alien Spider Queens: The Monstrous-Feminine in 
Netflix’s Love, Death & Robots,” in Gender, Supernatural Beings, and the Liminality of  Death: Monstrous Males/Fatal Females, 
edited by Rebecca Gibson and James M. VanderVeen (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2021), 41–57.  
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Female monsters often either take the form of the vengeful femme castratrice
(see Creed 1993) or the beautiful but deadly femme fatale (see Doane 1991).

This chapter builds on Creed’s concept of the monstrous-feminine, to-
gether with considerations of abjection, hybridity, and the cyborg body, to
analyze the portrayal of nonhuman, hybrid, and/or monstrous women in Net-
flix’s 2019 science fiction anthology series, Love, Death & Robots. Follow-
ing Creed’s approach to analyzing female monstrosity in visual media, I
conduct a close reading of three characters from the series: Sonnie, a scarred
cyborg and sexual assault survivor whose consciousness resides inside a
monstrous bioengineered beast; Yan, a shapeshifting mythological nine-
tailed fox with a cyborg body; and Greta, a spider-like alien creature who
appears as a beautiful woman in the mind of her male captive. All three of
these women have monstrous forms and are presented through a clearly
gendered lens. Greta is portrayed as a horrific monstrosity who keeps her true
form hidden from her lover/prisoner so he will accept her. Both Sonnie and
Yan are victims of masculine violence with broken, unnatural bodies who
become violent, vengeful cyborg-monsters. As this chapter demonstrates,
Love, Death & Robots, like much science fiction, repeats problematic tropes
of female representation by framing hybrid female bodies as broken and
horrific, and presenting women as victimized yet also deceptive, predatory,
violent, and most importantly, not quite human or even entirely monstrous.
That these monstrous women prey on male characters demonstrates Creed’s
(1986) point that “the feminine is not per se a monstrous sign; rather, it is
constructed as such within a patriarchal discourse which reveals a great deal
about male desires and fears” (70). Given that all three episodes I discuss
here were written and directed by men, their focus on sexual assault, rape
revenge, seduction, sexualized female bodies, and female monstrosity re-
veals the same kinds of preoccupations men have had regarding women’s
bodies and behavior since antiquity.

SONNIE’S STORY: VICTIMIZATION, VIOLENCE,
AND QUEER MONSTROSITY

Episode 1, “Sonnie’s Edge” (Wilson 2019), is set in a futuristic, dystopian
version of London in which massive bioengineered beasts are forced to en-
gage in vicious underground battles as entertainment. These beasts are re-
motely linked to the minds of their owners, who control their actions from
outside the arena. Sonnie, a scarred, dour woman who controls a beast named
Khanivore, is a champion of these battles. At the beginning of the episode, a
boisterous and arrogant man named Dicko approaches Sonnie, together with
a beautiful blonde woman on his arm, to request that she throw the match.
The conversation is tense and full of meaning: admiring Khanivore, Dicko
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exclaims “He’s magnificent!” to which Sonnie responds “Yes. She is” (Wil-
son 2019). However, Sonnie was staring at Dicko’s companion when she
responded, thereby establishing her lesbian desire—an element that becomes
important later in the episode. Sonnie refuses to throw the match, regardless
of how much bribe money Dicko offers her. Sonnie’s teammate informs
Dicko that Sonnie does not fight for glory or money, rather each victory is
symbolic vengeance against the men who raped and mutilated her, leaving
her covered in scars—that is what gives her an “edge” in battle. This initial
set up is important because it communicates to viewers that this story might
be unique in the context of mainstream science fiction, in that it seems to be
centralizing queer female empowerment—and since this is the first episode
in the series, it potentially establishes the tone for the rest of the anthology.
Although the writers likely believed this is what they were doing, as the
episode progresses, it becomes clear that this story instead relies on over-
used, regressive, and misogynistic tropes.

At the start of the fight, Sonnie’s opponent—who controls a beast called
Turboraptor—threatens her sexually, exclaiming that she’s “a sweet little girl”
who is going “down, down, down” while gesturing at his crotch as though
forcing someone to give him oral sex (Wilson 2019). Once she starts winning
the fight, he changes his tone and calls her a “fucking little cunt” (Wilson
2019)—an extremely misogynistic term that might be especially triggering for a
rape survivor. Khanivore uses spiked, whip-like tentacles in battle, stabbing
Turboraptor several times and thereby wielding penetrative phallic power—
imagery that returns throughout the episode. This imagery evokes the epony-
mous (and female) monster in the film Alien, which Creed (1993) has discussed
in relation to the way it reproduces by violently penetrating its victims and
laying eggs inside them (130). A female monster enacting penetrative violence is
therefore claiming phallic power for herself and occupying a dominant position.
At this point in the episode, this act of penetration could be interpreted as
Sonnie—who is directly controlling Khanivore—enacting vengeance for her
own rape by violently penetrating her opponent, which is controlled by the man
who made sexually aggressive gestures and verbally abused her.

Creed (1993) has argued that although the monstrous-feminine is de-
signed by men to represent male fears of female power, it also presents
women as an active, phallic, terrifying embodiment of “avenging female
fury” (86). This is certainly apparent in this monstrous battle, as Khanivore
stabs Turboraptor several times, but then he retaliates by slicing off several
of her tentacles (thereby symbolically castrating her). He reclaims that phal-
lic power and stalks her as she crawls back from him on the ground, slams
her against the arena wall, and stabs her in the lower abdomen as she cries/
roars in pain. The viewers are then shown a close-up shot of Turboraptor
thrusting his blade even deeper into Khanivore’s body, imagery which, as
Kelly Williams (2019) points out, is reminiscent of sexualized violence,



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e50

Sarah Stang26

since “the position of the monsters—male pinning the female against the
wall and penetrating her, graphically—is obviously reminiscent of a sexual
position” (para. 13). While pinned against the wall, Khanivore manages to
stab Turboraptor in the chest, killing him, and then decapitates him (thereby
symbolically castrating him in turn).

By emerging victorious from this vicious battle of castration and penetra-
tion, Khanivore is the very image of the monstrous femme castatrice of rape
revenge films as discussed by Creed (1993): she who embodies the “castrat-
ing female psychotic . . . and the woman who seeks revenge on men who
have raped or abused her” (123). This battle is only a taste of what is to
come, however, because after the match Dicko’s companion, a woman
named Jennifer who was previously shown clinging to Dicko’s arm, comes
to Sonnie’s private chamber and seduces her. The seduction is intimate and
tender, albeit with unnecessary shots of Jennifer’s naked breasts pressed up
against Sonnie’s chest, evocative of lesbian porn intended for a heterosexual
male gaze. Sonnie opens up to Jennifer, revealing that she is not driven by
revenge or hate but by primal fear—she is not “the angry little girl, out for
revenge” that everyone thinks she is (Wilson 2019). While Jennifer pretends
to be innocent and “even a little bit frightened” of Sonnie (Wilson 2019), she
is actually a deceptive femme fatale and stabs Sonnie through the skull while
they kiss with sharp mechanical claws that extend from her fingers.

Jennifer is not only a femme fatale but a cyborg femme fatale—a seduc-
tive, treacherous, beautiful woman whose technologically enhanced body
becomes a weapon in the most intimate of moments. She is also acting on
Dicko’s orders, telling Sonnie that she made him “so very, very angry”
(Wilson 2019). In this moment, Dicko appears and begins to gloat, asking
“are you scared now?” then calling Sonnie a “silly fucking girl” (Wilson
2019). Bleeding on the ground, Sonnie coughs out the words “neat . . . trick,”
which enrages Jennifer, who starts stomping on her head, smashing it in with
her stiletto heel (Wilson 2019). This gruesome death leaves Sonnie’s head
crushed and broken, with blood and brains splattered around it and her eye-
ball popped out of its socket. Sonnie’s body begins to convulse as she laughs,
choking out the words “not good enough,” before her disembodied voice
reveals that the men who raped and maimed her had actually cracked her
skull and left her for dead (Wilson 2019). Her friends were able to partially
save her, but her human body is actually “just a couple of bioware processors
spliced to a spine” while her consciousness resides in the body of her mon-
strous beast, Khanivore (Wilson 2019). As the creature slowly appears be-
hind Dicko and Jennifer, Sonnie’s voice plays out of a nearby speaker ex-
plaining that every time she steps into the ring, she is fighting for her life—
“that fear of death” is her edge (Wilson 2019). Seeing Khanivore, Jennifer
gasps and turns to run away, only to be stabbed through the back of the head
by one of the creature’s sharp tentacles—the writers seem to delight in the



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e 51

Vengeful Monsters, Shapeshifting Cyborgs, and Alien Spider Queens 27

phallic imagery of Sonnie/Khanivore being stabbed and stabbing in turn.
Khanivore then wraps a tentacle around Dicko’s body, squeezing him and
bringing him close to her massive, fanged jaws. The episode ends with Son-
nie’s voice asking Dicko “Are you scared now?”—repeating what he had
said to her earlier—before fading to black (Wilson 2019).

While this story might be interpreted as satisfying or empowering since
Sonnie wins the battle and kills her seducer and would-be murderer as well
as the man who ordered her death, its portrayal of Sonnie as a victimized,
violent, damaged, queer woman who literally becomes a monster after being
raped and nearly killed by a group of men is decidedly problematic. In
addition, the amount of gratuitous, graphic violence directed at Sonnie
echoes the misogyny underpinning rape revenge films such as I Spit on Your
Grave, with lingering and almost fetishistic shots of sickening violence
against women even as the filmmakers claim to be telling a story of female
empowerment (Creed 1993). This connection to rape revenge films might not
be coincidental, as the series was coproduced by David Fincher, the director
of notorious rape revenge film The Girl with The Dragon Tattoo (2011)
which also uncomfortably lingers on the protagonist’s brutal sexual assault
and naked body. Fincher has made several films that involve sexualized
violence against women, presented, as Richard Lawson (2011) notes, “from
an unabashedly male perspective” (para. 1), and The Girl with The Dragon
Tattoo specifically embraces “garish nastiness, rape as titillation” (para. 5).
As Creed (1993) notes, in rape revenge films “woman, pleasure and death are
intimately related” (129), and even though the woman’s violence might be
justified or even satisfying for the audience, she is still presented as mon-
strous—literally, in Sonnie’s case.

Sonnie was completely stripped of her humanity when she was sexually
assaulted, mutilated, and left for dead, and although she is indeed a “survi-
vor,” she is entirely defined by her trauma. That she became a monster after
being raped echoes the ancient Greek myth of Medusa as recounted by Ovid
in Metamorphoses: Medusa, once a beautiful human woman, was raped in
Athena’s temple by the god Poseidon. Angered by this desecration of her
temple, Athena took her wrath out on Medusa, transforming her into a mon-
ster as punishment for her own rape. Medusa has since been claimed as a
symbol of feminist rage—an embodiment of the misogyny that has shaped
Western society for millennia as well as the injustice women face within
patriarchal society, blamed and punished for their own victimization at the
hands of men (Valentis and Dovane 1994). Creed (1993), drawing on and
critiquing Freudian psychoanalysis, sees Medusa as a castrating figure,
threatening to the male psyche and therefore used to oppress and control
women’s behavior. Indeed, Elizabeth Johnston (2016) considers Medusa the
“original nasty woman”—a figure that haunts Western patriarchy, “material-
izing whenever male authority feels threatened by female agency” (para. 5).
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As she notes, “in Western culture, strong women have historically been
imagined as threats requiring male conquest and control, and Medusa herself
has long been the go-to figure for those seeking to demonize female author-
ity” (Johnston 2016, para. 1). Portraying woman-as-monster is, then, a means
to punish and dehumanize women, and while female monstrosity might be
empowering in some contexts, the creators of “Sonnie’s Edge” have uncriti-
cally remediated the harmful misogynistic assumptions and beliefs that
equate “rape survivor” with “monster.”

That Sonnie is queer only adds salt to the wound, as queer women are
especially marginalized and victimized within patriarchal society. For Son-
nie, her queerness is framed as tragic rather than celebrated in any way, as
she is violently betrayed by her would-be lover, and Jennifer being a femme
fatale sends the message that bisexual women cannot be trusted—an unfortu-
nately common trope in popular culture (Hart 1994). The femme fatale trope
is one in which “woman’s nature is represented as deceptive and unknow-
able” (Creed 1993, 136), and the fact that this treacherous, seductive, violent,
queer woman is also a cyborg underscores the association between feminin-
ity, queerness, and monstrosity/nonhumanness—an association that seems to
be the entire thematic focus of this episode. Feminist theorists have inter-
preted many kinds of female monsters as queer, and Creed (1996) has argued
that “within homophobic cultural practices, the lesbian body is constructed as
monstrous in relation to male fantasies” (87). The association between fe-
male homosexuality and female monstrosity has existed since antiquity and
gives the example of the popular image of “the lesbian as a deadly siren who
waits for her male prey while savoring an erotic embrace with her amoral
sisters” (Creed 1996, 86–87). In this case, Sonnie is the monster preying on
men while Jennifer is the deadly siren, and in both cases, they are punished
for their transgressions. Sonnie’s body is the recipient of horrific, gratuitous
violence which completely destroys it and although it did not kill the “real”
her, it did force her to reveal her “true” monstrous form and remove any
possibility for her to “pretend” to be human again. And Jennifer, like most
deadly sirens or femme fatales, is punished for her transgressions with a
violent, penetrative death.

As Kelly (2019) has argued, Sonnie’s story “is emblematic of the failure
to find ways to represent female power (or empowerment) as anything other
than monstrous” (para. 25). The men behind this story might have intended
for Sonnie to be a “strong female protagonist,” a trope that has long been
critiqued by feminist critics skeptical of female empowerment that seems to
always come as a result of the character’s violent, horrific backstory (one that
usually involves past sexual assault, sometimes with an added dash of rape
revenge) and still results in women being portrayed in mostly one-dimen-
sional ways (Chocano 2011; Dunn 2013; Gin 2017). Regardless of authorial
intent, turning a queer woman into a violent monster, especially as a result of
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her sexual assault, is not in fact a very progressive choice. While she is
technically the victor in the story, her existence is that of a victim—doomed
to a life of violence, rage, dehumanization, and heartbreak.

YAN’S STORY: OBJECTIFICATION, SEXUAL SLAVERY,
AND TRANSFORMATION

As if one story that dooms victimized women to a life of tragedy, sexual assault,
bodily mutilation, and vengeful violence was not enough, the eighth episode of
Love, Death & Robots, “Good Hunting” (Thomas 2019) features another nonhu-
man/monstrous woman who suffers countless violations at the hands of men.
Yan is a huli jing, a mythological nine-tailed fox with the ability to shapeshift
between animal and human forms. Her mother was murdered in front of her by a
spirit hunter—“one of the brave men who protects humanity from spirits”
(Thomas 2019; emphasis added)—hired to kill her because she had supposedly
“bewitched” a man and was “draining” him through sexual intercourse like a
succubus. Together with his son Liang, the story’s protagonist and narrator, the
hunter springs a trap on Yan’s mother whom he claims “cannot resist the cries of
the man she’s bewitched” (Thomas 2019), tossing urine on her as she tries to
shapeshift back into a fox in order to trap her in a hybrid form so she cannot flee
as effectively from him.

Meanwhile, Liang finds the woman’s daughter Yan, a frightened fox cub
who transforms into a naked human girl to talk to him. Yan explains that her
mother never bewitched the man, rather he was the one who fell in love with
her and would not stop bothering her. Liang angrily insists that Yan’s mother
“lured men in and feeds on them for her evil magic” and Yan retorts that “a
man can fall in love with a huli jing just like he can with a human woman”
(Thomas 2019). Again, this upsets Liang, who declares that “it’s not the
same!” Yan replies “not the same? I saw how you looked at me,” suggesting
that Liang has been admiring her naked body while they talked (Thomas
2019). Suddenly, Yan’s mother appears in the doorway right before the hunt-
er’s blade slices through her neck from behind, decapitating her. Yan flees,
Liang covers for her as she escapes, and the hunter gathers the huli jing’s
head, taking it as proof so he can collect his bounty.

Five years later, Liang and Yan are friends and he has been bringing her food
because her ability to hunt has been declining. She is struggling to return to her
fox form because increasing industrialization initiated by English colonizers is
draining magic from the world. Liang moves to a steampunk-inspired Hong
Kong, working with machinery and building automata while enduring racist
treatment from the white English men who rule there. While walking, he sees a
group of white men accosting Yan, who apparently also moved to Hong Kong at
some point, and he saves her from them (they are inexplicably frightened of
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Liang even though they outnumber him). She explains that she is now perma-
nently trapped in her human form and has turned to sex work in order to
survive—“All I have is my beauty. Now I live by the very thing you accused my
mother of: I bewitch men for money” (Thomas 2019). She dreams of returning
to her animal form, hunting and “growl[ing] in the faces of all the men who
believe they can own me” (Thomas 2019).

After an undisclosed amount of time passes, Yan comes to Liang once
again in need of his help. She reveals that her body is now completely robotic
from the neck down. The governor, one of her regular clients, drugged her
and she woke up strapped to an operating table. The audience is shown a
flashback of white men in lab coats and medical masks peering down at her
before they start sawing into her leg, blood spurting everywhere as Yan
thrashes helplessly and screams in agony. The governor “could only get hard
for machines, and he wanted the ultimate machine to serve that twisted
desire” so he turned her into a cyborg against her will (Thomas 2019). Her
body is entirely mechanical, with the skin of her face and her long, dark hair
the only organic parts left, perhaps because, as she lamented previously, all
she has (that is, all she is valued for) is her beauty. The audience is shown a
scene of her naked body on display for white men to admire, and although
this was likely intended to be a critique of racist and sexist objectification,
the episode itself continuously puts Yan’s body on display for the viewer,
clearly catering to the heterosexual male gaze. In a flashback, she explains
how she finally said no to the governor, refusing to continue being his sex
toy/sexbot. She murders him, declaring that “a terrible thing had been done
to me, but I could also be terrible” while the camera lingers on her naked
body (Thomas, 2019). While this was likely intended to be a potentially
empowering scene, as she violently murders the man who mutilated her and
turned her into a living sexbot, the gratuitous nudity positions Yan’s body as
a site of voyeuristic-fetishistic spectacle. This titillating combination of vio-
lence and sexualization is an unfortunately common way in which the female
cyborg body is presented in mainstream science fiction (Cornea 2007; Gillis
2005; Lan 2012; Melzer 2006; Springer 1996).

Knowing that Liang is skilled with machines, she asks him to help her
regain the ability to hunt, to exact vengeance against “the men who perpe-
trate evil, but call it progress” (Thomas 2019). Liang agrees to help her, and
the montage that follows presents Liang as an active and creative inventor/
genius, while Yan is shown laying passive, waiting for him to alter her body.
She groans in pain from the procedures, and several of the positions she takes
while he works on her are decidedly sexual—the audience is even shown a
close-up of her buttocks as Liang removes the metal plate covering them and
her metal breasts with Liang’s hands on them as he places a new breastplate
on her. Once Liang’s work is complete, Yan undergoes a painful transforma-
tion, screaming as her mechanical body extends and shifts into nine-tailed
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fox form. Liang wishes her “good hunting” as she leaps from his balcony into
the night (Thomas 2019). In the final scene, an Asian woman is being ha-
rassed and assaulted by a group of white men, and Yan leaps down from
above to attack them as the episode ends.

The unnecessary additions of Yan moaning in agony during this process,
plus the horrific medical procedure the audience was shown earlier, suggest a
sadistic desire to put her torment on display for the viewer. This reinforces
Abby Robinson’s (2019) point that the series relishes in a “display of female
suffering and degradation for the sole purpose of entertainment” (para. 12).
Like “Sonnie’s Edge,” this episode focuses on a sexually victimized woman
with a tragic backstory whose body is mutilated and technologically altered
by men. Perhaps worse, in “Good Hunting” Yan is dependent upon a man to
help her survive and adapt—her life, agency, and possibility for vengeance
are given to her by Liang. In this sense, as seen from Yan’s perspective, the
story is technophobic—technology led to the loss of her powers and then the
loss of her bodily integrity, and although she becomes a robotic fox in the
end, it is a poor, artificial substitute for her original magical form. From
Liang’s perspective, though, the story is technophilic—he finds his calling as
a genius mechanic, engineer, and roboticist, and technological development
is the one thing that keeps Yan in his life, dependent upon him.

Donna Haraway (1991) has argued that the cyborg could be an empower-
ing figure for women because it collapses boundary distinctions and so po-
tentially challenges patriarchal ideologies embedded in technology. Howev-
er, this episode seems to disagree, instead hinting that technology is good for
men and bad for women—men get to master it, while women are at its
mercy. This point has been articulated by several feminist scholars concerned
with the intersection of gender and technology. Anne Balsamo (1996), for
example, has argued that regardless of the potentials of technological devel-
opment, it is still heavily influenced by patriarchal gender norms and boun-
daries. Similarly, as Mary Anne Doane (1990) has demonstrated, the repre-
sentation of “techno-femininity” in science fiction cinema is used to rein-
force rather than destabilize gendered stereotypes. In science fiction, there is
a clear distinction between strong, resilient, and resourceful female heroes
who use violence to save the day, such as Sarah Connor in The Terminator
and Ripley in Alien, and “the vicious female cyborg that represents the patri-
archal fear of female sexuality” such as Maria in Metropolis or the Borg
Queen in Star Trek: First Contact, who are both sexually attractive and
dangerous (Lan 2012, 195; see also Melzer 2006; Springer 1996). The latter
can be understood as a version of the monstrous-feminine, in that her hybrid
technologically enhanced body is what gives her the (phallic) power to
threaten men, yet, as Brown (2011) argues, the female cyborg is fetishized,
combining sexual attractiveness and violent capability. These critiques cer-
tainly apply to the portrayal of Yan.
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The writers of “Good Hunting” could have attempted to develop a more
nuanced, less misogynistic story of survival and adaptation but chose not to.
Certainly, Yan gets her revenge, but like Sonnie her empowerment comes at
a high cost. While there is something appealing about her final embrace of a
robot animal form—not her “true” form but as close as she can get now—and
the freedom and power it affords her, the trauma, abuse, dehumanization, and
literal objectification she undergoes sours the story. She is victimized, sexu-
alized, and mutilated—the same misogyny, violence, and discrimination that
lead to her mother’s murder ruined Yan’s life. Like Sonnie trapped in Khani-
vore’s body, as a fox all Yan has left is violence. There are no happy endings
for hybrid, monstrous, magical women in Love, Death & Robots—only suf-
fering, pain, and death.

GRETA’S STORY: DECEPTION, HORROR,
AND UNREQUITED LOVE

Episode 7, “Beyond the Aquila Rift” (Bérelle et al. 2019) presents a different
kind of female monstrosity. Instead of centralizing female despair, victim-
hood, physical mutilation, and vengeance, this episode engages more with
the trope of the deceptive, seductive, sexually predatory woman. Thom, the
protagonist, is a likeable, middle-aged spaceship captain returning home with
his crew after a successful mission. Due to a routing error, their ship ends up
lightyears off course, and Thom wakes up from his cryogenic slumber to
alarms blaring. The doors open and he is greeted by a familiar face—his
former lover, Greta. Thom thinks that he is just stuck at a repair facility for a
few weeks, and Greta is excited to rekindle their romance. Greta meets Thom
in her private quarters wearing a tight, short golden dress, and the camera
focuses on her buttocks as she walks, the sound of her high heels clicking on
the floor. As she walks in front of Thom, she asks if he likes the view, and
while she could be referring to the view of space out of her large windows,
the playful smile on her face suggests that she is referring to her own cleav-
age, prominently on display thanks to the low-cut dress. Their conversation
is friendly and flirty, with Thom referring to their previous tryst as a “fling”
and Greta insisting that it was more than just a fling, recalling when they
broke a bed in a hotel room and that she “never knew anyone could fuck that
hard in zero-G” (Bérelle et al. 2019).

The episode shifts into an unsurprising montage of Thom and Greta hav-
ing passionate sex, after which Greta reveals that she was not completely
honest with him—he is actually much farther from Earth than she let on, and
he will never get back home. Thom wakes up his crew member Suzy to tell
her the bad news, but she is uncontrollably agitated and hostile, insisting that
Greta is not who she says she is, begging Thom to “look at her!” (Bérelle et



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e 57

Vengeful Monsters, Shapeshifting Cyborgs, and Alien Spider Queens 33

al. 2019). Suzy attacks Greta, cutting her neck in the process, but later in bed
Thom notices that the cut is gone. This confirms his suspicions that the
woman is not really Greta, and he confronts her about it. Greta reveals that
she is feeding him a fake reality and he grows increasingly angry and violent
toward her, pushing her back against the same window they had sex against
earlier. Greta tearfully insists that Thom is not ready to know the truth, as she
has “been through this” with countless other “lost souls” who ended up there
and that she does not want to hurt him (Bérelle et al. 2019). He demands to
see her true form, and she reluctantly agrees though she asks him to under-
stand that she really does care for him.

The scene cuts to a much older, emaciated Thom, who wakes up and
looks around, shocked and horrified by what he sees. The ship is caught in
and covered by thick webbing, giving it an unpleasant organic appearance
while the music rises in an unsettling crescendo. This image is particularly
disturbing because the messy, visceral, possibly sticky organic substance
covers every clean, crisp, metallic surface of the ship, rendering the space
dark and creepy. The image is horrifying for Thom not only because the
substance likely came out of some creature’s body, but also because it has
fully dominated the human technology it covers—the ship (and Thom) is
completely engulfed by it with no hope of escape.

Thom hears Greta’s distorted, uncanny, echoing voice, greeting him with
a sultry “hello, Thom” (Bérelle et al. 2019). As it echoes around the ghastly
chamber, a figure emerges from a shadowy cave. At first, it appears to be a
shapely human woman but as she continues to step into the light, the music
intensifies and her full body is revealed to be a giant, horrifying spider-alien
creature with dozens of eyes and legs, and a pink, puckered, circular mouth.
The creature’s pale pink skin, stretched taut over bones and muscles, appears
to glisten as if covered in slime, and it makes a creepy chittering noise.
Horrified at what he is seeing, Thom screams while the scene flickers be-
tween a close-up of his terrified face and wide eyes and the spider-alien’s
grotesque body and blinking, beady eyes. The flickering shot-reverse-shot
effect intensifies until the scene cuts to younger, healthy Thom once again
waking up in his pod, with human Greta there to greet him with a friendly
“hello Thom” (Bérelle et al. 2019). He asks if it is really her, and she dodges
the question, instead saying “It’s good to see you, Thom” and the scene
proceeds with him once again shocked that his ship has gone so far off course
and Greta acknowledging how upsetting it is but reminding him that “at least
there’s a friendly face here” (Bérelle et al. 2019). The scene flickers between
a regular version of Thom’s ship in the repair station and the true version of it
surrounded by dense webbing before the credits roll.

In the original short story on which this episode is based, the author
Alastair Reynolds makes it clear that the creature is benevolent, and truly
means no harm to Thom. She sees herself as a caretaker—although she
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knows that Thom will eventually die, like the rest of the “lost souls” who
have ended up in her web, she still wants him to live out the remainder of his
life in a comforting, happy illusion. On Twitter, the screenplay writer Phillip
Gelatt has confirmed that the creature is “benevolent & horrible at the same
time” (Gelatt 2019a) but that the “horrible” part is referring specifically to
her appearance (Gelatt 2019b). However, he does acknowledge that “the way
it is going about being benevolent is questionable, if not outright horrible.
But it’s [sic] intentions are pure. It does love, I think” (Gelatt 2019b). He
goes on to say that “it wants him to be happy. And it wants him to come to
some kind of acceptance of his circumstance” (Gelatt 2019c). And yet, the
episode’s portrayal of Greta does not really reflect this interpretation: The use of
unsettling music and sounds, flickering shot-reverse-shot, the “bait-and-switch”
reveal of her initially appearing as a voluptuous naked woman as she emerges
from the shadows, and the close-ups of the creature’s body and Thom’s terrified
reaction make it clear that this was intended to be a horrific surprise reveal. As
Thom looks around his nearly unrecognizable ship in horror, he sees the corpses
of his crew members, and he himself appears on the verge of death. In addition,
the ship seems to be trapped in the creature’s webbing, suggesting that she
catches ships like prey. Although this is not suggested in the original story, the
show’s portrayal makes it difficult to sympathize with the creature and instead
frames her as predatory. In addition, the fact that she traps people in illusions
and, at least in Thom’s dream, disguises herself as a seductive, beautiful woman
and takes advantage of him—after all, she tricked him into thinking she was
Greta, flirted with him aggressively, and had sex with him—reinforces that same
femme fatale message that women are untrustworthy, deceptive, and sexually
manipulative. The audience is expected to react with horror and revulsion to-
ward the creature, aligned as they are with Thom’s perspective. In this sense,
regardless of the creature’s motivations, she is designed to appear repulsive,
predatory, and entirely monstrous.

Although Gelatt uses the pronoun “it” to refer to the creature, in the original
short story, the creature is unambiguously female, the queen of a kind of colony,
residing in “a matriarchal chamber” (Reynolds 2016, 69). In the show, Greta’s
true form is framed as female in both overt and symbolic ways. This is important
because her femaleness, together with her spider-like design, is directly con-
nected to her monstrosity and abjection. Most male spiders do not build webs, or
at least build them less often than female spiders because they are not as territori-
al and need to travel to find mates (Foster 2020). Even when males do build
webs, they are usually not as large, thick, or extensive as those made by female
spiders because the latter live, eat, and breed in those webs for their entire
lives—both their food and their mates come to them (Foster 2020). Greta’s web
network is incomprehensibly vast—so thick and large it can engulf an entire
spaceship—and, given how the webs seem to stretch out into the distance and
Greta claims that she’s been through this “a million times” (Reynolds 2016, 68),
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it is likely that her web has caught many ships and that the creature is ancient. If
she is anything like Earth arachnids—and even if she is not, her design was at
least clearly inspired by Earth arachnids—her massive web-lair suggests that she
is indeed a female creature.

According to Julia Kristeva (1982), the abject is that which elicits reactions
of disgust, horror, and fear. Spiders are abject creatures, the cause of a relatively
common phobia, and so the choice to give Greta multiple legs and eyes was
clearly done to elicit those intertwining reactions of fear and disgust. In addition,
the upper part of Greta’s body almost appears humanoid, with arms reaching out
to either side. The placement of the eyes and mouth, then, is roughly where a
human’s genitals would be. This is not incidental: the creature’s mouth—puck-
ered, with pink lips surrounding a dark hole—resembles either a vagina or an
anus. It could arguably be a kind of vagina dentata or “toothed vagina,” a
common trope of female monstrosity as well as a misogynistic legend found in
cultures from around the world that symbolizes “the threatening aspect” of
female genitals (Creed 1993, 105). According to Creed (1993), “woman . . .
terrifies because man endows her with imaginary powers of castration” (87). The
locus of these powers is the vagina—an organ that, according to Creed (1993),
heterosexual men both desire and fear because although it is pleasurable for
most men to penetrate the vagina, it also means that the penis must be “de-
voured” by the woman’s body, disappearing inside of her. The vagina is often
symbolically associated with the mouth precisely because of that act of devour-
ing the penis, and not only does the myth of the vagina dentata symbolize “male
fears and phantasies about the female genitals as a trap, a black hole which
threatens to swallow them up,” it also “points to the duplicitous nature of wom-
an, who promises paradise in order to ensnare her victims” (Creed 1993, 106).
Greta’s sexually charged illusions could be interpreted as exactly that deadly
promise of paradise.

As Braidotti (1994) has demonstrated, women’s bodies have been “for-
ever associated with unholy, disorderly, subhuman and unsightly phenome-
na” (80). Like all unsightly bodies, a spider creature like Greta is fascinating
even as it is abhorrent, and since she was initially presented as a sexualized,
conventionally attractive woman, and has the ability to become that woman
again at any time, she is simultaneously both desirable and repulsive. Greta is
also described in the short story as having waited there “for eternities” want-
ing “nothing more than to care for the souls of the lost” (Reynolds 2016, 60).
These details paint a picture of some kind of ancient alien spider queen or
goddess—an important element in the discussion of female monstrosity giv-
en how patriarchal rewritings of myths “recast [the] goddess as devil, mon-
ster, and whore” (Caputi 2004, 13). As powerful women signify a threat to
patriarchal society, they must be made monstrous and therefore dehumanized
and categorized as evil (Caputi 2004). As with Sonnie and Yan, an extremely
effective way of dehumanizing someone is to make them literally a nonhu-
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man monster/cyborg/alien—a framing that also categorizes them as an abject
subject. According to Kristeva (1982), one of the reasons the abject is so
disturbing is that it challenges the divide between self and other, human and
nonhuman—the abject subject is one who embodies the “in-between, the
ambiguous, the composite” (4) and is “heterogenous, animal, metamor-
phosed, altered” (207). Because it draws one “toward the place where mean-
ing collapses,” the abject must be “radically excluded” or repressed (Kristeva
1982, 2). One way of repressing the abject is by framing it as monstrous and
horrific, and, in Thom’s case, rejecting it altogether in favor of a more pleas-
ant, normative illusion.

THE FEMALE MONSTER AS A SITE OF MALE SEXUAL ANXIETY

Although these three episodes are not the only ones with problematic por-
trayals of women—“The Witness” is similarly pornographic, male gaze-y,
and violent—these are the ones that seem particularly preoccupied with
framing women as monstrous nonhumans. Cristina Santos (2016) has argued
that phallocentric discourse exercises dominance over the female body by
depicting women “who fail to accept their predefined roles within their cul-
ture and society as monstrous” (xv). From a vengeful and monstrous rape
survivor, to a bewitching mythological cyborg/sexbot, to a horrific and de-
ceptive alien spider queen, the female characters in these episodes all em-
body and reinforce misogynistic ideas about women. The show’s creators
claim that they wanted to write a “love letter to nerds” (Long 2019), and in
doing so they have uncritically remediated some of the worst tropes related
to female representation in speculative fiction.

As Robinson has argued, this series is full of “gratuitous female nudity”
(para. 6) and audiences “see women’s bodies in disturbing, threatening sce-
narios, where very real trauma is used as a prop” (para. 18). Her criticisms
are cogent and worth quoting at length:

Women in varying states of undress are littered throughout the series, serving
no purpose other than to be ogled at—and when you consider that this is a
series which has been overseen by two men, with all of the writing and direct-
ing credits (that we can see) also male bar one, there is no way to frame this as
anything other than problematic (para. 13).

Similar criticisms have been levied at the series by others, such as Ben Travers’
(2019) point that the whole series has “a gross male gaze problem” (para. 4).
Peter Rubin (2019) sees the series as “an endless parade of stoic supermen and
the women who deceive or escape them,” suggesting that this love letter is
aimed at a “particularly retrograde subset of genre fans” (para. 6).
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I would agree with these critiques, as the show’s representation of women
falls into long established tropes that serve to oppress, constrain, and police
the borders of permissible female behavior. Women’s positioning is particu-
larly fraught and contradictory because they are forced into the role of both
victim and monster, as seen with Sonnie and Yan. Echoing Creed’s earlier
work on female monstrosity, Braidotti (2011) has observed that “woman, as
a sign of difference, is monstrous . . . the female body shares with the
monster the privilege of bringing out a unique blend of fascination and hor-
ror” (226). Indeed, this idea—that within patriarchal society rife with misog-
ynistic discourse, woman is not just framed as sexual other but is so feared
and reviled that she is categorized as nonhuman and monstrous—has been
repeated by feminist theorists concerned with highlighting the oppressive
function of monstrosity as a label used to other, categorize, and marginalize
non-male (and non-white, non-heterosexual, non-normative) bodies. The
presence of female monsters in popular culture is therefore not surprising
(Caputi 2004; Creed 1993), especially in science fiction, which often features
nonhuman, cyborg, and/or monstrous others.

But, as I have discussed, Sonnie, Yan, and Greta are all ambiguous wom-
en—powerful and capable, even while they are simultaneously victimized,
abused, tortured, sexualized, and rejected as horrific and monstrous. Sonnie
and Yan are survivors, doing what they can to exist in a world that has
broken them and changed their bodies forever. But Sonnie is a champion and
Yan will, presumably, go on to save more women from predatory men. Greta
might be a horrific monstrosity, but that is only because Thom is too weak to
accept her as she is. Regardless of her appearance—she is not human so why
should she be held to human beauty standards?—she is clearly an ancient,
powerful creature, able to weave both extensive web networks and convinc-
ing telepathic illusions. She does not need Thom’s approval, as much as she
would like him to accept his fate. For feminist scholar Deborah Covino
(2004), the abject woman is subversive and liberating: she “immerse[s] her-
self in the significances of the flesh, becoming willfully monstrous as she
defies the symbolic order” (29). Patricia Yaeger (1992) has similarly pro-
posed that women should seek a grotesque and sublime feminist aesthetic by
embracing their own unruly bodies. Regardless of the problematic way they
are victimized, abused, and/or presented as eldritch horrors, these characters
all draw on that image of a powerful, willfully monstrous woman. In this
sense, within the ambiguity of these characters lies the potential for feminist
reclamation and empowerment. However, Sonnie, Yan, and Greta were writ-
ten and designed by men, and given the overwhelming dominance of male
directors and authors in science fiction, the feminist potential of these charac-
ters is undercut by authorial intention and bias. This is not to diminish the
power of oppositional or subversive reading, nor am I arguing that there
should be no female monsters, aliens, and cyborgs in science fiction. Howev-
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er, space must be made for powerful, active, willfully monstrous women who
do not need to be victimized, abused, tortured, raped, or framed as deceptive,
seductive femme fatales in order to exist. Given the negative critical recep-
tion of the show, it is clear that popular science fiction needs to move past
these harmful tropes and instead allow viewers, who are hopefully stronger
than Thom, to see, accept, and celebrate those women in all their hybrid,
monstrous, abject glory.
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The camera opens its eye as the sound of a heartbeat flows through the speak-
ers. We see a room; it is out of focus and grayscale. Letters appear on screen, 
perfectly timed to the beating of the heart. The word invisible becomes visible 
as a body takes the center of the frame. The body is blurred, a Black mascu-
line person in a dark t-shirt. The screen cuts to black.

“You want me to be uncomfortable with myself as a trans person. You 
want me to no longer acknowledge my history as a transitional male. You 
want me to assimilate and buy into your idea of the norm,” Xavier says over 
the static-like ambient sounds. They strip their shirt off, standing front and 
center. Their clavicle is adorned with tattoos. Xavier holds his chest.

“You want me to date women,” he says as the camera closes in on his face. 
Xavier makes eye contact with the lens. Xavier is inviting us in, inviting the 
gaze upon their form. In just thirty-seven seconds they have shown us their 
face in intimate proximity, stripped off their shirt, and lifted weights. Viewers 
continue to look at Xavier’s body. It is both a gaze and an invitation. Xavier’s 
voice-over creates dissonance in the mind of the viewer. As Xavier turns 
from side to side, as they lift weights, as they stare deep into the camera the 
viewers hear:

You want me to deny my feminine nature both physically and metaphorically, 
and behave as though my truth is the same as any other guy’s. Let’s make it 
clear. It isn’t . . . and I’m ok with that. They have their realities and I have my 
own. Mine includes having a vagina, growing breasts, and having ever even 
experienced menstruating. Mine includes having been with another man and 
fearing possibly becoming pregnant. Mine includes squatting in a stall rather 
than standing at the urinal. My reality includes injecting testosterone in to 
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sustain my masculine physical characteristics and having surgery in order to 
achieve a flat chest.1

Yet Xavier’s arms are large and toned. Their face is firm and masculine. 
Their facial hair indicates maleness. Their nails are short and without paint. 
Even though they hold their chest it appears as if there are no breasts. In 
contrast, a voice tells the viewer that Xavier has a vagina; they menstruated 
before testosterone; they have feared pregnancy. The delicate dance between 
their words and the choreography of Xavier’s form seem in opposition to one 
another. This is intentional—a powerful discursive move complemented with 
performance art. Xavier wants the audience to look upon them. They want 
viewers to identify maleness, but they are sure to remind of their femaleness. 
This is made especially clear as the video progresses. Soon Xavier switches 
the camera angle from his face to his legs. They are wearing boxer shorts, 
there is a lump that appears as a penis.

Xavier reaches in and pulls a sock out, tossing it to the floor. They pro-
vide for the viewer a materialization of Judith Butler’s theory: “the con-
strual of ‘sex’ no longer as a bodily given on which the construct of gender 
is artificially imposed, but as a cultural norm which governs the materializa-
tion of bodies.”2 That is, according to Butler, bodies became sexed matter 
based upon their coherence to gendered norms. Here Xavier can be socially 
situated into maleness given the lump that is in their pants—gendered per-
formativities of masculinity inherently tied to the symbolic power of the 
phallus.3

The body matters here because Xavier illustrates the reading of their 
body as male—while discursively illustrating that their maleness is depen-
dent upon lack, particularly the lack of history. Thus, their maleness is also 
dependent upon specter—the illusion of a penis via a bundled, dark sock. 
Xavier critiques the ordering of bodies, the subjugation of sex based upon 
genitalia. They instead showcase the body as shapeable and fluid. The body 
always in motion. Sex is reframed as essential to one’s conceptualization of 
self but not essentialized by biology. They draw viewers back to the impor-
tance of the material body for self-identification as well as the importance of 
the material body in sociocultural policing. Xavier’s mention of erasure in 
the media, violence on the streets, and exclusionary legalese illustrates the 
ways in which unidentifiable, fluid, malleable bodies—bodies occupying the 
inbetween—may be self-empowered while also being vulnerable to violence 
that results from the refusal to be either/or. This is a harrowing reality for 
transgender individuals who are “in jeopardy in both ‘ordinary’ public space 
and in those designated as lesbian/gay.”4 In many ways Xavier illustrates yet 
another paradox of trans visibility—whereby increased attention to/knowledge 
of transgender lives may also bring about increased violence and bodily 

Berberick_9781793619464.indb   70 13-10-2020   21:34:18



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e66

71Reframing Sex

policing, especially as race intersects with gender expression to present ter-
rifying material realities for trans folx of color.

Xavier also does something in his vlog that defies a great deal of scholar-
ship currently surrounding the body. Xavier positions the body as that which 
is not determined, but neither is it wholly discursive. Xavier illustrates, in con-
testation with Butler, that they were a subject before “assuming a sex” as their 
sex is, quite frankly, one that refuses static assumption.5 To expand—Butler 
describes a subject as they who lie within regulatory statuses of identification 
whereby discursive fields allow us to understand who is recognized. In the 
case of transgender individuals, the movement from maleness to femaleness 
or vice versa makes them a subject only when they’ve achieved the other end, 
as our framework is one that operates on binary planes of identification. The 
in-between body is referred to by Butler as the “abject” or the “unlivable” 
zone. It is a place where subjects cannot be formed because the subject must 
be born from categories of identification that are products of hegemony, and 
thus they are exclusionary by nature of their situation within a culture that 
seeks to exclude and punish. Paradoxically, though, this view assists hege-
monic heterosexuality and—as such—heteroideological narrative because it 
subtly supports the erasure of the material body and instead creates the specter 
of the wholly discursive—sex as created by gendered expectations. Erasure of 
the material effectively supports heteroideology through denial of one of the 
components that keeps binarism in place—the biological body. Furthermore, 
and an egregious error discussed in detail by Namaste, Butler’s primacy of 
gender (eschewing the body) “forgets entirely to account for the specificity 
of women’s bodies and women’s lives.”6 That is, through denying the body 
and through denying the very real and material ways that folx work within 
their body and the ways in which the body is received—to insist on the abject 
instead of the subject—is to erase the lived experiences of individuals who 
have consistently been erased, beaten, raped, forced into hiding, etc.

The body matters to transgender individuals. The body matters a great deal. 
As vlogger Dade said in an interview, the trans YouTube community grew 
largely because transgender producers posted transition videos that focused 
wholly on bodies, because the changing body requires a shifting from discur-
sive and biological dichotomies in society. The initial discomfort of transition 
(or “second puberty” as Dade’s wife Tiffany refers to it) requires great mental 
Olympics as FTM subjects administering hormones work through changing 
emotions, the disappearance of menses, growth of the clitoris, and other alter-
ations that defy their lived experiences to date. Yet their experiences are still 
at odds with expectations of maleness because of their breasts, hips, higher 
vocal tone, lack of facial hair, etc. Such a liminal space can be both exhilarat-
ing and uncomfortable—certainly it can be scary, but the position that it is 
“unlivable” or “abject” denies the ways in which some individuals not only 
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live in this space but choose to stay there. It denies, in fact, that transgender 
folx do not always transition in such a way as to be read as the “opposite” 
sex of their birth designation—some may never assume an ideologically 
understood sex, but instead assume amorphous sexes. Indeed, the radical 
potential of envisioning transgender lies in its positionality as a term that 
should, ideally, defy the creation of a transnormativity that is born of hetero-
normativity. Heteronormativity insists on two sexes. Thus, transnormativity 
guides the body to the opposite or opposing pole to position a legible sexed 
form as the archetypal way of being and looking for transgender people, as 
seen such through the passability of contemporary culture’s two most iconic 
trans celebrities: Caitlyn Jenner or Laverne Cox.

Yet transgender individuals may choose hormones or they may not, they 
may elect for a top surgery but forego the bottom surgery, they may choose 
to gender bend through a consistent altering of clothing (including binding, 
tucking, stuffing, and other maneuvers to temporarily alter the physical land-
scape of form) and gender performance but make no permanent adjustment to 
their sexed body. In these spaces a subjecthood is very much assumed, even if 
a static sex is not assumed. That is, the body is part of the assumption of being 
and, as illustrated by the prevalence of YouTube transition vlogs, a very 
important one. Yet by designating the liminal spaces as “unlivable” spaces, 
subjecthood is denied and the power of heteroideology and heteronormativ-
ity confirmed. It denies, in fact, entire communities that have come together 
because of this very liminal space.7 It denies the activism that subcultural 
communities undertake to be recognized in these liminal spaces.8 It denies 
the ways in which individuals come to know themselves as “gender outlaws”9 
and use that identification against a binary sex system—even if that position-
ality followed a shifting over time. Xavier, for example, begins their channel 
discussing his desire for top surgery within “the next year.” Yet as viewers 
progress through the vlogs they see a marked change in Xavier. Xavier stops 
administering testosterone and as a result they are reunited with menstruation. 
Xavier illustrates that subversion via biology, situated often times as static 
and unmovable, is key to the expression of their authentic subjectivity.

SUBVERSION

Xavier takes the audience into their bedroom, head resting on navy blue 
pillows. Xavier is on center screen. Viewers watch from the clavicle up, 
Xavier’s white tank top contrasted against their dark skin. They wear a dan-
gling earring in one ear—a change from the diamond stud viewers saw for 
so many vlogs. Xavier begins talking about yoga as a means to ease the pain 
of menstruation, which they have welcomed back as a testament to fluidity. 
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Yoga, they say, eases gender dysphoria. Yoga allows Xavier to be them-
selves, embracing masculinity and femininity equally. It allows them to be 
comfortable with facial hair, a somewhat deeper voice, and sculpted arms. 
Yet it also allows them comfort with their menses and breasts. Xavier says 
they have come to a place in life where they want to “create and vibrate on 
a more natural rhythm” and to “flow again” with their “natural impulses and 
not need control.”10 As Xavier talks there is light, instrumental music in the 
background—they are creating a space of respite and flow a liminal space that 
quiets the dissonance created by a two-sex system. Xavier looks at the camera 
and tells viewers that they now come from a “position of gender fluidity.” 
“Here I am,” they say. Xavier moves the camera to the center—obscuring 
their face—showing viewers the rest of their body. They are lying on the 
bed in an S formation, panning over the distressed blue jeans, white top, and 
unbound chest.

Xavier returns the camera to their face, making eye contact with the 
viewer. “I am comfortable with that,” they say. “And I am comfortable rip-
ping off my clothes,” Xavier adds as they move the camera to their chest and 
snaps the tank top sleeve with their free hand. “The only thing I require is a 
safe space to be natural,” they add. Xavier’s natural is a discussion between 
the body and gender expectations of the body—the intra-relatedness of the 
two that makes them tied but not synonymous. Xavier does the tricky work 
of parsing between their body and roles placed upon their body. Their natural 
is menstruation that dances with masculinity but does not diminish it. It is a 
conversation between Xavier’s body and their various identities—a conversa-
tion Xavier wishes to have with others. They tell viewers they want to meet 
and “have conversations and revelations and reveal ourselves.” Here Xavier 
is stepping into the role of organizer and activist. They are utilizing their 
liminal (not unlivable) space (their refusal of the binary) to call others to the 
cause. Xavier is offering personal healing techniques to the audience and 
envisioning a future where gender fluidity allows forms read as male to bleed 
and forms read as female to speak in a deep voice.

Xavier mentions the need for a safe space and, indeed, the liminal space 
they have come to occupy does invite the potentiality for more violence, espe-
cially given the intersection of their queer gender expression and their race. 
Xavier’s occupation of this “liminal space” may indicate a non-recognition 
of citizen or subject if one thinks of subjectivity “as a discursive practice of 
relationality and recognition” that is outside of our control “when they traf-
fic in symbols and signs that we only partially command.”11 This reading 
offers us the power of Butler’s designation of the “unlivable,” “abject” space. 
Power punishes, power is very much violence for fluid bodies because they 
are outside of heteroideological narrative—their forms do not fit in the stories 
that are widely told and consumed, and so they are cast as the deviant and 
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the dangerous. Malleable bodies damage the binary bend of heteronormativ-
ity, even if slightly. The bodies are policed. The policing is exacerbated by 
one’s race and class position. This cannot be ignored, but the answer lies not 
in denying subjecthood but instead in rallying around subjecthood—or as 
Namaste writes, the “lived realities.”12

Lived realties, such as those seen through trans produced YouTube chan-
nels, illustrate that subjecthood is defined through producers’ relationships 
to their bodies and narratives. The placement of these narratives offers a 
conduit through which subjecthood can be asserted, seen, and recognized, 
and in turn trans masculine YouTube vloggers have offered many folx a com-
munal space of recognition. Is this denied because the body and the narrative 
operate from the border, or the unseen space of fluidity that betrays binary 
categorization and exists largely in independent productions? Indeed, the 
formulation of the abject does work when someone discusses citizenship as 
humans recognized by the state. Yet it is imperative we consider the potential 
of reclaiming the abject for aims of self-actualization and liberation when 
discussing subjecthood or subcultural subjectivities who, by their very exis-
tence, present, as Hebdige asserted, a “noise” and “blockage” in the “system 
of representation.”13

It is the subcultural communities that have slowly worked against ideologi-
cal formations, even if eventually being assumed or ideologically “incorpo-
rated.”14 One could argue that transgender identity is in the process of being 
incorporated by power as the difference of transgender is often denied in 
narrative, yet particular representations of transgender folx are more fre-
quent than ever before. Likewise, one could also argue that transgender is 
the “spectacle” or the “villainous clowns” that marked the 1970s punk rock 
cultures15—similar to what Serano calls the “deceptive transsexual or the 
pathetic transsexual.”16 Yet the YouTube productions discussed in this book 
have largely avoided these ideological forms of incorporation that demand 
a particular, passing transness or a transness that is suffocated by spectacle. 
This resistance to heteroideological demands of transgender representation 
could certainly exist because, as posited by Namaste, “within Western societ-
ies, it is easier for females to pass as men than for males to pass as women.”17 
Thus, trans masculinities seem to present a body that is less spectacular than 
transfeminine forms, largely because “ideal” femininities were created and 
perpetuated with a looked-at-uponness in mind.

Furthermore, I posit the sacred code of hegemonic masculinity—the top 
position in a hierarchy of masculinities that oppresses or incorporates other 
forms of masculinity in an effort to maintain domination of other genders—18 
systemically erases trans masculine experiences from widely consumed, 
mainstream media narratives because of the threat such individuals pose to 
masculinities in power. Here trans masculinities are not incorporated, they 
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are rejected and suppressed. Of course, one could argue that postmodern 
masculinities, which “locate[s] itself through breaks in patriarchies abso-
lutism”19 complicates this argument, as the postmodern offers greater flex-
ibility to our cultural understandings of masculine qualities. Postmodern 
masculinities may indeed allow for more subversive masculinities. However, 
even such flexibility works to camouflage or distort the present reality of an 
aggressive, consuming masculinity that informs North American (and dare I 
say global) society—arguably even more poignant as a reaction to the cur-
rent #metoo culture whereby certain actors within society are, according to 
Twitter, “indignantly opposed” to social change that favors a more egalitarian 
climate.20 While the postmodern may have created greater potentialities for 
alliances between genders, and encouraged the development of self-reflexive 
men, it has done little to alleviate the cismale dominance we see in social 
and economic spheres given its reliance on individualistic, personal growth.21

Trans masculinities are therefore systematically ignored or erased because 
they operate as destabilizing units. Erasure is key to the healthy, prosperous 
survival of the binary sex and gender ecosystem and the dichotomy between 
sex and gender. Heteroideological narrative ensures their exclusion, indeed 
depends upon it, as Xavier discusses in their 2011 vlog (cited earlier) when 
they state that others demand their removal from their own past, or the refusal 
of Xavier’s lived experience. Lastly, Xavier compellingly illustrates how 
embodiment is central to trans experience, and their embodiment is impacted 
by gender expectations just as their fluid gender performance is complicated 
or, at times, complemented by how their sex is read and how they present sex 
to be read. Xavier provides apt examples of the intra-relatedness of sex and 
gender yet does not regress to a conflation of the two so as to determine or fix 
their sex. Importantly, Xavier represents the most fluid and overtly radical of 
content creators worked with during this research. However, even producers 
who do not embrace their natural as menses and masculinity also dislodge 
the discursive and material weight of heteroideology from their shoulders via 
their pursuit of their authentic selves; a selfhood that has often existed outside 
of well-known discursive frameworks.

THE “AUTHENTIC TURN”

The internet and the social networking sites provide vast locations for trans-
gender individuals to both discover and develop discursive frameworks that 
affirm their own sense of self. They also give others (both transgender people 
and allies) necessary semiotic tools that are lacking in popular entertainment 
media. As transgender media producers illustrate, achieving the authen-
tic—finding the true self that one must come to know after years of social 
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programming—is vital to happiness and to health. Independent producers 
have undertaken this journey for a public audience through photography 
transition videos,22 confronting microaggressions and bullying,23 relocating 
their status and identity via tagging on TUMBLR,24 and radically re/writing 
mainstream media narratives via fan communities.25 Yet the trans masculine 
vloggers I worked with during the course of this research are also creating 
radical content that disrupts heteroideological narrative on a web platform 
that is largely dependent on narrative and, in most cases, heteroideological 
narratives. The radical work of dislodging heteroideological narrative, as it is 
centered in this book, occurs through (1) illustrating the intra-relatedness of 
sex and gender through attention to sex, and therefore refusing the dichotomy 
between the wholly natural or wholly culturally constructed, (2) drawing 
attention to the dystopic nature of sex and gender binaries and thus destabiliz-
ing performative roles meant to police, and (3) undoing dichotomous sexual 
orientation (more about this in the following chapter).

Additionally, because the paradox of trans visibility is largely attributed 
to heteroideological narrative that insists on subtle reinforcement of binaries 
and static sexual orientations, trans YouTube producers also make visible ele-
ments that are largely obscured in mainstream media productions. The chan-
nels viewed during the course of this research highlight issues such as income 
disparities, transgender suicides, hate crimes against gender-nonconforming 
communities, lack of knowledge on the part of medical practitioners, and 
familial disownment to name but a few. Yet they do not solely center the 
pain that can come with being transgender. They also discuss raising fami-
lies, doing yoga, taking hikes, going to carnivals and the like. The channels 
situate the obscured pain, certainly. They also situate that trans folx, too, find 
both joy and boredom in the everyday. This attention to the complexities is 
largely attributed to the fact that the producers of this content are transgender. 
Therefore, their lived experiences as members of a marginalized and often 
erased community infuses their work with self and social reflexivities that 
extend beyond the bounds of what is possible when you create content about 
persons and situations outside of your own embodied knowledge, while also 
being attentive to the very routine struggles and successes that the majority of 
humans experience in some form or another. This complex, embodied knowl-
edge is often lacking in mainstream media designed to make a profit via cre-
ating advertising-friendly content that, despite bold measures to cut through 
the clutter,26 ultimately works to maintain the status quo.27 Importantly, 
while all the participants I interviewed for this research are compensated 
by YouTube or partner sites via the placement of advertisements on select 
videos, the videos themselves were not created with monetization in mind. 
Instead—and following trends noted in other independent media creations 
such as fashion blogging,28 women’s self-branding on social media sites,29 
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and travel blogging30—these productions are largely created during pursuit 
of the authentic self. However, trans media creators’ pursuit of realness 
manifests in far different ways, and from different motivations, than those 
discussed under the “authentic” cultural turn in contemporary media studies 
because transgender producers often operate outside of culturally understood 
ways of being. This location outside is precisely what enables their produc-
tions to push back against heteroideology and the paradox of trans visibility.

Current critical media scholarship positions realness as a commodity to 
obtain and then reflect to others as a self-brand for digital media technologies 
and social networks.31 The idea of the authentic in this case, existing within 
a postmodern cultural climate that increasingly pushes for a branded public 
image, is born from “visual codes of the mainstream culture industries.”32 
Thus, ideological conceptualizations of “real” or “authentic” are bound in 
ideological webs dependent on the very binaries that police various identities.

Duffy writes that women producing media in the digital age (both inde-
pendently and as consumers of the popular magazine Cosmopolitan) are 
given more opportunities to “contribute to the production processes” than 
ever before.33 However, their position within production is often reliant upon 
the emphasis of the “real” or the “everyday woman” as she who affirms 
specific cultural constructions of femininity that have long been used against 
women—either in the traditional sense of the domestic goddess or the appro-
priated independent of postmodernity.34 The women Duffy worked with 
branded their digital selves and their cultural productions as authentic, yet 
the authenticity they relied upon is an image of femininity that is a tool of 
advertisers incorporating feminism and, of course, Western notions of beauty 
and style. A paradox exists where more women are visible within produc-
tion (transforming ideology of the domestic goddess) while simultaneously 
relying on adherence to tropes femininity that are exclusionary by nature 
(producing and reproducing ideology). Similarly, Cavanaugh and Shankar 
noted producers use identity, specifically identity that is legible and thus non-
disruptive to norms, as a means of self-branding in an attempt to sell not only 
their image but also their product. A pig farmer in Italy and a rock musician 
from Taiwan utilized “group-specific notions of heritage to profit in capital-
ist arenas”35 to craft the image of their selves and their labor. Yet, in doing 
so, they have potentially “objectified and commodified” “particular aspects 
of heritage and culture,”36 particularly elements that are widely consumable 
and therefore comfortable—ultimately posing threats of homogenization and 
standardization. However, identities are formed and reworked according to 
stories individuals tell themselves and, when possible, the stories they have 
access to that are told about them. Thus, media—particularly entertainment 
and social media that are widely consumed and shared—are vital to the 
production of selves. Yet, because “media’s main sphere of operations is 
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the production and transformation of ideologies,”37 there are a great deal of 
identities left unrepresented, misrepresented, or underrepresented because 
their deviance from the status quo makes them less than ideal for monetiza-
tion or sharing.

Canonical theorist Stuart Hall detailed that identities are made sense of 
through ideology and ideology produces subjects.38 Ideology often posi-
tions people in places that “make sense” according to ideological circula-
tion (women in the home, people of color in the kitchens, etc.). Thus, if the 
cultural industries are indeed controlled by capital interest and if capital 
interest seeks to standardize content, then the authentic turn covered in criti-
cal media studies of late is largely dependent on an image of realness born 
of hegemonic ideological constructions. These constructions return subjects 
to particular positions that uphold power structures of dominance, regardless 
of their shifting and nuanced nature. In short, appealing to a wide audience’s 
conception of the “everyday” or “authentic” person is appealing to identity 
characteristics that are learned from media following a rubric steeped in 
social norms that include others while excluding others.

These ideological constructs of selfhood—while omnipresent in main-
stream media narratives—are certainly present in independent spheres 
(Duffy’s fashion bloggers), and producers promote them. How could they 
not if ideological formulations of identity precede social consciousness as 
postulated by Hall? Ideological production and action upon ideologies is at 
once agentic while also being regressive so that progress toward the allevia-
tion of privilege in favor of equitability is always slightly out of reach. That 
is, ideology is at once and always both progressive and regressive. Material 
realities often dictate that people work upon this trapeze act of progress and 
regress. One could even argue that working within ideology toward the for-
mation of identities is a privilege while also being a cell that locks the selves 
into status-quo categorization.

For example, the authentic that trans producers are in pursuit of is often in 
conflict with the ideological forces of identity construction, or born outside 
of it. That is not to say that they are outside of the ideological apparatus 
that informs identity, because such a position is not possible. Instead they 
are outside “status quo” (read: widely disseminated and accepted) cultural 
understandings of identity—their being stands in opposition to the produc-
tion of heteroideology that informs identity. In the case of these narratives, 
binary sex and gender was not authentic for the producers despite its preva-
lence in culture. Realness could not be obtained through being an “everyday” 
person because the discursive framework of the everyday has long excluded 
or diminished trans identities.39 Authenticity—or the search for and publica-
tion of the “real” self (even when in the service of branding one’s selves) is 
positioned here as a privilege not readily available to all. Heteroideological 
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narrative obscures many narratives that enable the quest toward the authentic. 
As vlogger Electric Dade said in his popular and requested “How I Knew I 
was Transgender” vlog:

I still didn’t know I was transgender, but I thought I was a lesbian which is 
somewhere that most—well, I don’t wanna say most—but a lot of trans guys 
go to because, ugh, I don’t know why. So I figured ya know I identify more 
masculine but I like women sexually—I must be a lesbian. So I started hanging 
out with a lesbian crew and (clears throat) I felt better but I started noticing well 
(pause) I’m . . . not . . . like . . . these women either. They . . . most of them are 
comfortable with a little feminine flair here and there or they don’t mind hav-
ing their breasts or the shape of their body or they—still they don’t think like 
me—there is still no one like me in this group, I was still alone and I still didn’t 
have a name for what was going on because I was newly out of my religion and 
I wasn’t out in the world [emphasis his]. Then one day I heard about the termi-
nology transgender and I started doing research. And I dove into the research 
and I decided that was what was going on for me, that I must be transgender and 
everything made sense to me.40

Dade illustrates here that he could not begin to understand himself, 
let alone a projection of his “real” self because he was bereft of the language 
to give voice to his experience. The current language, working within and 
indeed born of heteroideological narrative, denied him that. He turns to a 
lesbian community as many FTMs do,41 but this community also existed on 
a trinary sexual orientation scale that demanded a binary of gender identity 
and binary sexed bodies. Dade didn’t fit. His sexed body betrayed his feel-
ings of gender. Or, as written by Henry Rubin in his extensive study of FTM 
transsexuals, Dade was existing in a “disembodied self”42 given the lack of 
sensory representations of other transgender individuals that gave him an 
understanding of where his identity fit in wider worlds. “For identity is not 
something that simply arises from the self and its experience but is a product 
of an ongoing process of meaning-making which draws on, and is drawn 
into, institutionalized categories of selfhood” (emphasis mine).43 Of import, 
I am not labeling Dade transsexual. Dade does not identify as such. I am, 
instead, noting the consistency between Dade’s narrative during transition 
and Rubin’s research. Transgender as a category was unavailable to Dade for 
much of his young adulthood, so he was inhabiting a body without a place 
and a self without a name. To be clear, binary orientations of gay OR straight 
are indeed heteroideological despite queer couplings—precisely because 
they lock people into one clear categorization with which to identify. The 
discourse then turns to “be the right kind of gay”—the rainbow flag waving, 
monogamous, nuclear-family gay. Of import—there is absolutely nothing 
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wrong with this particular embodiment of queerness, but it is discussed 
here to point out popular conceptualizations of queerness that are modeled 
around heteronormativity and, as such, also become a hegemonic tool for the 
policing of subcultural identities. Furthermore, this particular imaginary of 
queerness intensifies the paradoxes of trans visibility by helping to establish 
a particular way to be transgender. Thus, when Dade began the search for 
authenticity he was, working outside of “institutionalized categories of self-
hood,” and as a result his vlogging represents radical re/conceptualizations of 
sex, gender, and sexual orientation.

Dade had to challenge various portions of hegemonic ideologies in order 
to find a place to fit and space in which to flourish. Yet the authenticity dis-
cussed in critical media studies of late positions realness as something that 
has been largely appropriated by capital to create a new body of immaterial 
labors for economic exploits in the digital economy. This is a worthy and 
captivating line of study, but it can also diminish the power of authenticity for 
those whose identities have always been outside of gender and sex binaries 
(among others, of course). If authenticity is consistently seen as a branding 
tool in an era of global capitalism, or as that which aspires to stand out on 
the premise of the “ordinary” or individual, then what of those who exist in 
the margins of culturally understood ways of being (man or woman, gay or 
straight) yet are searching for their true “authentic” selves? What of those 
whose self-realization and, indeed, the discursive tools necessary to vocalize 
the self, are dependent on community as opposed to individuality? Inclusion 
of these voices, and indeed understanding of the pain a lack of “authentic” 
or “everyday” archetypes causes these individuals, is only possible when 
scholars recuperate authenticity or realness from its position within capital. 
That is, scholars should pay heed to the ways in which “ideal” performances 
are celebrated and propelled by capital, but they should also work toward an 
understanding of the importance of identity in regard to finding one’s place in 
the world, particularly when the ideologies taught by media exclude far more 
folx than they include. Recuperating authenticity, and nuancing it to include 
where it serves hegemony and can subvert it, offers scholars a means with 
which to understand the spiritual trauma someone without a prevalent model 
of the real would go through.

Therefore, I argue that the potentiality these content creators offer the 
world is born from their displacement—a location outside. Transgender 
producers offer powerful texts to re/conceptualize understandings of various 
“institutionalized categories of selfhood” that are utilized in the service of 
hegemonic ideology through creating media inspired by their lived experi-
ences. It is authenticity—the search for a true self that is denied through 
existing discursive fields—that allows for this. Close readings of these texts 
challenges cultural frameworks for understanding existence and life in the 
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everyday while offering to the world vulnerable media artifacts that center 
narratives oft-silenced or ignored. Furthermore, those who lack the “authen-
tic” or “everyday” representation have the potential to radicalize understand-
ings of the everyday when they begin a public search of the self.

There are various ways in which these independent media products do 
the radical work of re/conceptualizing life in the everyday through blurring 
the borders of binary-based categories, but this chapter grants primacy to 
moments where these productions draw attention back to the body as “an 
expression of the core self.”44 These productions remind us that sex matters; 
that bodies are powerful tools of communication and self-actualization; that 
they influence our culture as much as they are influenced by our culture; and 
that hegemony works through the physical ordering of bodies as much as it 
does through the roles prescribed to these bodies. In short, it alerts us to the 
intra-related nature of sex and gender—a necessary discursive movement 
given the “primacy of embodiment” for individuals in recent times45 that 
academic and media production has long obscured.

JASON’S REALNESS THROUGH RECLAMATION

Reclamation

The mid-shot opens on Jason (also referred to as Jay), a Latinx transman who 
looks to be in his mid-twenties. He has short, buzzed, black hair that disap-
pears into a tight fade on the side. His eyes are striking—a light blue that takes 
on a silver hue in certain lights. His ears are gauged, with large, white acrylic 
plugs complementing the absence of color in his t-shirt and the gray tint of his 
eyes. Jason begins his vlog in the usual manner—with an enthusiastic “what’s 
pop . . . pop . . . poppin,?”46 Jason is decidedly more animated than Dade, who 
takes a laid-back, smooth, level-toned approach to vlogging, or Xavier, whose 
rhythmic style of telling often reminds one of beat poetry or soft hip-hop. Jason 
is in a room that appears white, but the lighting throws off shades of pink. He 
steps back from the camera, his arms—which were crossed—spread across 
his body, and he opens his hands. “Today’s the day I don’t care,” he exclaims.

“So, this is the disclaimer,” he begins—placing his head in his hands, won-
dering how to say what he wishes to say, nervous to be so vulnerable in front 
of a public and potentially global audience, “so if you’re very dysphoric when 
it comes down to bottom please click off. Please click off, because I’m gonna 
be talkin’ about bottom.” Jay looks to the side; it appears as if he catches the 
gaze of someone watching from the other room. “Bottom?” he asks. “I’m 
gonna be talking about bottom?” he repeats—still looking to the side. “Ok I 
sound stupid as shit.”
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Jason looks back to the camera, re-centering himself and his narrative. 
“Ok, I’m gonna be talkin’ about downstairs growth tonight. And . . .” Jay’s 
voice drops down, nearly inaudible, “I’m gonna see whatchoo guys think 
about that.” Jay winks at the camera then winks with the other eye, turning 
his gesture into comedy.

“So, yeah, I know I always update you guys on this and that I talk about 
bottom and sex and all that shit, but I never really get deep in. I mean, I get 
deep in it but I never get DEEP IN IT when it comes to telling you guys 
how deep it can go. Ok.” Jason takes a step back from the camera. His tone 
changes (only momentarily) to a defensive pitch. “So if you guys have a 
problem with that,” he says, his voice changing once again following a pause. 
“If you guys have a problem with my stuff being all over your screen,” Jay 
moves his hand in frantic circles across the lens, “please click. Off. Right. 
Now.” Jay pauses. He clears his throat, taking a step back.

“Okay, for you guys—nasty ass motherfuckers that wanna watch this 
shit—what’s going on?” Jay clasps his hands together. “So yes, we are gonna 
talk about downstairs growth.” Jay then talks to the viewer about bottom 
dysphoria, telling them that he doesn’t experience dysphoria with his geni-
tals the way he does with his chest. Jay has more discomfort with his upper 
body than his lower, a statement that likely reflects breasts as an indication 
of femaleness. Soon Jay launches into telling us that he gets “hard” and stays 
hard for a couple hours, and it can be “uncomfortable.” He says this video 
is “for educational purposes only . . . so please don’t report it. Please don’t 
report it.” Jay then says that he is going to get a pump to “make it grow,” but 
says he does not know that pumps are reliable products as he has never used 
one before. Jay says he is about to show us “the thing,” and tells us that we 
should pause our screens if we hear our “mother” or “grandmother” climbing 
the stairs “because I’m about. To. Show. You. Right. Now.” Jay exhales. His 
behavior (more animated than usual), alongside his frequent exhalations and 
pause in sentences illustrates to us the apprehension that built up while Jay 
contemplated sharing this with the world. He looks to the side of the camera. 
He is revving himself up. He begins to cross his smart phone over the lens 
and quickly pushes it back to the side. He asks the audience not to screen 
shot it and once again states that this is “for educational purposes only.” He 
exhales again.

Slowly Jason pans his phone in front of the camera lens. We see a penis, 
or what appears to be a penis according to cultural understandings of male 
genitalia. Jason takes the image across the camera a couple more times. He 
tells us that is “all him” with no prosthetics or pumping. He perches his arm 
over the camera, looking to the side. “Ok, this is like that awkward moment 
when you just finished having sex and you don’t know what the fuck to do. 
So I’m just gonna do this,” he says. He cuts the feed. The video is over.
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Jason takes embodiment to a different material-semiotic field altogether 
during this vlog. He utilizes the body, indeed a very vulnerable part of his 
body, to illustrate a discursive move to reframe sex. Jason goes outside the 
boundaries of penis and vagina to illustrate how he has renamed and, in turn, 
come to a new relationship with his form. He describes his lower growth in 
terms associated with the phallus—stating that it gets “hard” during sexual 
pleasures and sometimes stays “hard” for a couple of hours. He refers to the 
“thing” not by naming it penis (indeed he avoids this name), but describing 
it as such—the “thing.” This description of his bottom growth, alongside 
his discussion of being more “dysphoric” about his chest illustrates to us 
that as Jay is “repairing the link” between “his body and gender identity.”47 
Importantly, Jay is not transforming his genitalia—it had betrayed him 
throughout his life. He is partaking in the death of the genitalia people expect 
given his birth designation and he is taking authorship of the rebirth. He is 
utilizing embodiment to illustrate to viewers, much like discussion of the 
authentic noted earlier, that he was at once and always a subject but now he 
is working to make that subjecthood legible to others via shaping and transi-
tioning his body.

Jason’s subjecthood is indeed recognized, with this video being the most 
popular on his channel. Jay attributes this popularity to curiosity, stating that 
“they want to see what it looks like . . . I searched for it myself on YouTube 
to see how many people actually put themselves out there. And I only seen 
one video.”48 Jason indicates that he, too, was curious about the effects testos-
terone would have on his body, particularly the portions of the body that are 
gendered in Western society. The lack of information about bottom growth, 
Jay stating he only “seen” one other video aside from his own, illustrates the 
courage one must have to publicly show such a vulnerable part of the self—a 
part of the self that denies maleness or femaleness. It also illustrates this part 
of the self, this very real, very fleshed part of the body as being of incredible 
import. It is no doubt, then, that Jay does incredible discursive work during 
this video—both with his description of his bottom growth and the overall 
anxiety and apprehension that colors the video.

That is, to Jason his “thing” is a real part of himself, a portion of the form 
that gives him more pride and pleasure than his chest. It is not widely leg-
ible as a penis, but nor is it a clitoris. Jay’s willingness to display his bottom 
growth makes visible to viewers a certain pride. In contrast, his hesitancy 
during the filming also illustrates that such pride is hampered by the in-
between space Jay’s bottom occupies. His “thing” is, according to Butler, a 
“phantasmatic constitution of a subject, a subject who repeats and mimes the 
legitimating norms which itself has been degraded.”49 One could argue that 
Jay’s experience with his bottom growth is indeed “mimicking” the form 
that has policed him—that of maleness, and thus his subjecthood is denied 
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through his discussion of a “morphological ideal that remains the standard 
which regulates the performance.”50 Here the ideal is maleness and mascu-
linity, one could say—and one could also say, given Jay’s speech (cussing, 
talk of sexual pleasure, etc.) that this ideal male form is working through to 
guide his performance, likely a result of the consumption of heteroideological 
narrative. Here the viewer simultaneously sees how heteroideological gender 
expression is tied to the body and how that expression works through actors 
while they also subvert such expression. Jason is very much performing a 
vision of masculinity tied to binarism, but he is also reframing his narra-
tive and his form in such a way that denies binarism. Does Jason’s realness 
depend upon his performance of the ideal? In part, perhaps to him, it does. 
Yet attentiveness must also be granted to the reading of the real as that which 
carries the “ability to compel belief, to produce a naturalized effect”51 again 
denies the authentic as it works through subcultural communities. Butler’s 
reading denies that these producers have always been outside of this brand of 
“real” and it is indeed that outside that has inspired their production as they 
seek to legitimize real through their own lens their lenses being highly depen-
dent not only on their gender performance but also on their sexed forms.

Realness

If power demands a certain type of authenticity, and such a demand is widely 
spread, then new ways of knowing authenticity will also spread. These new 
ways of knowing the authentic selves may not be crafted with subversion 
in mind, but their existence in and of itself is subversive. Their existence 
also indicates their realness. These stories of the body are not phantoms or 
specters, they are real moments of incredible vulnerability offered to a vast 
public as not only a testament to the self but also as a way to understand and 
come to know experiences beyond our purview. Jason’s “thing” is quite real; 
its growth has eased his dysphoria. Granted, the desire for a longer “thing” is 
laced within the web of understanding binary maleness—indeed is a “normal-
ized” desire in and of itself, yet we cannot expect these norms to disappear 
altogether. Nor is it productive to shame or cancel others for these desires.

It is also irresponsible to expect a community vulnerable to extensive 
violence to do all the work of destabilizing these norms or to always radi-
calize sex and gender. Denying the realness of these productions and these 
bodies is a violence of erasure. If these individuals say their bodies matter, 
and indeed they all do, then their bodies matter as real, living, teaching, 
learning forms. They are not replicas. Denial of their realness—a realness 
on their own terms (and of course these are influenced by normalizing 
tendencies but also by exclusion from the normalization project)—is coun-
terproductive to greater moves against normative sex and gender structures 
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because it forecloses the possibility of slow change and demands a romanti-
cally hopeful immediacy. It, once again, removes the body from purview. 
Also, removal of the body acts as a dismissal of transgender individuals’ 
various life experiences. It renders their experiences as two-dimensional, 
focusing on theoretical application of their abstract, disembodied jour-
ney. Furthermore, this erasure of the form assists heteroideology with its 
chokehold on a binary sexed body that demands particular gender perfor-
mativities. Removal of the body—the vanishing point where it is folded 
into the culturally discursive like a tender, origami swan that media and 
academia alone can craft and place—leaves the body lodged as something 
pre-determined and static; it makes an illusion of the tangibility of the paper 
that is shaped.

SHIFTING BODIES

It is important also to note that the body is not centered only to defy het-
eroideological narrative. Indeed, such a focus or demand of trans bodies is 
both ignorant and careless. As discussed by Henry Rubin in regard to trans-
sexuality (revisit introduction for a return to the difference between this and 
transgenderism) “judging transsexuals as a group by their commitment to 
the gender revolution obscures the heterogeneity among transsexual men.”52 
Thus, commitment to discussing trans masculine people’s cultural production 
solely through the most subversive moments is an affront to the community, 
as it denies their lived realities and everyday experiences. It denies the com-
plexity of the continuum of transgender and seeks to position transgender 
individuals as yet another cog in the wheel of gender liberation as opposed 
to living, breathing subjects. This book utilizes heteroideological narrative as 
a focus for media analysis, but it does not do so with the intention of erasing 
experiences. Instead, the theory is a means to fully explore the ways in which 
ideological constructs have shut out important stories, even if those stories 
can be argued as supportive of heteroideology (through passing bodies, for 
example). Discussing these productions as radical (and I see even the more 
conservative ones this way given their placement on a public platform that 
can be revisited and thus act as a repetitive outing apparatus) is done here in 
recognition of the incredible cost these producers bear in an effort to be rec-
ognized in a world that has largely refused their recognition. As such, all of 
these vloggers have assisted in the creation of new discursive fields that reject 
the sex and gender binaries and the dichotomies between them. Indeed, these 
productions reframe sex through centering the body and as such they are 
already—regardless of the appearance of the body—radical or “subversive,” 
as Rubin says. The delight in these productions is that such “subversiveness” 
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occurs in a variety of ways and through a variety of lived experiences that are 
explored over time and through time on YouTube.

Heteronormativity (of which heteroideological narrative is a component) 
cannot be dislodged until biology and culture are each given close readings 
and understood as equally important and equally communicative to and 
through one another. As mentioned in the previous chapter, much theoriz-
ing about sex and gender results in the sliding down of “poles” whereby 
consideration is given to one while the other is disregarded.53 This often 
takes the form of people from all backgrounds discussing sex as either: (a) 
a cultural construct that does not exist but instead is inscribed or (b) as bio-
logical and of the natural world and therefore preceding gender—or, gender 
as something determined by sex. This “sliding” down one or the other pole 
assists in the perpetuation of heteroideology and therefore heteronormativity 
despite small gains made at calling out both given that one line of thought 
is often privileged. Yet this privileging leads to an erasure or silencing of a 
site necessary to the destabilization of normalizing and policing practices and 
discourses—such as heteroideological narrative. Apparatuses that support 
heteroideology are dismantled through rigorous discussion of both sex and 
gender expressions. Marginalizing powers work best through obfuscation. As 
previous scholarship asserts, it is not enough to merely mention sexed bodies, 
as many have done so before and have actually “vanished,”54 “devalued,”55 or 
“fixed”56 forms into place. Instead, it is vital that attention is drawn to sex as a 
real communicative, moving, shifting form of self that alters the everyday and 
is altered by it. It is helpful to reframe identity as not that which comes from 
a static form, but that which is born and reborn in the shifting of the form. 
Banishing sex leaves behind entire groups of people for whom their bodies 
betray their experiences and identities. If the body is necessary for self-actual-
ization and for action then its import cannot be ignored, particularly because 
“bodies speak, without necessarily talking, because they become coded with 
and as signs.”57 Bodies are media—reflexive, alive, full, and sometimes ter-
ribly unseen and unrecognized media. Indeed, the signs ascribed upon them 
come from the intra-connectedness of sex and gender.

Vanishing the body as sex also leaves behind the malleability of bodies. 
This malleability is key to the disruption of a binary sex system and the 
dichotomy between sex and gender as avoiding it assumes that bodies are 
static as male/female and thus aids in biological determinism’s emphasis 
on the natural as the inevitable.58 These YouTube productions call forth the 
body, and they do so on a virtual platform that paradoxically denies view-
ers access to the sensory experience of being physically near the body from 
which the sounds they hear are produced. These productions draw attention 
to forms and to beings and as such begin to complicate ideas of maleness 
and femaleness as the only endpoints, even when the sexed body transitions 
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to what is culturally recognized as a passing male body. Jason, for example, 
identifies as a transman who—in time—wishes to have all potential surgeries 
and pass. His progress is drastically slower than vlogger Dade’s (who had 
the same aim and has since undergone all surgeries) because their material 
realities are quite different. Dade was able to fund his transition procedures 
out of pocket; the costs of his medical care totaled roughly $120,000. Jason, 
in contrast, is seeking a means to have his procedures covered. Absence of 
surgery has not stopped Jason from reclaiming his form in the image of one 
that fits his gender expression. Indeed, he has reframed the male body in his 
2015 video “ftm bottom growth (graphic)”59 cited above. Such reframing is 
possible through a focus on the material-semiotic. Donna Haraway utilizes 
the term “material-semiotic actor” to “highlight the object of knowledge as 
an active part of the apparatus of bodily production, without ever implying 
immediate presence of such objects or, what is the same thing, their final or 
unique determination of what can count as objective knowledge of a biologi-
cal body at a particular historical juncture.”60

Haraway is illustrating a key philosophical argument to understand how 
sex, gender, and sexual orientation have been collapsed at the expense of 
either the body or gender. Here Haraway refutes the tendency of scientific 
knowledge to refuse the everyday as something that writes upon the body 
and materializes the body. In the case of trans men, for example, the desire 
for a flat chest can lead to binding—the desire for a flat chest stemming 
from cultural understandings of what *most* forms that hold maleness and 
masculinity (the connection between sex and gender) look like. So, the trans 
man may bind their chest in accordance with this desire that largely stems 
from cultural norms. This is where the material (the body being bound) and 
the semiotic (the equivalence of a flat chest with maleness/masculinity) are 
wed. They are at once and always influencing one another. Binding then 
can potentially impact the future body through dizziness, back and chest 
problems, impaired circulation, and a slew of other potential ailments that 
may arise in a later time. The potential for harm is exacerbated by improper 
binding—such as binding with an ace bandage. Improper binding is often 
the result of poverty—either a lack of ability to afford a quality binder or a 
lack of transportation/credit card/support to acquire a binder. Therefore the 
future bodies of impoverished trans men can be further damaged from the 
cultural expectations of maleness and masculinity. The semiotic therefore 
materializes a future body and is inseparable from the body. Yet the mate-
rial—poverty for example—also writes itself upon the future form. Thinking 
about the material-semiotic actor as intra-related61 also allows us to imagine 
how sex, gender, and sexual orientation are intra-related. More so, it allows 
us to conceptualize how every person is creating new forms of objective 
knowledge in everyday life, despite the fact that the objective knowledge 
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(this binding has caused a rash—the rash being indisputable) is a result of 
a particular subject position (a trans man who wants a flat chest—the flat 
chest being a subjective desire). What Haraway offers us, these many years 
later, is an affirmation of the importance of real, living stories that are told 
and accepted as objective—real changes happening to the body (the heralded 
“natural”) in real time. Heteroideological narrative depends upon a constant 
“return” to dominant connotative meanings that associate particular bodies, 
performances, and acts with normality and the natural.62 Heteroideology 
would see Jason return to the body as pre-determined and decidedly obvious 
male or female, but this location is denied by Jason with his video blog about 
bottom growth. Yet within mainstream media this return, resisted sometimes 
blatantly and other times subtly on YouTube, is certainly clouded by the 
ways in which heteroideology opens itself to emerging narrative and, as such, 
appears almost progressive at times. Indeed, as noted in scripted television 
shows studied over the course of six years, the portrayal of transgender char-
acters has grown more diverse, focusing less on storylines that emphasize the 
“wrong body” and more on narratives that include new ways of experiencing 
the body and identity.63 However, the following analysis of Orange is the 
New Black’s (OITNB) “Lesbian Access Denied” offers a textual analysis that 
illustrates that even when progressive narratives appear they are flavored by 
various elements that, after a critical and close reading, undo much of their 
radical elements. OITNB is chosen as a show to analyze in this work because 
it, like the vlogs, relies on audio/visual ways of telling, follows a linear nar-
rative, and is—overall—quite progressive.

Furthermore, audio/visual narrative is the most similar form to personal 
narrative vlogs and thus offers a compelling point of departure for compara-
tive analysis. In the case of Sophia from OITNB, the script focused on her 
struggles with embodiment just as it returned to a hetero savior. Returned, or 
the return, is key, as heteroideological narrative acts paradoxically as it must 
appear to shift so as to avoid being caught and therefore does, indeed, flavor 
narrative with new and seemingly radical storylines. Yet it must continually 
return to the body as a determined sex (singular), and—if that fails—it must 
illustrate the body who cannot return as deviant or in need of saving, thus 
propelling heteroideology through the body. Importantly, this textual analysis 
centers trans femininity despite my centering of trans masculine vloggers, 
as does the analysis of Transparent in the following chapter. This seems a 
departure from my focus, yet I would caution readers from making such a 
binary distinction. There are key differences in how one experiences their 
gender identity, without a doubt, yet the ways in which transness is allowed in 
corporate media productions (i.e., returned to heteroideology) follows a simi-
lar rubric of making gender the talking point while also compartmentalizing 
transness into something that most closely resembles the imaginary of how a 
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cisgender woman or man should look and act. Furthermore, it is also worth 
noting that there is a dearth of trans masculinities on screen. My stipulations 
for selection were to choose a relatively recent streaming show (the appeal 
to millennials and GenZ to understand heteroideology in the postmodern, as 
well as the reliance on direct versus indirect funding that may allow for more 
radical content) whereby a transgender character reoccurred and was central 
in some way to driving the story forward without being killed off in a season 
or two. The available artifacts were scant at best, another illustration of how 
far we have yet to go in regard to representation of transgender folx.

SOPHIA’S RETURN THROUGH 
HETEROIDEOLOGICAL NARRATIVE

One of the most popular (and cutting-edge for its time) programs featuring 
a transgender character is Netflix’s Orange is the New Black, with Laverne 
Cox playing inmate Sophia Burset—imprisoned following the theft of credit 
cards to pay for her transition. Sophia’s storyline is captivating, and allows 
audience members a glimpse into the financial reality of transition—particu-
larly the high cost associated with it. Sophia’s story is quite radical in a few 
regards: (1) a black transgender actress plays the character (many times trans 
characters are played by cisgender actors and women of color are far less 
present in media than White women); (2) it highlights the very real dangers 
of the prison-industrial complex for trans inmates (Sophia is put in solitary 
confinement for an extraordinarily long time, and in season one is fighting to 
maintain her routine hormone treatment); (3) it consistently highlights trans-
phobia through various systemic aggressions; and (4) it details the sacrifices 
partners of trans individuals make. However, heteroideological narrative 
works subtly underneath these critical moments through sex, gender, and 
sexual orientation. In the case of OITNB we see a return to heteroideology 
almost immediately—as a matter of fact, the return happens when we are 
first introduced to Sophia’s backstory in season one, episode three “Lesbian 
Request Denied.”64

The scene opens with a fireman inside of burnt wreckage. He is taking a 
photo of a piece of paper near a filing cabinet. Another fireman enters the 
frame. “Burset, we’re clearing out man,” he says. Burset quickly stuffs the 
paper in the filing cabinet. It seems apparent that the audience was traveling 
back in time through Sophia’s life, but the dialogue clears any confusion one 
might have had—we know Sophia’s last name is Burset. The scene cuts to 
Burset walking through the locker room. The same fireman we saw before 
asks where Burset is going. “Gotta drain the hose,” Burset answers—their 
bag swung over their shoulders. We travel with Burset into the tiny stall of 
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the bathroom, they take off their clothes and underneath we see a neon-pink 
lace bra covering a flat chest with matching pink panties. Now all potential 
confusion is mitigated, we are in Sophia’s life. The episode travels back and 
forth through time—illustrating for us many of the systemic injustices and 
societal microaggressions that occur against transgender folx. In this episode, 
Sophia fights for her hormones, she is referred to with wrong pronouns by 
the warden, DeMarco (another inmate) calls her a he-she, a guard refers to 
Sophia as a “freak” while another fetishizes her “cyborg pussy,” and Red 
(another inmate) tells Sophia she would cut off her son’s hands if they tried 
to “do what you did.” The transphobia is centered and deconstructed; it is pal-
pable and ever-present, and the use of close-ups on Sophia’s face throughout 
the episode (she had the most in the near hour-long slot) encourages viewers 
to empathize with her. These moments are powerful, and they are recognized 
as progressive visibility.

Yet the compassion we are led to for Sophia subtly shifts when we are 
introduced to her wife, Crystal. Crystal married Sophia when she still 
answered to her dead name. They have a son (a moment of confusion for 
viewers who are grappling with the gender identity as it contradicts with 
sexual orientation and reproduction). In one striking moment, the camera 
cuts from the prison and back into the past of Sophia where she stands 
before Crystal in a black, sequin-studded tank top, a cut-off denim skirt, 
and brown cowboy boots. Crystal tells Sophia that the outfit is wrong, that 
she won’t have her “husband” looking like “a $2 hooker.” Crystal walks to 
her closet, picks a flattering plum dress from the hanging bar, and tenderly 
begins to undress and redress Sophia. There is a moment of discomfort as 
Sophia—who now has breasts, is wearing makeup, and appears quite femi-
nine—is referred to as husband. Here the body conflicts with the gender 
role assigned to Sophia by Crystal. The naming of husband to a markedly 
womanized form then confuses sexual orientation. How could a woman be 
husband?

“Please keep it,” Crystal says, as she stands behind Sophia while Sophia 
analyzes the reflection of her own form in the plum dress. The camera cuts to 
a close-up of Sophia’s face. She looks down to the side.

“Crystal—”
“I’m fine with the rest of it . . . the hair, the makeup—I’ll teach you all of 

it, you’ll be a pro,” Crystal says as the camera cuts from Sophia’s reflection 
in the mirror to Crystal. “Just please keep your penis.”

The camera cuts to a close-up of Sophia’s face—she is looking to the side. 
She makes eye contact with Crystal through the mirror.

“You know I can’t,” Sophia says.
“For me,” Crystal says, her eyes wide. She is pleading.
Sophia turns around to face Crystal. “You don’t have to stay.”
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Crystal looks down momentarily, then back up at Sophia. “No,” she smiles 
softly. “Where would I go, huh? This is my family.” Crystal is looking down 
and begins to walk away but Sophia grabs a neon bag from the bed, a gift 
she purchased for Crystal. Crystal tells Sophia that she’s twenty pounds up 
so she probably wouldn’t fit in the gift, adding “besides, your tits are better 
than mine.”

This is a critical moment for the episode, both in that it presents audiences 
with the complex nature of transition for trans folx and for their partners, and 
because Crystal’s tenderness sets the stage for a later interaction that con-
structs heteroideological narrative through sexual orientation, even though 
there is a radical play on sex and gender identity. First, the introduction of 
a wife and a son bring us back to heterosexuality as privileged—one must 
ask if Sophia’s narrative would have been written into OITNB had she once 
identified as gay? The presence of a heterosexual marriage and a child argu-
ably makes the story more sensational, but it also gives the audience a sense 
of the familiar, the privileged position that is omnipresent. Here we see that 
Crystal’s sexual orientation is the most telling portion of her identity—her 
being is intimately tied to Sophia’s phallus. With the phallus Sophia remains 
husband, remains father, despite these descriptors being largely located within 
gender (social inscription as “anyone can be a dad, but it takes a true man 
to be a father”) and only superficially situated in sex. Sophia’s sexed body 
holds power, but her gender, intra-related as it is to the sexed body,65 is never 
wholly compromised to Crystal so long as there is a penis. This is a radical 
moment given the discussion of the sexed body as intra-related to the gender 
performance (they do not exist independently of one another). Yet it also 
serves to potentially conflate the two, thus prescribing gender as “natural,” 
and thus a ripe tool for policing of bodies. Read: Sophia can never really be 
feminine and therefore be a woman so long as she has a penis. Alternatively, 
another reading that illustrates heteroideology is available.

Crystal’s statement here borders on the suggestion that Sophia’s emergence 
is a kind of drag show or “imitation” of femininity (though never true femi-
ninity so long as a penis is involved) that actually upholds gender binarism 
and therefore “heterosexualized gender” through “an effort” of “hegemonic 
heterosexuality” to “imitate its own idealizations.”66 Sophia is becoming the 
ideal feminine form, as illustrated by Crystal’s comments about her perky 
breasts. Yet, so long as she has a penis she can appear as a man in drag—an 
actor on stage playing a role not indicative of reality—as opposed to a trans-
gender woman who, despite medical interventions, lives and experiences 
life as a woman. Her sexed body is not fully compromised and therefore her 
gender or the heterosexual family unit is also left intact though perhaps a bit 
bruised. In this way, the subversive potential of the scene is flavored with 
heteroideology because there is a return to straight sexual orientation as the 
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defining characteristic of Crystal’s identity, and so long as Sophia has a penis 
she, too, remains heterosexual despite “the hair” or “the clothes” that Crystal 
mentions.

Another reason this scene is crucial to the heteroideological undergirding 
of Sophia’s story is that Crystal’s care exists in juxtaposition with various 
moments of transphobia that exist throughout the episode. Crystal appears 
almost saint-like because of this contrast. Importantly, and as will be dis-
cussed in the following chapter, the identity of pre-transition partners is 
challenged when they walk this journey. However, in this particular instance, 
Crystal’s role in the narrative is such that it supports heteroideology, placing 
Sophia’s transition as the impetus for the devastation wrought upon their 
family. This becomes especially striking during the last moments of the 
episode, where Sophia and Crystal meet at the prison. Sophia asks Crystal 
to smuggle in the hormones for her after fighting throughout the episode 
to unsuccessfully obtain them. This request is a last effort for Sophia, hav-
ing been through all bureaucratic and black market channels save for (a) 
smuggling via Crystal and (b) smuggling via the guard Pornstache in return 
for sexual favors. The dialogue between Sophia and Crystal following this 
request is the single most important signifier of heteroideological narrative, 
and works along lines of sex, gender, and sexual orientation while also work-
ing in conjunction with the earlier scene whereby Crystal asked Sophia to 
keep her penis.

Crystal denies Sophia’s request to smuggle in hormones, stating, “have 
you lost your fuckin mind?” Her shock is palpable, she is visibly disgusted. 
The camera cuts in between close-ups of Crystal and Sophia, showing us 
their pain.

Crystal says, “but you, you’ll have smooth skin and lady curves so it’ll all 
be worth it.” Then Crystal bites—telling Sophia that she is working two jobs 
and “they” are trying to take the house following Sophia’s expensive credit 
card fraud, which we find out earlier in the episode paid for Sophia’s $80,000 
transition. Crystal also tells Sophia she can no longer show her face in church. 
In seconds Crystal illustrates that Sophia’s identity—her departure from het-
eroideological binaries—has wreaked havoc upon their family. Sophia is in 
prison, Crystal is working her life away, and her connection to her spiritual 
community has been severed. She is alone, and their son is also alone save 
for his mother.

“Crystal, if they take this away from me this’ll all have been for nothing,” 
Sophia replies, pleading. The camera is focused on her anxious face.

The camera cuts back to Crystal, who shakes her head, looks Sophia up 
and down and says, “I married a man named Marcus. I cry for him all the 
time. And I stayed and I supported you because I could see how much pain 
you were in.”
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This moment brings us back in time to an earlier segment of the episode 
where we are first introduced to Crystal, her kindness standing in stark 
contrast to the transphobia Sophia endures in her everyday. Crystal was 
already saint-like with her tenderness and acceptance, and now—following 
her injured confession—that status is elevated by Sophia’s repeated request. 
Crystal finishes by telling Sophia that their son, Mikey, “has two moms and 
a dead dad,” but at least Sophia would be around and be in Mikey’s life. Yet 
Sophia is not in his life, instead she is in prison. “I put up with you becoming 
a woman, but I never signed up for life with a criminal,” Crystal tells Sophia.

Sophia promises to get her shit together and make it up to Crystal.
Crystal tells Sophia to do her time, “get the fuck outta here so you can be 

a father to your son. Man up.”
Sophia looks to the left, crying. The scene ends. Here we see that Sophia’s 

heterosexual partnering and parenting pre-transition places her into a position 
where her sex and resulting gender expectations cannot truly shift. Crystal 
expected a father for her son, and she refuses to let that father die. Indeed, the 
father role is evoked to police Sophia, to remind Sophia that the life she lived 
pre-transition must be attended to and now, in the face of this great, illegal 
favor, will be resituated—the various microaggressions of this moment are 
alleviated by the framing of Crystal as saint and Sophia as deviant.

Yet the most telling aspect of heteroideological narrative comes at the very 
end of the episode when Pornstache, the repugnant prison guard who called 
Sophia “cyborg pussy” and sexually harassed her, approaches Sophia. Sophia 
knows he would get her hormones in exchange for sexual favors, as he has 
abused other inmates in similar ways. We know Sophia is out of options, as 
the linear progression of the episode tells us that this approach occurs after 
Sophia has made her request to Crystal. Pornstache asks Sophia if she needs 
something from him—maybe she’s reconsidering a “sausage mcmuffin” (a 
tie-back to Pornstache offering Sophia a bite of a McDonald’s hamburger in 
exchange for a blowjob, which she refuses by stating she doesn’t like sau-
sage). Sophia pauses, the audience waits—wondering, will Sophia preserve 
her integrity? Will she “MAN up” as Crystal demanded?

“You got the wrong girl,” Sophia says. She walks away from Pornstache.
The audience is left in an ambiguous space. Sophia at once reasserts her 

sex, gender, and sexual orientation. She is a transgender woman who doesn’t 
like sausage and who is married to a cisgender woman. She is a trans woman 
with a sense of bodily integrity and pride. She will not allow these precious 
things to be sacrificed, as already there have been so many sacrifices. Yet 
is she “manning up”? Arguably, Crystal’s speech acted as a mediation—a 
kind of divine inspiration that saves Sophia from doing anything necessary 
to obtain her hormones and therefore saves Sophia her self-respect. In this 
sense, Crystal acts as a hetero-savior, akin to the White savior depicted as 
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“divine.”67 While Crystal is not Sophia’s White savior (they are both women 
of color) she is indeed her hetero-savior. Importantly, race and sexual orien-
tation (along with other identity categories) work together to maintain hege-
monic ideologies. Because a White savior is not available to Sophia (all the 
White characters we come across in this episode, save for Piper and Nicky, 
impart various acts of discursive and medicinal violence upon Sophia)—a 
heterosavior is introduced because heterosexuality and Whiteness are bed-
mates in this culture.68 Both heterosexuality and Whiteness are linked in their 
normalization agendas—the lack of one demands the presence of another. Yet 
here the heteroideological narratives of race and sexual identity are largely 
muted, because this episode critiques Whiteness in useful ways. It points out 
racial tension. It centers and demonizes transphobia. Queer sexualities are 
omnipresent. Yet underneath all of this comes a heteroideological motivation 
that rescues Sophia and returns her to her dignity. Thus the “naturalness”69 
prescribed to heterosexuality (and therefore the sex and gender binaries) is 
upheld, even disguised by more progressive and captivating moments within 
the scene.

This episode of OITNB, when closely analyzed, gives viewers a text to 
understand how the paradox of trans visibility works through heteroideology. 
This episode obscured, for example, that many trans inmates are actually 
assigned to prisons that do not match their gender identity—a situation that 
poses far more danger for these individuals as 60 percent of transwomen 
housed in men’s prisons report sexual assault, compared to 3 to 4 percent of 
cisgender inmates.70 Yet “Lesbian Access Denied” touched upon transphobia, 
medicinal denials, material realities that make various steps within the transi-
tion process unobtainable, and the treacherous power relations within prisons. 
Heteroideologically, the episode established for the audience a hetero-savior 
that returns Sophia to her dignity, or at the very least, establishes a saint/
deviant dichotomy between Crystal and Sophia. Arguably, this episode also 
positions transition as a kind of poison to the heterofamilial unit—Sophia’s 
desire for her “authentic” self, which relied on strict attention to embodiment, 
was a force of great destruction for her wife Crystal and their son, Michael. 
The audience empathizes with Sophia—they see her fear throughout the 
episode, present through pleading and through tears. However, Crystal’s 
narrative and her positionality as a hetero-savior who reminds Sophia of her 
duty to the hetero-familial unit softens that pain and fear and, indeed, posi-
tions Sophia within a space of selfishness. Her authentic identity, and the long 
road she traveled to come closer to embodying that identity, is cast as selfish 
and (given the nature of a show set in prison) criminal. Heteroideological 
narrative in mainstream media underscores the importance of the journey 
toward the authentic for trans individuals and the ways in which invisibility 
complicates their ways of knowing and expressing the self. However, this 
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does not lead to a lack of subjectivity or authenticity but rather a nuanced 
vision of subjectivity that must acknowledge the past alongside the pres-
ent and unimaginable future.71Authenticity, then, involves the conversation 
between socialization and subversion—as evidenced in Xavier and Jason’s 
aforementioned vlogs.

Xavier, for example, illustrates that their subjecthood lies not in a return to 
their designated birth sex and intra-related gender expression, but in a fully 
formed picture of their entire journey. That is, their history in its entirety is 
key to expression of authentic subjectivity. Their past, their socialization as 
female, their present, and even hope for their future is all vital to realness. 
Jason demonstrates embodiment as key to realness—his “bodily production,” 
and even offers his body to viewers. Then Jason uses verbal description to 
explain his body as he has come to inhabit it and the objective knowledge 
he has gleaned from his body. Viewers can see how Jason creates a new 
story for his form, but they can also see how the form is constricted within 
cultural understandings of the body. Yet through his vulnerability those 
understandings of gendered form are questioned and, in many ways, compli-
cated. Sophia, in contrast, was “saved” by the reminder of her birth-sex and 
pre-transition gender expression. Thus, heteroideological narrative compart-
mentalized Sophia so that her character lacks three-dimensional, authentic 
subjectivity that Xavier and Jason exemplify. Dade, too, reminds viewers of 
the import of the body (sex) as it intra-acts with gender while also denying 
the turn to a hetero-savior that OITNB seems insistent upon.

DADE’S VOCAL TROUBLE AS TRANSGRESSION

Dade’s channel, the most active of all discussed in this text, began on 
December 8, 2011, when Dade took his first shot of testosterone for himself 
and in front of the audience, a performative strategy utilized by many of 
the early YouTube trans masculine vloggers who illustrated “a significant 
emphasis on, even preoccupation with, testosterone.”72

In the early stages of the channel Dade followed the testosterone formula 
described by Raun as a “structuring principle”73 to his vlog uploads—he 
updated the audience weekly, sometimes monthly, about changes happen-
ing to him as a result of hormone administration. His formula illustrates the 
birth of YouTube as a community for transgender resources and answers. His 
channel also illustrates an example of what scholar Laura Horak calls “transi-
tion videos,”74 a phenomenon that became so widespread on YouTube that it 
is arguable as a genre on the site.75 The mere presence of these vlogs certainly 
illustrates the importance of the body and healing the disembodied self that 
Rubin speaks of, once again drawing our attention to the centrality of the form 
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in and for trans lives. Dade discusses muscular growth, voice changes, body 
hair appearance, lower growth (taking a drastically different approach from 
Jason and remaining elusive and leaving this often as “changes down there”), 
mental and emotional changes, and facial shape changes, to name a few.

Importantly, many of Dade’s vlogs may appear to return us to binary sex 
systems, as the audience often follows the vlogger through discussions of 
bodily changes via testosterone and surgeries that lead the body to a passable 
cis maleness. Indeed, the Dade of 2020 looks far different from the Dade 
of 2012, and watchers of his channel know that he has undergone top and 
bottom surgeries and administered self-determined dosages of testosterone. 
Watchers of Dade’s channel know that he identifies as a trans man, father, 
and husband. This appears to complement heteroideological narrative through 
taking us from one readably sexed form to the “opposite.” However, Dade’s 
consistent discussion of his shifting body actually troubles (though far more 
subtly than Xavier or Jason) heteroideological narrative because it refuses a 
determined sexed body and therefore complicates gender as conflated with, 
or equivalent to, sex.

Vocal Trouble

Dade calls into question what happens to gender when the reading of the body 
is betrayed. In a vlog, and as complemented by an interview, Dade explains 
his insecurity over his voice—described by his wife Tiffany as “mousy” and 
by Dade as “childish.” According to Dade, he was always able to “pass” until 
he spoke and even during our 2016 interview, years after he began his transi-
tion, his past voice still haunts him, reminding him of a time when an aspect 
of his body betrayed him. “It’s painful for me to listen to the video and my 
voice. I can look at myself. Cause Oh look at a little twelve-year-old boy but 
I can't listen. I can't listen to those videos but I completely honor the fact that 
I was there and other people are there and they are doing something from that 
hopefully,”76 Dade says, adding that it took 8 months for his voice to crack. 
In contrast, many folx who begin transition in younger years may experience 
a drop within weeks. This disjuncture, discussed in the video blogs and in 
our interview, calls forth the changing of the body. It illustrates for us the 
body as media that is read and interpreted as purely visual, and that reading 
of the body creates expectations whereby gender should align with the body. 
However, auditory information quickly complicates understandings of gender 
as a result of reading the body.

For example, Dade’s wife Tiffany, who vlogged alongside him during his 
tenure on YouTube, created vlogs that chronicled her own journey through-
out Dade’s transition. One of the videos “Week 7—message to transguys,”77 
published on January 22, 2012, featured Tiffany’s hope for a change to come 
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in regard to Dade’s voice. Tiffany, a fit White woman with sandy blonde 
curls, high cheek bones, and light eyes, is centered on the screen while sitting 
in a red armchair in front of a window. She turns the computer on and begins 
her video, largely documenting for the audience what partners of trans indi-
viduals go through as they release the person they knew pre-transition. The 
vlog is packed with information, but toward the end Tiffany centers Dade’s 
voice, stating that she is really looking forward to his voice lowering because 
that will help with pronouns and will also help with passing. Tiffany, too, 
slips with pronouns because (a) she knew Dade pre-transition and (b) his 
tenor betrays the reading of his body, so any ambiguity of sex is relegated to 
the auditory as the element that destabilizes the ambiguous body.

This discussion of the voice reminds the audience that the body cannot be 
wholly objectified when discussing sex, gender, and sexual orientation. The 
body cannot be seen as a piece or fraction of, especially when amorphous 
forms are present. Heteroideological narrative seeks to wind all of these ele-
ments up in a conflation that consistently returns us to the “natural” in an effort 
at “ideological incorporation” that “resituates” the subculture into the very 
forms it resists.78 Dade, in an interview, said he largely passed as masculine/
man before he began his transition—until he spoke. The body was read on the 
surface—the hair short, the chest flat, the posture firm. Dade’s voice, however, 
carried a high pitch. Dade could not pass based on the visual alone. This seems 
a return to binary sex, a return to birth designation. Yet it is not. It instead 
indicates an in-between space that troubles the idea of a static (read: pre-deter-
mined) body. To explain, Tiffany expresses her desire for the most ambigu-
ous element of Dade’s body to be a lower pitch, so that Dade can present as 
male and they won’t “look like jackasses” because Dade is not presenting as 
female anymore. Tiffany’s statement is born of heteroideology—they look 
like jackasses because there is an aspect of Dade’s body (voice) that does not 
aid Dade in passing as a cisgender man. This certainly illustrates, again, how 
heteroideology works through all of us. However, Tiffany and Dade’s willing 
to discuss this aspect of the self also disrupts heteroideology through drawing 
attention to the shifting and malleable body. Tiffany’s concern over looking 
like “jackasses” best illustrates this fluid and forever morphing zone that weak-
ens the establishment of a two-sex system (already inherently flawed given 
that intersex people do indeed exist), because this fear stems from the cultur-
ally understood reading of the static, binary body. They look like jackasses 
because they trouble the notion that the body is the static deciding factor that 
gender arises from. As Dade discusses through multiple videos on his chan-
nel—he has always presented himself as masculine. As he moved through his 
transition—gaining greater muscle mass, more facial hair, and a more defined, 
sharper jawbone—it became harder for onlookers to associate femaleness 
with Dade. He was no longer an embodiment of female masculinity as he was 
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before, but his voice still carried a higher pitch. The fear of looking like “jack-
asses” stems from this illegibility of sex and therefore of gender. That moment 
of uncertainty, which Dade and Tiffany both allow to exist as evidenced by a 
public YouTube channel that boasts tens of thousands of followers, is where 
heteroideological narrative is complicated. Heteroideological narrative insists 
upon a static, sexed form that dictates an “opposite,” yet Dade’s voice indi-
cated that Tiffany was not Dade’s opposite. Yet nor was she the same. He 
was not culturally legible in regard to the ways in which heteroideological 
narrative shapes our understanding of sexed bodies. Tiffany would not return 
Dade to a birth-designated sexed body in the way that Sophia was returned 
when Crystal told her to “man up.” Tiffany allowed the malleability of the 
body to exist in vocal ranges. In that moment of uncertainty, the idea of static 
body and a resulting gender role is questioned, even if momentarily. Because 
these elements are questioned, so too are understandings of sexual orienta-
tion. Furthermore, this auditory betrayal of static sex—of a culturally legible 
one-or-the-other body—does important labor toward untangling the conflation 
between sex, gender, and sexual orientation, a necessary movement toward the 
destabilization of heteroideological narrative.

ASCENSION AND RETURN: 
CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

Destabilization of heteroideological narrative begins with the body, as 
illustrated by the various vlogs discussed in this chapter. This is not a 
move toward objectification. This is a powerful moment that illustrates the 
importance of form in regard to navigating the everyday and discovering the 
“authentic” as it relates to skin, hair, adipose, voice, and a myriad of other 
largely taken-for-granted characteristics that make up what people are made 
of. The diverse nature with which these video bloggers present the body and 
discuss their forms—ranging from visual hybridity, a renaming of the body, 
and tensions with an aspect of the body (voice)—make visible something 
that the paradox of visibility obscures: there is no one way to be transgen-
der. While mainstream media returns to hyper trans femininities located 
within celebrity or slowly achieving celebrity, these vlogs instead illustrate 
the various ways to be and live as a transgender person. Xavier shows that 
their body is amorphous, that their history is dependent upon their social-
ization as female alongside their reclamation of fluid gender expression, 
and that they embrace a menstrual cycle just as they embrace facial hair. 
Jason discusses dysphoria with his chest while renaming and illustrating 
pride in the growth of his “thing” that is not clitoris, nor is it penis. Dade 
illustrates that even bodies read as passing carry ghosts that defy or deter 
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the reading of the body as male, thus complicating the conflation of sex 
and gender through causing cognitive dissonance to those interacting with 
Dade. It is in the malleability and the shifting of the body that identity 
is born, reworked, and recast through sex and gender—again and again. 
Searching for authentic identity for those who exist in fields that bisexism 
and bigenderism cannot quite reach, helps to take apart heteroideological 
narrative through refusing its return to the static, muted, and unchangeable 
sexes. It redefines subjecthood as that which is not dependent on recognition 
via oppressive apparatuses and seeks instead to dislodge such regulations 
one story at a time—giving us cause to consider how we define subject in 
an increasingly connected political economy. These video blogs urge us to 
nuance the authentic after traveling through complex lives with story-tellers 
who are defying the specificity of binary sex and of gender. Indeed, given 
their thoughtful construction as educational tools, each of these vlogs also 
assists pedagogues in teaching sexual identity within their classrooms as 
well. Dade’s aforementioned vlogs help educators to establish what it means 
to not have the words to define one’s self. Jason’s vlog assists in establish-
ing what sex is and how even sex can change with biological intervention 
such as hormones. Xavier adds further nuance through illustrating that not 
only can biological sex change, but it doesn’t have to change toward the 
“opposite.” As a matter of fact, Xavier’s work would beckon students to 
consider that there really is no true opposite as no person could ever be fully 
divorced from their past.

In sum, Xavier, Jason, and Dade’s narratives assist us in understanding 
what the everyday is like for someone who is located within an in-between 
space that betrays deeply embedded understandings of sex and the poisonous 
conflation (not to be confused with intra-relation79 between sex and gender). 
This is possible through attention to the body, particularly to the body as 
that which is shapeable (biology is not a permanent given) and that which is 
always shaped (culture does write itself there). Through drawing our eyes to 
the various ways one comes to know and accept their body as real or authen-
tic, these personal narrative vloggers bring viewers to a space where bodies 
matter. They undo, even if subtly, the insistence on a static form and thus they 
work against determinism that locks the body into place or erases it.
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Chapter Three

Hunting Wolves
Violence, Agency, and Empowerment in Jackson Pearce’s

Retold Fairytales Young Adult Fantasy Series

Both the Sisters Red and Sweetly books in the Retold Fairytales series of
young adult novels by Jackson Pearce have at their core the existence of
werewolves, called Fenris.1 They can transform anytime, day or night, full
moon or no moon, and they hunt girls and women. In their human form they
are imperceptible as wolves, except to the eyes of a trained hunter, and wear
the bodies of very good-looking, sweet-talking, suave men.2 The Fenris prey
on girls in a sexualized way. In all four novels in the Retold Fairytales series,
the Fenris charm young women, woo them, attract them, and then they eat
them.3 They are strengthened and titillated by fear, and so they are well
practiced in luring girls into spaces where they are cut off from safety, and
terrifying them at the moment of their transformation. They transform into
werewolves for the sole purpose of eating their prey, and on the rare occasion
that they are interrupted in that process, usually by a hunter, they are weak-
ened and ravenous until they are able to feast. The longer they go without
feeding, the wilder they become, and the more victims they devour. The girl
heroines in this series emerge as hunters fighting against creatures cloaked as
men that wish them harm. They train themselves as weapons focused entirely
on the eradication of this threat. Cultural fear about sexual predation per-
meates this series, but instead of adapting to it the girls fight it. And not only
that, they protect other girls in doing so. The girls, always sisters in these
stories, take on the burden of knowledge about the Fenris, and commit them-
selves to destroying them. This chapter considers the ways in which the
traumatic circumstances of the heroines’ youth serves as a catalyst for them
to develop into teenage vigilante feminist super/heroines. They carry the
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knowledge that monsters really exist, and they take on the burden of eradicat-
ing that threat so that no other girls and women ever have to go through what
they went through. Furthermore, they do this by honing their bodies and their
senses, by learning how to hunt the hunters. Their capacity to fight instills in
them an agency that is defined by their resistance to fear, and by the critical
importance of their purpose in the world. They are empowered by their use of
violence, and by making the world safer for others.

Sisters Red, a retelling of Little Red Riding Hood, is told from the per-
spective of teenaged sisters Scarlett and Rosie March, who survived the
wolf’s attack in their grandmother’s cottage when they were children. Scar-
lett, having fought the wolf to protect her sister, is badly scarred. She won the
battle and killed the wolf, but she lost an eye, and carries the memory of her
encounter all over her body. Their survival, and the knowledge that they now
carry that monsters really do lurk in the darkness, has hardened them into
fierce wolf hunters. Sweetly, a retelling of Hansel and Gretel, is told from the
perspective of Gretchen, an eighteen-year-old girl who finds herself a guest
at the home of a candy shop owner. Twelve years ago, she and her brother
Ansel survived an attack by a witch in the woods, but her twin sister was lost,
and was never heard from again. When she meets a handsome woodsman in
her new town, she begins to unravel the reality of the community she is
visiting, which has a terrifying history of the annual disappearance of eight-
een-year-old girls. As fairy tale retellings, these stories function in an impor-
tant way to disrupt the cycle of violence against girls and women. As Maria
Nikolajeva explains, “social structures are represented in literature, as well as
how texts reflect the time and society within which they were produced.
Sociohistorical studies of fairy tales provide good examples. By comparing
versions of the same tale, we can draw conclusions about the views on
childhood and other social values during the time the tales were told or
written” (Nikolajeva 2005, 73–74). In the case of this chapter, these twenty-
first century fairy tale retellings demonstrate the ways that girls and young
women are coded as agentic in the face of their violent circumstances. And
Janice Del Negro speaks directly to their importance for teens, who “are
drawn to these tales and to reinterpretations of these tales, deeply engaged by
their exposure to them in contemporary media. Their willingness to step into
the fantastical as limned by these supernatural, romantic, and tragic tales
allows them to interact with powerful emotional moments in the safety of a
narrative frame” (J. M. Del Negro 2017, 99). Specifically, Del Negro articu-
lates the success of discussions about sexual consent that are triggered by
reading early versions of Sleeping Beauty, in which it is literally a sleeping
girl who is kissed by a prince without any care for what she may have wanted
(J. M. Del Negro 2017, 99).

In chapter 1, I explored the ways in which fantasy violence can “bolster
confidence” and present “an empowering challenge to overcome” (Gacken-
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bach, et al. 2016, 92–93). This is especially important for young adults,
since, as Johnson and Campbell note, they are “looking for ways to grow into
adulthood,” and see the worlds of fantasy as a space to resolve their anxieties
(Johnson and Campbell 2016, 34). Janice M. Del Negro and Melanie A.
Kimball explain that “stories shape personality, develop empathy, create
community, change minds, and alter consciousness” (J. M. Del Negro 2017,
ix), and Del Negro also argues that “[s]tories that depict . . . heroines over-
coming extraordinary odds are critical to the emotional health of all listeners,
but to no one more so than adolescents who are tentative and uncertain of
their own emotional survival” (J. M. Del Negro 2017, 97). Kristina Deffen-
bacher talks about the role of texts in combatting rape culture, noting: “sto-
ries of women warriors suggest the possibility of women not just facing and
surviving rape but also facing down and successfully fighting rapists, and
rape culture itself” (Deffenbacher 2014, 932). Finally, as explored in chapter
1, Sarah Hentges explains that because of their “power to unsettle dominant
discourses” and “afford the potential for subversion,” “the texts that girls
consume, as well as the texts that we consume about girls, are important for
an understanding of the roles that girls play in life and in our imaginations”
(Hentges 2018, 54). She acknowledges the power of characters and books,
especially as fans, noting “what we find in the characters of books not only
helps us to see ourselves more clearly, these stories also help us escape into
another world where we can see other women fight similar battles” (Hentges
2018, 76).

This chapter provides analysis of another book series in which teenage
vigilante feminist super/heroines experience trauma, find agency, and are
empowered—through violence—to help other girls and young women. This
analysis conducts a close reading of two of the four novels in the Retold
Fairytales series, tracing moments in the texts in which the heroine subject is
first faced with the imminent threat of the Fenris, and then chooses to be-
come a fighter to hunt the monsters, to protect other girls and women.
Through this choice, she is empowered by her physical capacity for violence,
especially in her skill at killing Fenris. As well, through this choice she
directly impacts the safety of others by reducing the threat of Fenris in their
communities. Taking on the role of hunter and protector, these heroines
claim agency over both their bodies and their lives. In the Retold Fairytales
Series, the Fenris stand in for sexual predators; the way that they select, hunt,
and eat girls is sexualized. This will be recognizable to readers as another
mirror on rape culture, and the empowerment that the heroines in these
stories experience by learning how to fight can be vicariously satisfying for
readers.
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SISTERS RED

The front cover of the novel, Sisters Red, by Jackson Pearce, asks “Who’s
Afraid of the Big, Bad Werewolf.” A retelling of Little Red Riding Hood, it
takes its inspiration from the fairy tale about wolves disguised as men who
trick and lure girls and women in order to devour them. The novel’s opening
chapter, “Prologue: A Fairy Tale, Seven Years Ago,” describes the first time
Scarlett and Rosie March encounter a Fenris, a predatory wolf who eats girls
and women. On this day, a Fenris finds its way to Scarlett and Rosie’s
grandmother’s cottage in rural Georgia. Fenris like their girls young and
pretty, and so this one is consumed by desire for eleven-year-old Scarlett, as
she twirls in her red party dress. When he learns that the girls are home alone
with their grandmother, he transforms into a wolf and kills her before turning
his attention to them. After her grandmother is killed, Scarlett realizes she is
the only thing standing between the wolf and her sister, and she is reborn as a
hunter that day. Instinct takes over, as she cracks a hand mirror and pulls out
a shard of glass to use as a weapon. Scarlett gets her first glimpse of the wolf,
and it is terrifying. He has enormous, hollow eyes, and a mouth filled with
long, pointed fangs. His back arches so sharply that it appears broken, his
shoulders are hunched, and his feet—with claws as long as fishing hooks—
turn in. His nose elongates until it appears canine, and his lips spread wide
across his face. He lurches toward the girls on his paws. As she stares into the
eyes of the monster, she repeats to herself: “I am the only one left to fight, so
now I must kill you” (Pearce 2010, 8).

At that moment, Scarlett becomes the hunter. Having grown up listening
to her grandmother’s bedtime stories about Plato’s cave—of how the shad-
ows on the wall are actually real, and that leaving the cave for the light
means one must be brave—in this moment she has seen the sunlight, and in
the light there are monsters. It is something that forever changes her, it is
something she can never unsee, and it is something which she can never
ignore. Scarlett’s trauma is not only marked by the loss of this innocence,
and by the death of her grandmother at the hands of a Fenris, but she is also
badly injured during the attack. The Fenris scraped her deep across the right
side of her face, leaving her scarred and without an eye. He left deep gouging
marks on Scarlett’s body, forever marking her by his encounter, and making
her a physical outcast—as well as an emotional outcast, marked by her new
knowledge. From this moment forward, she feels responsible, now that she
knows, to protect other girls from the fate of the Fenris, girls who do not
know and who cannot fight. It becomes a duty to her, it becomes her identity.
She commits her life, full-time, to being a hunter, honing her body into a
strong, deadly, hatchet-wielding weapon until she is the best at it.

In the first present-day scene in the book, we meet Scarlett, now seven-
teen-years-old, luring a Fenris who is hunting his prey in town. She carries a
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hatchet and wears a red cloak: “the cloak serves multiple purposes—the color
of passion, sex, and lust is irresistible to wolves, and the fabric hides the
instrument of their death. And perhaps most important, wearing it feels right,
as if I’ve put on a uniform that turns me into more than a scarred-up orphan
girl” (Pearce 2010, 10). She plays Red Riding Hood to the Fenris’ wolf, but
in this story, there is no ambiguity about why red is the color the wolves are
attracted to. It turns them on, and when they get aroused, they cannot help but
begin to transform. And Scarlett never kills a Fenris who is not fully trans-
formed, just in case her instinct fails her and it is actually just a human man
with evil intentions stalking her. She has never been wrong, but as a hunter,
this is her ritual. Here, we learn how much wolves look like charming men,
as Scarlett describes a Fenris that she is hunting. She describes him as “nor-
mal,” “nice,” like a high school football player. She notes that this is by
design, a key part of the illusion: “it’s hard to lure young girls to their doom
if you look like a psychopath. You have to look kind, put together, clean-cut.
Show them pretty hair and stylish clothes and most girls won’t look close
enough to see that your teeth point in a very canine way or recognize that it’s
hunger your eyes are lit with” (Pearce 2010, 11). He smiles at her. Scarlett
notes that “a normal girl would think about touching him, would think about
kissing him, about wanting him. A normal, stupid, ignorant girl” (Pearce
2010, 22). Scarlett feels both envy and annoyance for the “normal” girls.
Envy for their innocence, their ability to live their lives without the knowl-
edge that monsters lurk in their midst, and their unmarred skin. She hunts
Fenris not only because she knows they exist and she has the capacity to do
something about it, but because she knows that no one else is looking out for
girls in the world. She hunts Fenris to protect other girls, to keep other
families from having to feel the pain of loss that she has had to endure. She
fights to protect their ignorance.

The way that Scarlett’s identity is wrapped up with her role as a fighter,
and the way that she copes with trauma and her fear of physical helplessness
by becoming a Fenris hunter, is in line with the many arguments presented in
this book’s introduction, that the capacity for wielding violence in protection
of others makes women and girls feel more safe. Alison Graham-Bertolini,
for example, argues that passive resistance is not an effective way to ward off
predators, and that the gendered nature of nonviolence is a product of the
patriarchy that wants to keep women in a subordinate place (Graham-Bertoli-
ni 2011, 165). Megan Seely argues that women need to reclaim their histori-
cal role as warriors (Seely 2007, 186). Amana Fontanella-Khan posits that
aggressive vigilante tactics have measurable effects on community change in
India (Fontanella-Khan 2013, 264). And, Jocelyn Hollander demonstrates
that self-defense training “helps to change the root conditions that allow
violence against women to flourish” (Hollander 2016). The way that Scarlett
identifies with her physical role as a hunter and with her duty to protect
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others mimics all of these ways, historical and contemporary, that violence
serves as a mechanism to empower girls.

Fenris are instinctually drawn to the “prettiest” girls. They are drawn to
perfumes, to sparkly make-up, to the delicacy that allows them to overpower
the girls and terrify them. Scarlett’s frustration is deeply intertwined with the
reality that she has witnessed over the years, that Fenris are especially drawn
to feminine girls who are dressed in red, or who are wearing skimpy club
clothes. With these sorts of details, it is clear that the Fenris of the Retold
Fairytales series are an allegory for predatory men, for the cunning, calculat-
ed rapists who live in our world, unseen until it is too late. As well, Pearce
takes on the challenging terrain of the “sexy clothes” myth that enables
rampant victim-blaming in American culture and society. In 2014, in re-
sponse to a tweet suggesting “women should dress modestly to avoid rape,”
XOJane journalist Christine Fox posed a question on Twitter: “If there are
any women on my TL who are victims of sexual assault & don’t mind
sharing something . . . what were you wearing when you were assaulted?”
Her question yielded answers from thousands of women and men, and a
#WhatWereYouWearing campaign was born. Her goal was to start a conver-
sation on the pervasive habit of victim blaming. Fox wrote, “Something
incredibly therapeutic and cathartic happened that I’m sure none of us
could’ve expected . . . in real time we debunked the ‘well, what was she
wearing? theory’” (quoted in Smith 2014). It is both common for people to
assume rape victims were dressed provocatively to “ask for” rape, and for
survivors to feel guilty for their role in their own rape. For example, writing
for The Oregonian, Emily Smith tells the story of a nineteen-year-old girl
who was raped by a co-worker she trusted:

[She] experienced some of the same concerns that keep many victims from
reporting. She felt stupid for hanging out with [the rapist] alone. She worried
he would try to hurt her after she turned him in. Her fear of people blaming her
for the rape persists. [The rapist] was always nice and friendly to her at work.
But she still feels responsible for becoming his target. . . . “It was my fault.
Just because—I should have known better.” She struggles with how rape is
treated in public, where comedians joke about it, where high school students
record and share videos of it, where it is a mere word that does not adequately
describe her experience.” (Smith, 2014)

Sisters Red enters into this territory, where myth and reality meet. Survivors
of sexual assault often blame themselves for what happened to them, as the
above story in The Oregonian demonstrates. The “what was she wearing”
defense has been used countless times to try to paint accusers in a bad light,
to make juries question their character. Scarlett has witnessed the way that
Fenris slobber over girls in skimpy clothes and wears a red cape to play to
that weakness. But the reality is that Fenris—like rapists—are the ones re-



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e104

Hunting Wolves 95

sponsible for the attacks, not the victims, no matter their behavior, and
though that may be what lures them, Fenris kill girls no matter what they are
wearing.

In 2017, Jen Brockman launched an exhibit, titled “What Were You
Wearing?”, at the University of Kansas, which showcased the stories of
eighteen rape survivors displayed next to the clothing they were wearing
when it happened. Brockman had spearheaded similar installations at the
University of Arkansas and the University of Iowa, before opening this one.
The art installation “aims to shatter the myth that sexual violence is caused
by a person’s wardrobe,” and includes t-shirts, exercise clothes, dresses, and
cargo shorts. For survivors, the exhibit is validating, as they “see their own
outfits reflected on the wall, [and] see it wasn’t their fault” (Stevens 2017).
This is the same motivation for the creation of the SlutWalk in 2011, in
which, as Jessica Valenti wrote for The Washington Post, “Thousands of
women—and men—are demonstrating to fight the idea that what women
wear, what they drink or how they behave can make them a target for rape”
(Valenti 2011). Valenti reported that the SlutWalks started with a local
march organized by five women in Toronto, and went “viral, with events
planned in more than 75 cities in countries from the United States and Cana-
da, to Sweden and South Africa. In just a few months, SlutWalks have
become the most successful feminist action of the past 20 years.” The event
was initially organized after a police officer told students at York University
that if they wanted to avoid rape, they shouldn’t dress like “sluts.” Describ-
ing themselves as “fed up and pissed off,” a march that was anticipated to be
one hundred ended up becoming a rally of three thousand. This issue strikes a
deep chord of shared frustration for girls and women, demonstrated by the
instant popularity of this sort of community action. Valenti wrote, “The idea
that women’s clothing has some bearing on whether they will be raped is a
dangerous myth feminists have tried to debunk for decades. Despite all the
activism and research, however, the cultural misconception prevails . . .
[though] the sad fact is, a miniskirt is not more likely to provoke a rapist than
a potato sack is to deter one” (Valenti, 2011) .

In the Retold Fairytales series, clothing will not stop a Fenris attack, but it
does intensify their pleasure in committing the assault. Scarlett and her sister
Rosie wear particular clothing to catch their eye, and they use this tactic to
get the Fenris to turn more quickly. The Fenris are extremely attracted to all
of the qualities of beauty that “normal” girls try to exude, and as the person
trying to keep Fenris from hurting girls, Scarlett feels like they make her job
more difficult when they capitulate to things like beauty norms and stan-
dards. She has nicknamed these normal girls, the ones who wear perfume and
makeup and go to bars and clubs and dances, “Dragonflies:”
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They’re adorned in glittery green rhinestones, shimmery turquoise and aqua-
marine powders streaked across their eyelids. Dragonfly girls. Their hair is all
the same, long and streaked, spiraling down their backs to where the tiny
strings holding their tops on are knotted tightly. Their skin glows under the
neon lights—amber, ebony, cream—like shined metal, flawless and smooth.
(Pearce 2010, 208–209)

She is exasperated by them, and knows that they are unintentionally inviting
danger. But she is also committed to protecting their right to be ignorant:
“Ignorance is no reason to die. They can’t help what they are, still happily
unaware inside a cave of fake shadows. They exist in a world that’s beautiful,
normal, where people have jobs and dreams that don’t involve a hatchet”
(Pearce 2010, 208–209). The answer is not in changing what the girls wear—
the Fenris will (and do) feed on any girl, regardless of clothing. The only way
to end Fenris attacks is to eradicate Fenris, a seemingly endless and impos-
sible task, not unlike eradicating rape by eliminating rapists. It would be so
much easier if clothing were the problem; but it is not, these are real mon-
sters, and the reality is that they will attack anyway because it is who they are
and it is what they do. Scarlett knows that she is not going to be able to kill
the wolves fast enough to save every girl. Though she is fully committed to
hunting Fenris, she feels guilty for not doing enough, knowing that girls will
die (Pearce 2010, 90).

The Dragonfly girls represent the embodiment of normative beauty, and
the pressure women and girls feel to make themselves attractive to men.
Because of her deformity, Scarlett is unable to be part of their world, and
though she is annoyed by what she sees as their pettiness and narcissism, she
also knows that if the trajectory of her life had been different, she and Rosie
would have been like them. As Jessica Valenti explains in Full Frontal
Feminism, women and girls suffer for beauty: “When you’re taught that the
majority of your worth is in how aesthetically pleasing you are to boys—and
then boys tell you you’re ugly—there’s something soul-crushing about
that . . . the ways in which our society keeps women obsessed with their
looks serve a gross sexist purpose . . . we’re taught to be forever worried
about our appearance” (Valenti 2007, 198–199). Valenti argues that women
and girls know the harmful consequences that adherence to beauty norms
have on their bodies, psyches, and lives, but that they don’t care (Valenti
2007, 197). Valenti echoes what Scarlett is thinking when she warily watches
the Dragonfly girls: “We’re expected to be hot—but if we are, we’re vain and
stupid. And if we’re not hot, we’re useless” (Valenti 2007, 211). Scarlett
buys into this logic a bit, as she toes the line between admiration and con-
demnation of the Dragonfly girls for their choices.

We can also think of the Dragonfly girls as the personification of beauty
norms. Valenti explains: “None of us want to be ugly; in fact, we all would



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e106

Hunting Wolves 97

really like to be beautiful—and it’s killing us. Literally” (Valenti 2007, 197).
She is talking about all the ways that we mutilate, starve, and modify our
bodies to be (or feel) more beautiful. In Sisters Red, however, the Dragonfly
girls’ quest to be beautiful, to glitter and smell good, is also literally killing
them. Scarlett notes the ways that these girls will attract the Fenris, because
the Fenris hunt attractive, sweet smelling girls; these factors enhance their
arousal, which heightens their pleasure in the kill. The Fenris, here, are the
embodiment of patriarchal standards of control over the bodies of women
and girls, and of the culture industry that profits off of them. Valenti writes:
“It’s important to remember why some folks need us to feel ugly. It serves a
specific purpose: to make us spend, to distract us, and ultimately make us
disappear” (Valenti 2007, 209); in Sisters Red, the girls literally disappear.

Scarlett’s identity is intertwined with her role as a hunter. Her experience
at eleven years old, when her grandmother was killed and she was left alone
to protect herself and her sister, has traumatized her. The way that Scarlett
has experienced trauma deeply impacts the way she develops as a character.
As explored in chapter 2, Debra Jackson explains that the “full realization of
its impact is not immediately accessible” (Jackson 2016, 206–207). There is
a period of time between the traumatizing event and the full emotional im-
pact of the event, which “traps the survivor in a cycle of repetitions and
reenactments that makes the traumatic event contemporaneous with the
present” (Jackson 2016, 206–207). The loss of her grandmother to a violent
death, and the wolf’s subsequent attack on Scarlett and Rosie, feel at various
times quite present, and at other moments, quite past. Scarlett’s symptoms
are obviously post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which is clinically char-
acterized by “feelings of helplessness, loss of control, anger, dissociation,
numbing, denial, insomnia, nausea, heightened startle response, and hyper-
vigilance, as well as revisiting the experience through nightmares, flash-
backs, and/or hallucinations” (Jackson 2016, 207). Scarlett hunts to gain the
control that she lost, and she feels angry most of the time. She is numb to
feeling any kind of emotion (love, sexual desire) for anyone but her sister,
and on only a platonic level, their friend Silas. She suffers from insomnia and
flashbacks: “the Fenris breaking down our door. My grandmother screaming
in German. The feeling of his teeth on my arms, my legs, my face” (Pearce
2010, 34). Arguably, her obsessive physical training is a manifestation of
hypervigilance. Jackson notes that many trauma survivors feel like they ex-
perience a sort of death, in the sense that their sense of personhood of self-
hood is destroyed (Jackson 2016, 208). When Scarlett encounters the Drag-
onflies she poignantly feels the memory of the girl she could have been, and
mourns it: “My world is a parallel universe to theirs—the same sights, same
people, same city, yet the Fenris lurk, the evil creeps, the knowledge undeni-
ably exists. If I hadn’t been thrown into this world, I could just as easily have
been a Dragonfly” (Pearce 2010, 109).
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It is described as a kind of lust that makes the wolves react to pretty girls.
They are attracted to the color red, which is sexual and sensual, and they are
not able to control themselves. In the face of their prey, they sometimes
cannot help but transform, with canines and claws growing, and fur appear-
ing in patches on their bodies. This notion of being so attracted to something
that they cannot control themselves marks the Fenris as not just predators in
the sense of the fantasy genre, but correlates also with the predators in the
misogynist rape culture in which the author is writing, and even that in which
the story takes place. Kate Manne writes about the monstrosity that rapists
take on in our cultural imagination, noting that we expect that “real rapists
will appear on our radars either as devils, decked out with horns and pitch-
forks, or else as monsters—that is, as creepy and ghoulish creatures. . . .
What is frightening about rapists is partly that they are by far the most likely
to be men. Rapists are human, all too human, and they are very much among
us. The idea of rapists as monsters exonerates by caricature” (Manne 2018,
199). The Fenris are monsters disguised as handsome, charming, attractive
men, between the ages of approximately fourteen and forty-nine. They ap-
proach girls and young women with entitlement, confidence, and when they
have trapped them, they attempt to instill fear in them. The Fenris love fear.
It heightens the satisfaction of their hunt, and ultimately of their kill. This is
an allegory of the way that the “boys will be boys” attitude pervades
American culture and society.

In a July 2019 article in the New York Times, “Teenager Accused of Rape
Deserves Leniency Because He’s From a ‘Good Family,’ Judge Says,” Luis
Ferre-Sadurni documents a case of sexual assault that occurred between two
sixteen year olds at an “alcohol fueled pajama party” in New Jersey in 2017.
Of the details of the case, Ferre-Sadurni wrote that “the boy filmed himself
penetrating her from behind, her torso exposed, her head hanging down. . . .
He later shared the cellphone video among friends . . . and sent a text that
said, ‘When your first time having sex was rape.’” And yet, “a family court
judge said it wasn’t rape,” and “also said the young man came from a good
family, attended an excellent school, had terrific grades, and was an Eagle
Scout.” This was a teenage boy who had shared video of the assault with
friends and had lied about that fact when confronted by the victim. Denying
that this case was one of rape, the judge questioned the validity of the vic-
tim’s level of intoxication, denied that the rapists actions were predatory, and
dismissed his text as “just a 16-year-old kid saying stupid crap to his friends”
(Ferre-Sadurny 2019). This case is emblematic of the way that misogyny
operates to punish girls and women who come forward about sexual assault.
As Kate Manne explains, people tend to defend men’s innocence and honor,
and “grant them a pardon prematurely,” even going so far as to extend in
many cases “the benefit of the doubt to the alleged perpetrator over his
accuser-cum-victim, no matter how thin the basis for doubting her word may
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be” (Manne 2018, 178). The case came to light in 2019 because an appellate
panel reviewed the case, finding that the judge “overstepped in deconstruct-
ing the circumstances of the case, making his own assessment of the boy’s
culpability and considering the defendant’s prior good character.” This is just
one of many cases in which the virtues of boys and young men are held to a
higher degree of value than the crime against girls and young women.

In the 2015 case People v. Turner, freshman at Stanford University Brock
Turner was convicted of assault with intent to commit rape of an intoxicated/
unconscious person, penetration of an intoxicated person, and penetration of
an unconscious person, and yet was only sentenced to six months in county
jail. Despite having witnesses to the crime, a full medical exam and rape kit,
a statement within a few hours of the attack, and pressing charges within
twenty-four hours of the assault, the survivor—Chanel Miller—still found
her character and motivation questioned remorselessly during the trial.
Though Turner was convicted, Miller describes in her memoir, Know My
Name, what happened at the sentencing hearing. His father told the judge
“Brock would do anything to turn back the hands of time and have that night
to do over again,” and he blamed the high-pressure drinking culture, and the
poor influence of the upperclassmen in his fraternity at Stanford for his son’s
behavior. He shared that the “verdicts have broken and shattered him and our
family,” and that the sentence requested by the prosecution would be a “steep
price to pay for twenty minutes of action out of his twenty-plus years of life”
(C. Miller 2019, 231–232). Despite Miller’s own ten page statement at the
sentencing hearing that shared the irrevocable harm done to her body by the
assault, and to her psyche, well-being, and family by the long, intense trial
during which Turner maintained his stance that the interaction was consensu-
al, (despite the fact that she was unconscious and unresponsive), he ended up
serving just three months for “good behavior.”

Throughout the duration of the case, supporters of Turner described him
as coming from a respectable family, and was a kind, loving, and respectful
person. They blamed the culture of alcohol consumption at parties (and spent
a majority of the time arguing about how intoxicated the victim was), rather
than on the rapists actions. The judge believed Turner, saying during the
sentencing hearing: “I take him at his word that, subjectively, that’s his
version of events . . . I do find that his remorse is genuine . . . Mr. Turner
came before us today and said he was genuinely sorry for all the pain that he
has caused to Chanel and her family. And I think that is a genuine feeling of
remorse . . . I think that he will not be a danger to others. . . . The character
letters suggest that up until this point he complied with social and legal
norms sort of above and beyond what normal law-abiding people do” (C.
Miller 2019, 234–235). Kate Manne terms this phenomenon as “himpathy,”
which is described as “excessive sympathy sometimes shown toward male
perpetrators of sexual violence. It is frequently extended in contemporary
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America to men who are white, nondisabled, and otherwise privileged ‘gold-
en boys’ such as Turner, the recipient of a Stanford swimming scholarship.
There is a subsequent reluctance to believe the women who testify against
these men, or even to punish the golden boys whose guilt has been firmly
established—as, again, Turner’s was” (Manne 2018, 197). The U.S. has a
vast array of cases to choose from to demonstrate that judges, and others with
power, worry overmuch about the potential consequences of ruining the lives
of men who are accused of rape, rather than the effects of their actions on the
girls and women they have raped. It is noteworthy that the judges in both of
these cases were removed from the bench following public outcry of their
decisions, potentially showing a shift in public sentiment that is hungry for
stronger repercussions and more severe punishments.

The reason that the vigilante feminist super/heroine is of such high value
today stems directly from this reality that the systems that are set up to
protect victims of crimes like sexual assault are failing girls and women. That
the cultural reflection of a fantasy story like Sisters Red is so evident is a
signal of its ubiquity; everyone recognizes these entitled rapists in the suave
approach of the Fenris to his next victim. Furthermore, this is a commentary
on the valuation of girls in a misogynist culture. No one notices when lots of
girls just disappear. As Rosie realizes while scanning the news for a string of
murders that might lead them to Fenris, the Fenris attacks usually do not even
make the news, unless the girl is beautiful or rich. When girls disappear, it is
just written off as another statistic of a missing girl (Pearce 2010, 30).

Though Pearce does not note it, we would also need to add “white” to the
description of the “wealthy” and “beautiful” girl that might make the news
when she disappears. Girls of color going missing often does not only not
make the news, it is also taken less seriously by police precincts when re-
ported. That is the reality of a rape culture, where people have grown so
sensitized to violence against girls and women that they do not even notice it.
Harmeet Kaur writes that “data shows that missing white children receive far
more media coverage than missing black and brown children, despite higher
rates of missing children among communities of color” (Kaur 2019). In
2018, the FBI National Crime Information Center database included 424,066
missing children under the age of eighteen, of which 37 percent were Black,
“even though black children only make up about 14 percent of all children in
the United States” (Kaur 2019). Women’s Media Center reported on a 2017
hashtag, #BringBackOurGirls, in order to draw attention to the epidemic of
missing Black girls in Washington, D.C. It uncovered a “poorly rolled-out
police notification system in D.C. about missing people and a history of
neglect and invisibility of missing Black girls formed a perfect storm for a
brief, widespread panic about what was happening to Black girls in Washing-
ton” (Lindsey 2020). This article reported that between 64,000 and 75,000
Black girls are missing in the United States, explaining that they are “unique-
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ly vulnerable and too easily erased from public discussions about the alarm-
ing trend of missing people” (Lindsey 2020).

One night, on a hunt, Scarlett loses sight of a Fenris and a group of three
young women, and she is too late to save one of them. She recalls their fear,
their inability to breathe. Scarlett empathizes with them, remembering the
feeling off wondering whether or not this is all just some horrible nightmare.
She sees herself in them, wondering if she looked the same way—filled with
terror and disbelief—when she saved her sister from the Fenris attack when
she was younger. She feels terrible for not being able to protect the girls from
the knowledge: “Nothing can help you, Dragonflies. Say good-bye to the
world you knew, welcome to the mouth of the cave. I’m sorry I failed you.
I’m so, so sorry” (Pearce 2010, 160). Scarlett’s mind replays the night, see-
ing the dead girl’s elbow on the ground, unattached from the rest of her
body—the rest of her body devoured. The thought “mixes with memories of
emerging from [her grandmother’s] bedroom, covered in dead Fenris blood,
hoping to run into [my grandmother’s] arms only to see there was nothing
left of her but a bloodied, shredded apron. It’s as if the Fenris know to leave a
small piece of the victim, a piece that always lurks in front of all the happy
memories of the dead” (Pearce 2010, 160–161). This melding of the past and
present when Scarlett is triggered by the Fenris attack is a typical trauma
response. As described in chapter 2, Jackson explains that when “a traumatic
event occurs, the full realization of its impact is not immediately accessible”
(Jackson 2016, 206–207). There is a period of “latency” between the time of
the trauma and the “full emotional impact of the event” (Jackson 2016,
206–207) This can be hours, days, or decades, and it “traps the survivor in a
cycle of repetitions and reenactments that makes the traumatic event contem-
poraneous with the present”(Jackson 2016, 206–207). Even six years later,
the violence of the Fenris attack at her grandmother’s house is right with her
in her consciousness, alongside the violence she witnesses in the present.
Scarlett’s identity as a hunter who hunts and kills Fenris is a way to cope
with the impact of the feeling of helplessness she recalls from the day her
grandmother died.

Scarlett’s physical power, her capability to fight back against Fenris, is
transformative for her, it makes her a survivor and an agent of her own
destiny. As Claire Maxwell and Peter Aggleton write, “Young women who
discursively position themselves as ‘powerful’ integrate their bodies within
such an understanding, using this integration to shore up the possibilities of
agentic practice” (Maxwell and Aggleton 2012, 306–307). As she grows
more confident in her body’s capacity, she moves from being a young girl
who can never be stronger than the monster, to training herself in tactics and
weapons that empower her to take that power back. She then chooses a life
where she fights, because she feels like she belongs there. Maxwell and
Aggleton articulate that, once one sees the body as powerful, “the physical
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body and acts of speech work together to open up opportunities for agentic
responses and behaviours which could become more sustained,” integrating
into both the girl’s narrative and her actions (Maxwell and Aggleton 2012,
313). Scarlett’s identity is wrapped up with her role as a Fenris-hunter, and
the way she carries that out in everyday life grants her agency over her life
and choices.

Scarlett feels duty-bound to be a hunter. She tells her friend, Silas that she
cannot sit back and assume someone else will kill the Fenris. She believes
that it is their responsibility to “do good when we have the power to” (Pearce
2010, 111). Violence is empowering for her, as she is able to feel more
confident and secure in her own body once she is physically able to defend
herself against Fenris and protect others from their attacks. When she comes
across three Fenris one night, Scarlett explains: “My heart swells. This is
what I am meant for” (Pearce 2010, 113). The way that Scarlett claims
agency over her body and her life and uses her skills at hunting to protect
other girls and women, marks her as a vigilante feminist super/heroine. There
is no mechanism of formal justice through which Fenris can be caught and
punished, and so Scarlett must act on her own to track and destroy them.
When she fails, girls die. Through this identity, she embodies agency and
experiences empowerment when she uses her skill with violence to make the
world safer for others. She explains: “How could I possibly try to pretend the
sunlight doesn’t exist, now that it’s taken so much of me? And I’m not
stupid—I realize what I’m giving up” (Pearce 2010, 39). Though she does
not see an end in sight, she hunts in order to kill Fenris, who are monsters
that kill girls and ruin the lives of families. She knows that there is not a
finish line, exactly, to the work that she has taken on, unless she can some-
how manage to kill every Fenris. She does not realistically think that she can
accomplish that, but she dreams of a world in which all the fear and darkness
are gone (Pearce 2010, 35).

What girls read is important to their identity development, since “emerg-
ing research in the areas of psychology and neuroscience points to the impor-
tance of stories in everyday life, how stories shape personality, develop em-
pathy, create community, change minds, and alter consciousness” (J. M. Del
Negro 2017, ix). It is important that young adult readers have opportunities
to see characters who can heal from trauma, and who are agentic. As Del
Negro explains, “Stories that depict heroes and heroines overcoming extraor-
dinary odds are critical to the emotional health of all listeners, but to no one
more so than adolescents who are tentative and uncertain of their own emo-
tional survival, despite any surface glamour to the contrary” (J. M. Del Negro
2017, 97). Additionally, Sarah Hentges argues that “the texts that girls con-
sume, as well as the texts that we consume about girls, are important for an
understanding of the roles that girls play in life and in our imaginations”
(Hentges 2018, 54). She elaborates that “What we find in the characters of
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books not only helps us to see ourselves more clearly, these stories also help
us escape into another world where we can see other women fight similar
battles” (Hentges 2018, 76). For Scarlett, honing her body into a weapon and
hunting Fenris is a way of healing, controlling her environment, and feeling
like she has agency over her own life. It is empowering to her. Rosie says of
Scarlett: “It’s not a sickness, it’s a passion. I now realize, a passion to hunt
the same way a painter must paint or a singer must sing. It’s her blood and
her heart” (Pearce 2010, 320). The hunt, which is inherently violent, is a
calling for Scarlett. She feels whole when doing it. She is empowered
through violence, which allows her to exercise agency over her body and her
life.

SWEETLY

In the second novel in the Retold Fairytales series, Sweetly, a loose retelling
of Hansel and Gretel, Jackson Pearce introduces another community preyed
upon by Fenris. At the start of this novel, young twin sisters and their older
brother are walking in the forest. One of the twin girls carries a fairy tale
book with her like a guidebook, because they are looking for the witch’s
house, rumored to be in these very woods. As they walk, the older brother
drops jellybeans along the trail. When they hear cracking branches and the
sound of an approaching figure, they turn to see an enormous monster—the
witch—with yellow eyes. They clasp their hands together, so they do not lose
each other in the dark forest, and they run. The witch gives chase. The older
brother realizes that they are being slowed down by clasping hands, and they
will all die if they do not let go. He breaks free just as he sees the edge of the
woods. He enters the house, to find that only one of his sisters made it out of
the woods with him.

That witches are real, but no one believes them, is a curse with which
Ansel and his surviving sister Gretchen must live. They are terrified of the
woods, of being alone. Gretchen, having lost the other half of herself when
her twin disappeared, feels lost throughout her life. Their mother dies of
grief, and their father remarries. Their stepmother does not like them. Soon,
their father dies, as well, and when Gretchen is eighteen years old, they are
kicked out of the house. They head East from Washington, where they have
lived all their lives. Gretchen wants to move to the East Coast, to the ocean
where there are no forests for witches to hide in. They only have a couple
hundred dollars, and Ansel’s old truck. They break down in South Carolina,
just a few hours west of the ocean, out of money and unable to pay to have
the truck towed or fixed.

They find themselves in the small town of Live Oak, a vestige of the
Confederacy where the pride of the town is a small museum containing the
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boots of Robert E. Lee, and where no one wants to talk to outsiders, especial-
ly young ones. It is not long before they learn that young folks, young
women in particular, seem to disappear from Live Oak. Some say the miss-
ing young women have moved to the city, never to turn back or call home
again. Others believe they have been taken or killed. When Gretchen and
Ansel arrive in town looking for work, they are directed to the home of
Sophia Kelly, a house in the middle of the woods far from town which she
also runs as a candy shop (Kellys’ Chocolatier) out of the front part of her
house. When she invites them to stay a few days to fix things up around the
property, so that they can pay to fix the truck, they are quite literally staying
in a house of candy deep in the woods, a clear allusion to the fairy tale from
which the novel draws its inspiration.

As Gretchen and Ansel spend time with Sophia, they grow more comfort-
able and feel more secure than they ever have. Part of it might be the candy,
which seems to have the power to calm nerves and soften anxiety. But
mostly, it is that they were blamed as children for losing their sister in the
woods. That pain, coupled with the trauma of the loss, and compounded by
the grief in a home where first their mother, and then their father died, has
left Gretchen and Ansel lost. With Sophia they are welcomed and loved and
folded into the comings and goings of Live Oak. For the first time in a very
long time they feel wanted.

There is talk about Sophia in the town. Some people blame her for the
disappearance of the girls, because they started leaving right after she came
home from college. She came home because her father had been murdered in
their house, supposedly mauled by a pack of angry dogs. Folks did not know
for sure how he died, but that was what it appeared to be. Shortly after,
Gretchen’s sister went off to college, and never returned again, even to visit.
And since the disappearance without a trace of eight teenage girls over a span
of two years cannot be explained, they blame Sophia. As Jed Wilkes, a local
man from Live Oak, says of Sophia: “People think she’s either the patron
saint of candy, or the first sign of Live Oak’s end days” (Pearce 2011, 18).
Sophia’s story seems to be as tragic as theirs; her mother died of cancer when
Sophia was young, and now her father and sister are gone as well.

Each year since she moved back to Live Oak, Sophia has hosted a Choco-
late Festival. It is an invite-only, formal party to which teenage girls are
invited. To liven it up, Sophia invites guys from “out of town,” to show the
girls a good time, and to introduce them to people outside their small com-
munity. It is the party of the year, and when Gretchen and Ansel arrive in
Live Oak, it is only eight weeks away. Between that and the Fourth of July
celebration, Sophia has more than she can handle to do in the candy shop,
and she invites Gretchen and Ansel to stay with her until after the Chocolate
Festival. The candy shop is so calming, and the candy seems to calm their
anxieties when they eat it, so they agree to postpone their departure to the
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beach to stay and help Sophia. When Gretchen takes party invitations to the
Post Office to mail them, she spots a row of photos on the back wall, depict-
ing smiling girls. Above each of their faces is marked “Missing Person
Alert,” and she realizes that she is looking at the girls who were lost after the
Chocolate Festival. She counts them—eight girls—and she scans the names:
Layla, Emily, Whitney, Jillian, Danielle, Allie, Rachel, and Taylor. These are
the girls whose lives the people of Live Oaks believe Sophia has ruined
(Pearce 2011, 63–64). Gretchen fantasizes about helping them, finding them,
about being the person who solves the mystery of the missing girls. She
memorizes their names so that they will not be forgotten, unlike her twin
sister about whom none of her family was allowed to speak after she went
missing in the woods.

One evening, while Gretchen is sitting on the porch, staring into the
woods, she becomes emboldened to reclaim her life. All her life she has
avoided forests, scanned the tree-line for monsters that might emerge from its
edges, knowing that forests were not safe. Now that she is eighteen and
living in a new place all the way across the country, she wants to take back
her agency. After eating a candied lemon peel, a concoction that Sophia told
her is supposed to help with courage, Gretchen walks to the edge of the
woods, willing herself to enter. She tells herself there are no witches. When
nothing immediately jumps out at her, she enters the woods. She reaches a
creek, and the sound of the water rushing over the rocks is so soothing that
she sits down. She notes the moonlight pouring down through the treetops,
reflecting in the creek, and she sits, noting how serene and beautiful the
scene is.

She realizes suddenly that the creek is actually deafening, and as she
strains to listen to the forest, she senses something in the woods with her,
describing the sense of becoming overcome with a sense of dread. “Some-
thing rustles, something large enough that I hear it over the creek’s rapids . . .
I stiffly turn to see whatever it is that’s moving. Whatever it is that’s waiting
for me on the other side of the creek. It’s a man. And he has yellow eyes”
(Pearce 2011, 81). He has perfect white teeth and sweeping blond hair.
Gretchen tries to make herself believe that it is just a man standing in front of
her, but the yellow eyes are the witch’s eyes from so many years ago, the day
that her twin sister was taken away from her in the woods near her home in
Washington. She runs, he chases her, and as he does he transforms. The
description is similar to the one Scarlett gives during her first encounter with
a Fenris; the shoulders hunch forward, the mouth grows too long for the face,
and it has claws and long teeth. But she specifically notes his eyes, which are
yellow and precisely the same as she remembers from childhood, when she
and her sister and brother were attacked in the woods in Washington, when
her sister never made it out of the forest alive. When she looks back again,
“there is no man behind me. Just a monster. Head slung low to the ground,
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teeth jutting up through hanging black lips. His ears are plastered back on his
head. Each time he takes a small, careful step toward me, his claws click and
scratch at the pavement. The yellow eyes are locked on me” (Pearce 2011,
84). Gretchen is being hunted, the helpless prey of a hungry monster. She
makes it to the main road but knows she cannot outrun her attacker.

In this terrifying moment, Gretchen is miraculously saved. A man
emerges from the woods with a gun and shoots the monster. The monster
slumps over, a heap of blood and fur, and then explodes into darkness.
Gretchen feels “too many emotions, and my body has shut down. Where was
the man with the gun twelve years ago? Why did he save me and not my
sister? Why do I get to survive” (Pearce 2011, 85)? Instead of feeling relief at
the vindication that the witches are actually real, she first feels survivor guilt.
The first time she saw the witch as a child, she was the twin who made it out
of the woods, and now, the second time she sees it, she has been rescued
from what she had always believed would be her fate. The man with the gun
is Samuel Reynolds, brother of Silas Reynolds, who is a main character in
Sisters Red, and one of a long line of woodsmen. Some of his brothers are
good with a knife, an axe, but he is good with a gun. He is there, in Live Oak,
hunting the werewolves, the Fenris, as he explains to Gretchen. “I thought
they were witches,” Gretchen replies, as he explains that these werewolves
have nothing to do with full moons, silver bullets, or red capes. Samuel tells
her: “Sophia Kelly is the only witch in Live Oak. I’ve been trying to con-
vince everyone in Live Oak the Fenris exist for the past two years. All it’s
gotten me is a reputation for being a lunatic” (Pearce 2011, 89).

Gretchen has spent her entire life waiting for the witch to come claim her,
scared that it would come back to finish the business of taking her sister so
many years ago. When she encounters the Fenris in the Live Oak woods, she
realizes that she was right that it was her destiny to see the monster again.
She thinks, “I didn’t die. Not in the forest, not after, even though I was afraid.
Terrified that the witch would come for me, terrified of vanishing. Terrified
the exact thing that happened last night would happen. And it did. But I
didn’t die” (Pearce 2011, 95). She was astounded to meet Samuel Reynolds,
a person who “didn’t run from the monster—he walked up to it. And shot it.
That’s all it took to destroy everything I’ve been afraid of for twelve years,
everything that could make me disappear” (Pearce 2011, 95). Knowing that
the monsters can be destroyed gives her the idea that if she could learn how
to shoot a gun, she “wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore. I wouldn’t have to
be afraid of anything ever again” (Pearce 2011, 95). Her survivor guilt makes
her feel like she is cheating death, saving herself and potentially other girls,
when she could not save her own sister. She says to herself: “Staying like
this, being the victim—that won’t bring her back” (Pearce 2011, 95). She
believes she can feel stronger, empowered, if she learns to shoot. She decides
to ask Samuel Reynolds to teach her how to use a gun.
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Samuel tries to talk her out of it. He does not teach people how to use
guns, firstly, and secondly, he fears that actively hunting Fenris will be more
dangerous than trying to avoid them. Gretchen pushes: “I don’t want to be
afraid anymore . . . I’m sick of thinking I’ll end up like my sister or the girls
who disappeared here” (Pearce 2011, 104). No one in Live Oak believes him
when he tries to tell them about the Fenris, and he has become a pariah in
town because he tries to convince people that the missing girls are dead, and
that Sophia Kelly is to blame. He decides to help Gretchen because having a
person in his life who believes him is worth something to him, and he
understands her core rationale for wanting to be safer in a world that she
knows is filled with monsters.

There is evidence to back up that the way Gretchen feels, that learning
how to physically defend herself could make her not only physically more
capable of self-defense but also give her a sense of agency and control over
her life that was taken from her in the forest as a child. Jocelyn A. Hollander
writes about the importance of self-defense training for sexual violence pre-
vention, and the basic premise can connect here, as well. As she writes:
“women’s self-defense training aims to arm women with the skills to avoid,
interrupt, and resist assault . . . most teach awareness, physical fighting skills,
and escape tactics . . . [and some] also teach verbal assertiveness and empow-
erment skills” (Hollander 2016, 207–208). In going through this training,
women not only learn defense and fighting techniques that match their body
type, but they also gain a sense of agency over their own bodies that they feel
has been lost by the looming threat of violence. Evidence shows that the
training “produces deep and sustained changes in the women who complete
it . . . [and it helps] them feel more confident in all areas of their lives”
(Hollander 2016, 217). The training transforms “women’s sense of them-
selves,” “empowers women, expanding rather than limiting their freedom,”
and “fosters changes in women that may have ripple effects that go far
beyond the individual to all they interact with and the culture as a whole”
(Hollander 2016, 220). That Gretchen refuses to live in fear any longer, that
she chooses to learn a way to defend and fight, is in line with the role that
self-defense training has for girls and women who live under threat in a rape
culture. And, as explored earlier in the chapter when talking about Sisters
Red, the Fenris represent sexual predators.

Samuel is in Live Oak because three years ago he fell in love with a girl
there, and when you live in Live Oak, you stay there. Two years ago, she
disappeared: Layla, one of the eight missing girls on the Post Office wall.
Gretchen pieces together that the missing girls were taken by Fenris, and
Samuel shares that they were all taken within a few days after the Chocolate
Festival, which is why he thinks Sophia Kelly is involved. However, Gretch-
en has doubts of Sophia’s involvement because, as she has been living with
her, she has come to believe that Sophia’s younger sister, Naida, who sup-
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posedly left for college right after their father died, might actually be the first
of the disappeared girls—the one who originated the pattern. As Gretchen
and Samuel practice shooting, she asks why he stayed after she was gone,
with no friends, and no one in town trusting him. “Someone has to protect
everyone else,” he says. Gretchen begins to try to solve the puzzle of the
missing girls. She wonders what it is about these girls that made them spe-
cial, because knowing that “maybe means no one else has to vanish” (Pearce
2011, 146). She becomes focused on this as a solution. Her sister, and these
Live Oak girls, were killed by Fenris. Now that she knows, she wants to save
others from that fate, become a skilled hunter so she can protect herself and
others, and keep any more families from having to go through the pain of
losing their daughter. Gretchen’s intent is to be the vigilante feminist super/
heroine protector these girls need, to make their world safer for them to live,
and to eradicate the threat to their safety.

As the days pass, and Gretchen and Ansel are still staying with Sophia,
Sophia grows more and more insistent that Gretchen stay for the Chocolate
Festival. It is a fancy affair, one that Sophia has started preparing for a month
in advance. She hangs strings for paper lanterns up in the trees in the back
yard, she begins making delectable and unusual chocolate treats, and she
mails out fancy invitations with RSVP cards. She is obsessed with the
RSVPs, staring at them, sometimes seeming sad as she looks at them. She
tells Gretchen that “not enough” girls are coming and worries that her reputa-
tion in town will ruin the party. The tradition is that girls who are graduating
from high school that year wear red dresses. We know from the Fenris lore
shared in Sisters Red that the Fenris are aroused by the color red, it heightens
their excitement and makes their hunt more satisfying. The girls in town who
are planning to attend the party shop for those dresses with great care, and
talk about them with pride; though Gretchen does not yet know why or how,
these girls are being set up to be as irresistible as possible to Fenris. Younger
girls in town anticipate their invitation to the party when they are a bit older.
Since Gretchen is eighteen, Sophia insists that she wear a red dress along
with the Live Oak high school graduates, and she finds one of younger sister
Naida’s that fits her well.

When Gretchen is skilled enough with a gun that she can hit a moving
target, Samuel agrees to take her hunting. They walk through the woods for
hours, and eventually they do find a Fenris target. When Gretchen shoots it,
and kills it, she feels happy: “I grin, I laugh, I shout all at once and a feeling
of warm freedom sweeps through me. I don’t need to be afraid anymore”
(Pearce 2011, 234). Gretchen has lived her whole life in fear of the “witch”
returning to kill her; she has feared forests, and being alone, and she has lived
with unbearable survivor guilt. The feeling of release—of freedom—that she
feels when she is capable of shooting and killing a Fenris is healing for her,
and it empowers her. Her embodiment shifts from being a passive participant
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in her own life, to being an agent of her own destiny. The violent act of
shooting and killing a Fenris provides her with the purpose that she needs,
which is to protect other girls and young women from being taken and killed.

Gretchen and Samuel try to unravel the puzzle of the missing girls and
their connection to Sophia. They learn a few things. First, Naida was a twin,
whose sibling died in the womb. That meant that Naida and Gretchen had
something huge in common—a twin who died—and Gretchen begins to
worry if she, too, might somehow be in danger. Second, someone has been
delivering shells to Sophia, and every time she receives one, she gets upset.
Gretchen also finds shells in the back shed, in a box, eight of them. On a
hunt, after Samuel kills a Fenris who is drawn to Gretchen, they find that he
was carrying a shell, and they realize that it is the Fenris who have been
delivering these shells to Sophia. There are eleven in all. Eight shells in the
shed, match the eight girls who disappeared after Sophia Kelly’s Chocolate
Festival. Together, they piece together that the eleven new shells must mean
that eleven more girls are going to be taken or killed this year. After weeks of
stress and anxiety over the RSVP count, Sophia tells Gretchen that twenty-
three girls are planning to attend the party. Not knowing what relationship
this all has to Sophia, but realizing the wolves must be planning to attack
at—or shortly after—the Chocolate Festival, Gretchen begs Sophia to cancel
the party: “the four of us can go anywhere you want. We don’t let any more
girls disappear. But you have to stop the festival. You have to cancel it”
(Pearce 2011, 265). Not only does Sophia refuse to cancel it, but she still
insists that Gretchen stay for it: “There is so much desperation in her
voice. . . . Her eyes are wide, and she chokes on each breath” (Pearce 2011,
265).

Gretchen and Samuel concoct a plan to arrive to the party late and armed,
in hopes of saving the girls who are in danger. When they arrive they find
Sophia in the kitchen talking to an angry Fenris. They overhear him telling
her that he is disappointed that there are “not eleven.” Sophia responds: “But
there just aren’t eleven this year—one of the girls didn’t show up. Look out
there—there are plenty of seventeen-year-olds! I can make up for it next
year” (Pearce 2011, 279)! Gretchen suddenly realizes that Sophia already
knows about the wolves, the shells, and what is really happening to the Live
Oak girls. Not only does she know about it, but she is involved with it.
Eleven shells are the Fenris’ instructions; Sophia sends them home with a
shell, and with that they are marked to die. When Gretchen and Samuel
confront her, Sophia breaks down and explains to Gretchen that the Fenris
killed her father, and then came back and took her sister, but they did not kill
her. The Fenris told Sophia that they would give her sister back someday, if
Sophia cooperates with their demands. Specifically, the wolves want Sophia
to provide them with a harvest of girls who are eighteen years old each year:
“They want girls at eighteen. The closer to eighteen, the better. It’s their
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favorite age—they say it’s when a girl’s blood is sweetest. They leave the
younger ones—wait till the next festival. They take the ones in the red
dresses” (Pearce 2011, 285). Then she tells Gretchen that she is number
eleven, which is why Sophia was so desperate for Gretchen to remain and to
attend the festival.

When a hungry Fenris enters the room and begins to turn into a wolf,
Samuel shoots him. He does not die, though, he rears back and runs outside.
Suddenly the party erupts into chaos. The handsome “guys from out of town”
begin to transform into wolves, and the girls begin to scream. Samuel and
Gretchen begin to fight. Sophia tells Gretchen the gruesome details about
why her sister Naida was taken instead of killed. When a twin dies, they
absorb the soul of the other twin so that they have two souls inside them.
That rare circumstance allows the Fenris to kill one soul by biting the living
girl in the heart, and then the other soul slowly dies while the girl is kept in
the ocean, until she becomes dark—a kindred evil like the Fenris, but differ-
ent. Subordinate. The turned creatures become the Fenris’ playthings—sex
with a mortal kills them, so they imprison the turned twin girls as their sex
slaves. Gretchen realizes that she is a twin who has absorbed the soul of her
sister, too, and the Fenris pack leader can also smell that on her. He wants her
to live so he can take her to be with Naida, so that Gretchen can become one
of their sex slaves. As Gretchen and Samuel slaughter the Fenris pack, and
girls begin escaping, the leader grabs Sophia and tries to bargain with
Gretchen. He tells her they will leave, and let everyone live—Sophia, Samu-
el, Ansel, and the remaining girls—if Gretchen will go with them. In order to
kill the pack leader, she must shoot him between the eyes, but he is using
Sophia as a human shield. To kill the Fenris, Gretchen would have to shoot
through Sophia. Sophia begs her to do it and choosing justice (for what
Sophia has done in cooperating with the Fenris) and the lives of the girls
(who can still be saved), Gretchen does it, and Sophia dies.

Sophia, like Amarantha and Ianthe in chapter 1 and Kimura in chapter 2,
is a tool of the patriarchy. She has made a deal with the Fenris to protect her
sister, and as long as she does what the Fenris ask of her—which is to trick
and trap teenage girls for the Fenris to prey upon each year—she is granted
their protection. But what they ask of her is too much to bear; the guilt that
she feels for being a weapon of the patriarchy has left her despairing, and she
would rather die than see another group of girls killed. The lead Fenris turns
on Sophia when it realizes how valuable Gretchen is to him; as a twin who
has absorbed the soul of the other, she can become a Fenris toy. Sophia
seems grateful when Gretchen figures out her secret, and she begs to die.
When Gretchen kills Sophia to kill the lead Fenris, she is saving countless
other girls’ lives as well as her own life. She is also, at least temporarily,
destroying the embodiment of patriarchy in this town.



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e120

Hunting Wolves 111

At this moment, Gretchen’s role as a vigilante feminist super/heroine is
apparent. As Laura does in chapter 2, when she kills the man who murders
Alice, the quest for justice in these worlds is elusive. There was no one but
Laura to decide the fate of Alice’s killer, just like there is no one but Gretch-
en who can take this shot and decide the fate of Sophia, who is responsible
for the deaths of at least eight girls. Laura is able to live with herself making
this decision to protect others. Gretchen is, as well. Killing the leader of this
Fenris pack will mean that the girls at the party now will be safe; it means
that Gretchen will not be captured and turned into a sex slave; and it means
that other girls will be protected from Sophia’s future parties, which are just
fronts for this sadistic hunt. All of Gretchen’s physical training and practice
with the shotgun have gotten her to this place, where she is no longer para-
lyzed by her past. She is capable of using her own body to wield a weapon to
protect other girls from the fate of her twin sister, and this is empowering for
her. In this moment, she has claimed agency over her own body and life and
accepted the role of protector of others.

The parallels between the Fenris and rapists is clear, and the metaphor of
“hunter and prey” reflects the way that rape culture is represented in contem-
porary U.S. society. In the documentary film The Hunting Ground (2015),
director Kirby Dick and producer Amy Ziering track down stories of college
students who have been raped, and whose schools failed to adequately pro-
tect them after they reported their assaults. There is no pretense about what
the documentary title means—the college campus is the hunting ground,
where the rapists are the wolves, hunting their prey, sometimes with unapol-
ogetic, proud impunity. The film notes that 8 percent of men in college are
responsible for 90 percent of all assaults; they are serial rapists. One such
man, “his face blurred out, describes how easy it is to be a serial rapist given
the prevalence of alcohol and new students. ‘The number of victims is end-
less,’ he says” (Burr 2015). And it is not only male rapists who are represent-
ed as wolves in American culture; fraternities are represented in the media as
wolf dens, with their young men howling at passing women as a symbol of
masculine virility. The documentary is a representation of a reality, but it
tells us what the Retold Fairytales series tells us—that there are wolves
among us, often dressed as handsome, good looking suave men who prey on
college women. As with the Fenris, they are well practiced in luring women
into spaces where they are cut off from safety. In fact, the Fenris desire
young women most at eighteen years old, because it is when they are the
“sweetest tasting.” Similarly, as The Hunting Ground elucidates, college
freshmen, eighteen-year-olds, are most vulnerable to sexual assault during
the first months of college, at this age they are imagined as fresh meat, as
easy prey, and are disproportionately victims of sexual assault during the first
ninety days.4
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In Sweetly, Gretchen finds her destiny in saving other girls from her
sister’s fate. This is a manifestation of the impact of the trauma she has
experienced, as sometimes the effect of trauma on a person is to create a
“splitting of self . . . that trauma is not simply an effect of destruction, but an
enigma of survival. One’s identity becomes bound up with, or founded in, the
death one survives” (Jackson 2016, 208). If we think about Gretchen as the
“one who survives,” in the forest when her twin sister was taken, or again in
the Live Oak woods when the Fenris hunts her, it makes sense that her
identity becomes wrapped up with that survival. When she learns that Fenris
are involved in a complicated and grotesque plot to lure and kill eighteen-
year-old girls, she wants to protect them. She learns how to shoot a gun,
practicing until she has good aim, shaping herself into a hunter, so that she
can protect others, particularly because there are no other systems set up to
do so. When she learns that the Fenris want her because, as a twin whose
sister has died, she has the unique capacity to become a dark creature and a
sex slave, the battle takes on a personal twist; Gretchen is saving herself from
becoming a victim of repeated sexual assault. The severity of this reality
sharpens Gretchen into the hunter she wants to become, and she saves dozens
of girls through her use of violence. As with Scarlett in Sisters Red, and
Feyre in A Court of Thorns and Roses, the way that Gretchen chooses to see
her body as powerful, and to use it to fight back against monsters, is a
reclamation of agency over her own body, life, and choices. When her power
becomes central to her new narrative about herself, she becomes the agent of
her own destiny as well, a vigilante super/heroine fighting to make the world
safer for others.

The way that girls and women fight these battles matters, as “these stories
position self-determination as the key to women’s individual empowerment,
and they feature protagonists who model such empowerment through their
portrayal as either assertive, outspoken women that defy cultural stereotypes
of female passivity, or else as characters who develop into such women as
the narrative progresses” (Sibielski 2019, 593). Scarlett and Gretchen both
grow into models of self-determination who defy conventions of female
passivity, but importantly, they also use that growth to protect others. Rosa-
lind Sibielski affirms that when protagonists speak out against the “injustices
perpetrated against others” they link “their empowerment to their willingness
to stand up for the rights of others, and not just in the face of infringements to
their own individual personhood” (Sibielski 2019, 594). This is crucial to an
analysis of Scarlett and Gretchen as vigilante feminist super/heroines; their
actions are not solely their own, or for their own benefit. They do not seek
power for the sake of power, or violence for the sake of violence. Their
violence is done for the protection of other girls and women, to keep them
from having to face the Fenris predators.
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Studies show that young adult readers tend to relate deeply to the charac-
ters they read about in novels. Readers spend more time with a novel than
they do with a film or television show, and so the potential for readers to
identify with literary protagonists is amplified. Beth Ann Goodenberger ex-
plains the notion of “experience-taking” in Then and Now: A Look at the
Messages Young Adult Fiction Sends Teenage Girls in the 1970s and the
2000s, which occurs when “The character’s world, actions, dialogue, and
beliefs, are all experienced by the readers” (Goodenberger 2015, 2). Though
the phenomenon does not occur every time a person reads, when it does
happen “young women can become heavily influenced by the female protag-
onists in young adult novels” (Goodenberger 2015, 3). In this way, “young
adult novels can make a tremendous impact on the reader, influencing and
even altering their behavior and thinking” (Goodenberger 2015, 3). As Goo-
denberger argues, and as other scholars such as Melanie Kimball and Janice
M. Del Negro corroborate in their study, “Teenagers are already at a vulner-
able point in their lives as they transition to adulthood, and they are easily
influenced during this period. For teenage girls, the female protagonists they
read about can provide them with a guide to not only an adult, but also a
woman” (Goodenberger 2015, 3). Readers “derive their own interpretation of
a text based on their personal life” (Goodenberger 2015, 3). Between experi-
ence-taking and the reader-response process of personal meaning making, “it
is easy to see how a novel can drastically affect the lives of vulnerable
teenage girls” (Goodenberger 2015, 4).

One of the ways that girls are vulnerable is in the way that their lives are
steeped in a misogynist landscape in which violence against women and girls
is normalized. As Kelly Oliver notes in Hunting Girls, “we live in a rape
culture that valorizes lack of consent and sexual assault, especially of young
high school and college age girls, but we also have images of ever-younger
strong girls wielding weapons who can take care of themselves” (Oliver
2013). The Fenris stand in for sexual predators in the Retold Fairytales
series, and so the ways that Scarlett and Gretchen overcome trauma in order
to reclaim agency over their lives and bodies is meaningful for readers. It
offers them a mechanism through which they can imagine themselves
through the protagonists, as teenage girls who are fighting back. Maria Ni-
kolajeva explains that “social structures are represented in literature, as well
as how texts reflect time and society within which they were produced.
Sociohistorical studies of fairy tales provide good examples” (Nikolajeva
2005, 73). This is particularly important with the stories examined in this
chapter, as the Fenris stand in for sexual predators, amidst a contemporary
cultural context in which one in four women will experience sexual assault in
her lifetime. Scarlett and Gretchen fighting against Fenris reflect a time and
society in which violence against women and girls is normalized, or even, as
Oliver argues, valorized. However, by honing their bodies into weapons and
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taking on the roles of hunters, Scarlett and Gretchen offer vicarious ways to
experience the empowerment of defeating their attackers.

NOTES

1. The other three texts are: Sweetly written in 2011 (a retelling of Hansel and Gretel);
Fathomless written in 2012 (a retelling of The Little Mermaid); and Cold Spell written in 2013
(a retelling of The Ice Queen).

2. In Sisters Red, there is reference to a boy as young as fourteen, and men closer to fifty
with gray hair. The age of the Fenris depends upon the age in which they are located and
turned. They are described as “frat boys,” “rock stars,” “chiseled,” “charming,” “attractive,”
and “disarming.”

3. Similarly, in the section titled “Moral” in Charles Perrault’s Little Red Riding Hood
(1697), he wrote of wolves that: “Some are perfectly charming, not loud, brutal, or angry, but
tame, pleasant, and gentle.”

4. Partially excerpted from Marvels and Tales article with permission from Wayne State
University Press.
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In the current Turkish context marked by a dramatic shift toward authoritari-
anism, the anti-feminist and anti-gender political agenda has been intrinsic to 
the foundation of a new political regime under the Justice and Development 
Party (AKP) [JDP] rule. Especially in the post-2011 period, as the AKP 
consolidated its power through new electoral victories and turned away from 
the ideal of “liberal Muslim democracy” that characterized its early years in 
power (Coşar and Özman 2004), its gender policy vision became increas-
ingly dominated by a familialist and pronatalist policy vision and increased 
the grip of hegemonic gender roles on women’s and LGBT people’s lives 
(Acar and Altunok 2013; Güneş-Ayata and Doğangün 2017; Kandiyoti 2016). 
The religio-conservative backlash in the gender regime, reinforced through 
various ideological elements such as nationalism, familialism, pronatalism, 
anti-gender ideology, anti-feminism and pro-Islamism, has propagated for 
a naturalist gender order and proposed regulation of abortion and reproduc-
tive rights as a cure to the alleged demoralization of society (Cindoglu and 
Unal 2017; Korkman 2015). The mode of politics feeding into this backlash 
revolves around a highly masculinist leadership style that perpetuates populist 
antagonisms between the so-called national will and secular elite and derives 
its power from aggressiveness, vulgarity, ruthlessness and machismo (Eksi 
and Wood 2019; Ozbay and Soybakis 2020). In recent years, this hyper-
masculine political power has increasingly fostered a masculinist identity 
politics based on the construction of an endangered masculinity and mobi-
lization against the concept of gender (Çağatay 2019; Özkazanç 2019). This 
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affective entanglement of the authoritarian right-wing populist regime with 
masculinist identity politics leads to a new anti-democratic public space where 
anti-feminist and anti-gender claims and demands are becoming more coher-
ent and visible in the public debate. It is worth noting that the terms “anti-
feminist” and “anti-gender” here connote both rhetorical styles and policy 
perspectives that draw on antagonistic vilification and exclude pluralism and 
deliberative processes while arguing for traditional gender hegemony (Kováts 
2017). While the former constructs a homogenous enemy out of feminists and 
feminisms, the latter vilifies theoretical work, empirical research and activist 
voices that draw on the concept of gender, gender equality and its policy tools 
(Kováts 2017). As such, they operate hand in hand in disseminating “gender 
populism,” that is, the political appropriation of a simplifying understanding 
of gender as a “natural,” dichotomous order (Saresma 2018).

Against this background, this chapter investigates the “masculinist res-
toration project” in the discursive repertoires deployed by various actors in 
Turkey with the aim of reinforcing anti-feminist, masculinist and anti-gender 
political positions. It situates the political agenda, the organizational strate-
gies, and the rhetorical styles of the rising anti-gender movement vis-à-vis the 
AKP regime and pro-government women’s organizations such as KADEM 
(Women and Democracy Association) that promote it (Doyle 2018; Koyuncu 
and Özman 2019). Kandiyoti (2013) defines the “masculinist restoration 
project” in Turkey as a patriarchal project of restoring “patriarchy as usual” 
at the current political moment when notions of female subordination can 
no longer be hegemonic because of women’s demands for equality, their 
activism, and the demise of the idea of male-breadwinner. This attempt at 
restoring masculinist privileges employs the rhetoric of “the crisis of mascu-
linity,” that is, the thesis that invokes the idea of loss of hegemonic masculine 
values in a gender order that is allegedly coopted by feminist acquisitions and 
leads to insecurities in men’s psyche and societal roles (Mellström 2018). 
The masculinist restoration project as a form of comprehensive restructur-
ing of discourse, policy and gender vocabulary is not unique to Turkey; it 
is increasingly gaining ground across the world through mobilization of 
political agendas that sanction male domination in public and private spheres 
(Gotell and Dutton 2016; Marwick and Caplan 2018; Nicolas and Agius 
2017). It is a particular form of counter-movement that opposes feminism 
and its advocates, promotes the “rights of men” in a society perceived to 
be dominated by women and mobilizes primarily to serve to the interests 
of fathers and spouses with regard to issues such as divorce laws, alimony, 
child custody, and violence (Blais and Dupuis-Déri  2012). Its anti-gender 
agenda is based on a mobilization against what they call “genderism,” that 
is, gender mainstreaming, gender equality policies and recognition of sexual 
diversity (Kuhar and Paternotte 2017). In Turkey, masculinist actors utilize 

Hakola et al._9781793635259.indb   68 16-03-2021   15:08:56



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e126

69The Masculinist Restoration Project in the Rhetoric

a form of polarizing propaganda that promises to ensure cultural authenticity 
and societal moral integrity around the hegemonic gender order not tainted by 
“western feminism.” They vernacularize the transnational flows of the global 
anti-gender rhetoric through anti-Western and pro-Islamist framings that 
constantly appeal to nationalist sentiments operationalized by masculinist 
politics. In recent years, this masculinist demagoguery has become more vis-
ible and ideologically coherent in its resistance against feminist acquisitions 
and reinvigorated masculinist demands in conjunction with the proliferation 
of discourse on family and masculinist pride under AKP rule.

This chapter exposes how the masculinist restoration project in Turkey 
unfolds in public debate as anti-gender actors (1) propagate against “gender 
ideology” and call for reviving “cultural authenticity” through the Islamic 
tradition, anti-Westernism and nationalism, (2) marginalize feminism as an 
anti-family and anti-Islam standpoint and accuse it for deprivileging men as 
a social group, and (3) proliferate the discourse of endangerment of men’s 
rights and ask for abandonment of recent feminist acquisitions in the legal 
sphere. Two main public debates, namely the debate on the Council of 
Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women 
and domestic violence (the Istanbul Convention) and women’s right to ali-
mony in cases of divorce are given special attention to map out the discur-
sive boundaries of anti-gender positions. The analysis makes use of recent 
scholarly studies on rhetorical strategies and collective action frames used 
in populist and anti-gender mobilizations (Aslanidis 2018; Corredor 2019; 
Foroughi et al. 2019; Harsin 2018). It mainly focuses on the time frame 
between 2019 and 2020 during which anti-gender discourses significantly 
proliferated and gained efficacy in the formulation of a political agenda. The 
data consists of major anti-gender groups’ and public figures’ interviews, 
press statements, columns and social media texts in the specified time period. 
Press statements both in pro-government and oppositional news sources were 
used to identify the main topics, demands and concerns in the anti-gender 
agenda, while social media data, which mainly includes anti-gender actors’ 
postings on Twitter, was gathered to detect the discursive and politically 
strategic tools and the interpretive schema used to reinforce the efficacy of 
masculinist demands.

Within this frame, the chapter argues that the anti-gender political climate 
that has been mediated until now through the discourse of an Islamically 
accentuated “complementarity of genders” framework is further fueled by 
novel actors in the current era who are motivated to respond to the alleged 
crisis of masculinity by restoring masculinist values in the legal sphere. 
This new stream of backsliding not only rejects the feminist ideal of gender 
equality but also challenges the AKP’s “gender justice” vision formulated 
with reference to Islam and rhetorically works to deprive it from moderately 
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accommodating a conservative pro-woman discourse enacted through docile, 
pro-AKP women’s organizations. It assumes an affective tone, utilizing the 
sentiments of hate, rage and resentment, vernacularizes transnational anti-
gender frames through an anti-Western logic based on Islam and leads to a 
ruthless performance of hypermasculine discourse in Turkey.

THE GLOBAL UPSURGE OF  
ANTI-GENDER MOVEMENTS

Anti-gender actors in the current era utilize the concept of “gender ideol-
ogy” to connote the opposition to a broad spectrum of recent sociopolitical 
reforms, namely sexual and reproductive rights, same-sex marriage, new 
reproductive technologies, gender mainstreaming, and protection against 
gender violence (Graff and Korolzcuk 2018; Kováts 2017). The simultaneity 
of anti-gender movements and traveling practices point out that they share 
certain striking commonalities across different geographies especially with 
regard to their antagonistic rhetoric and their opposition to LGBTQ issues, 
gender mainstreaming and gender theory (Kuhar and Paternotte 2017; Graff 
et. al 2019; Verloo and Paternotte 2018).

Anti-gender movements can emerge along and from within right-wing 
populist politics and share its conservative totalizing civilizational project 
that envisages idealized femininities and masculinities based on the hege-
monic gender order (Saresma 2018). They aim to radicalize the right-wing 
populist rule to the extent that they urge right-wing populist actors to annul 
existing legal frameworks that adopt gender ideology and/or attempt to pre-
vent them from ratifying such legal arrangements. The recent public debates 
about the Istanbul Convention in Hungary, Bulgaria, Slovakia, Poland and 
Turkey are emblematic of this (Darakchi 2019; Özkazanç 2019). Anti-gender 
critics of the Convention in these contexts regard the Convention as a “Trojan 
horse” or “Ebola from Brussels” that would proliferate “gender ideology” and 
introduce a “third sex” and same-sex marriage (Graff and Korolzcuk 2018).

These groups make use of right-wing rhetorical style that draws upon sim-
plifications, imaginary antagonisms and promotion of manipulative sources 
of information. Known as the products of the “post-truth” era (Foroughi et al. 
2019), these rhetorical styles discredit objective facts in knowledge produc-
tion and appeal to fabricated knowledge in shaping the public opinion. In this 
symbolic order, gender becomes an “empty signifier” that is ascribed with a 
stereotyped political image of the opponents, that is, local and transnational 
feminist and LGBTQ actors and provides leeway for political opportunism 
(Mayer and Sauer 2017). In what follows, the discussion introduces the politi-
cal agenda, the organizational strategies and rhetorical styles of the recently 
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proliferating anti-gender actors in Turkey and discusses the implications of 
their masculinist restoration project for the gender regime.

AKP, ANTI-GENDER POLITICS, AND 
GENDER COMPLEMENTARITY

Scholars use different typologies to explain the authoritarian shift in AKP 
rule in the post-2011 period such as “competitive authoritarianism” (Esen and 
Gumuscu 2016), “electoral authoritarianism” (Kaya 2015) or “authoritarian 
neoliberalism” (Tansel 2018). Following Norris and Inglehart (2019), this 
chapter utilizes the term “authoritarian populism” as an analytical lens to point 
out that authoritarian and populist characteristics blend together in the party’s 
discourse and policy. Discourse and policy on gender and sexuality functions 
as a “political glue” or “symbolic glue” in AKP rule, bringing together vari-
ous ideological elements such as nationalism, conservatism, pro-Islamism, 
neoliberalism and antifeminism in the same pot (Cindoglu and Unal 2017; 
Kandiyoti 2016; Kováts and Põim 2015). In this narrative ecology, idealized 
features of masculinity and femininity provide a hegemonic rationale for 
social relations at all levels of social organization (Acar and Altunok 2013; 
Güneş-Ayata and Doğangün 2017; Korkman 2015; Unal and Cindoglu 2013). 
Moreover, heteronormative nuclear family is set up as a means of protection 
against loss of values, moral decay, erosion of cultural authenticity (Akkan 
2018; Candas and Silier 2014; Coşar and Yegenoglu 2011).

This hegemonic gender order is further reinforced through a communica-
tion style and performative rhetoric that relies on polarization and stereotypes, 
thereby perpetuating antagonisms and grievances on the political spectrum 
(Eksi and Wood 2019). Its tone is affective, engaging in an elaborate emo-
tional work through targeting feminists as adversaries, enemies, scapegoats: 
“Feminists . . . don’t accept the concept of motherhood” (Guardian 2014), 
women and men cannot be equal (Guardian 2014), birth control is treason 
to nation (BBC 2016), abortion is murder (BBC 2012), “childless women are 
‘deficient’” (Guardian 2016). The AKP’s neo-conservative populist project 
implicated in these statements is amplified by strong references to the Sunni 
Islamic tradition (Mutluer 2019). These religious references serve as cata-
lysts to invoke majority anxieties about societal moral decay in the face of 
global feminist and LGBTQ agenda, increasing divorce rates and the decline 
of family (Özkazanç 2019; Yarar 2020). They also serve as remedies on the 
technical policy level through redefining key concepts, tools and mechanisms 
of gender equality politics (Koyuncu and Özman 2019).

The Islamic idea of fıtrat (disposition), which refers to human beings’ 
biological and divinely ordained nature according to the Islamic thought, 
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provides a useful ground for conservative gender populist arguments to 
replace the feminist idea of gender equality with the principle of the “comple-
mentarity of genders.” As a result, a new terminology emerges out of this reli-
gio-populist anti-gender stance fused with the Islamic worldview. In this new 
symbolic order, Islam is presented as a just religion that is attentive to human 
beings’ “true” selves and is thus superior to the liberal equality politics of 
“gender ideology” (Eslen-Ziya 2020; Koyuncu and Özman 2019). Familial 
unity, familial care and motherhood are praised through Islamic references 
(Adak 2020; Kocamaner 2019). Moreover, this religio-conservative equity 
vision is further blended with a religio-nationalist discourse that displays pro-
natalist tones and regards children as incarnations of Turkish nation’s future 
(Korkman 2015). It is this reshuffling of the gender regime through pronatal-
ism, familialism, gender complementarity and gender justice perspectives 
that has paved the way to the rising efficacy of anti-gender actors’ masculinist 
restoration project in Turkey.

ANTI-GENDER ACTORS IN TURKEY 
AND THEIR DEMANDS

When compared to the examples in Europe, the rising public visibility of the 
anti-gender movement as a countermovement to the feminist and LGBTQ 
activists is a relatively recent phenomenon in Turkey. It has mainly gained 
momentum through new discursive opportunity structures arising from the 
recent reshuffling of the gender regime. Özkazanç (2019) identifies the 
2019 Feminist Night Walk as an important political moment where the anti-
gender movement came to the surface. Contesting feminist activists’ call 
for mobilization on the International Women’s Day, an anti-gender group 
called Turkish Family Assembly released a statement on Twitter, asking 
imams to recite their demands in mosques on the 8th of March (GazeteDuvar 
2019). Condemning gender ideology as a terrorist project, anti-gender actors 
demanded the annulment of the Istanbul Convention and the Law No. 
6284 that aims to combat domestic violence and violence against women, 
opposed women’s rights to alimony, and asked for new legal arrangements 
with regard to alimony rights and child custody in favor of men (Bianet 
2018). They also raised other demands regarding the lifting of the ban on 
under-age marriages and the reenactment of the “head of the family” status 
in the Civil Code, which was annulled with the reform of the Civil Code in 
2001. As these demands have found resonance in AKP officials’ discourses, 
Turkish Family Assembly has emerged as a significant actor setting the anti-
gender agenda and mobilizing a public debate around it. Main social actors 
involved in this campaign also include radical Islamist columnists writing in 
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pro-government media and Islamist NGOs fiercely criticizing the Istanbul 
Convention (MepaNews 2020). There are also some public figures, such 
as Sema Maraşlı, who have recently emerged as vocal female actors in the 
emerging men’s movement and aim to gain power positions in the media 
through self-positioning at the forefront of anti-gender activism (Maraşlı 
2018).

Although organized around a very loose structure, the current anti-gender 
mobilization in Turkey displays the agility and the capacity to influence 
the public debate through various networks in media channels. As recent 
polls suggest (Diken 2020), it does not represent “demands from below” but 
rather fabricates a masculinist agenda to ensure the restoration of masculine 
privileges. The pro-government media resonates and legitimizes anti-gender 
actors’ claims and demands by giving voice to the “alternative facts” that they 
proclaim against “gender ideology” in target policy areas, namely, divorce 
laws, alimony, child custody, and violence (D’Ancona 2017). In a similar 
vein, the AKP government aligns with the anti-gender movement, stating 
that the public reaction against the Istanbul Convention and women’s right 
to alimony in case of divorce shall be soon addressed on policy level (T24 
2019a). President Erdogan recently declared that the Istanbul Convention 
is not binding, and the government will review the Convention in line with 
sociocultural sensitivities (Ahvalnews 2020). One can safely argue that the 
AKP’s accommodation of anti-gender masculinist claims in its policy vision 
amplifies the movement’s efficacy in public debate and generates a discursive 
space where new masculinist demands can be articulated. The discussion 
below maps out the discursive boundaries within which the recent debates 
on the Istanbul Convention and women’s rights to alimony have unfolded in 
anti-gender actors’ accounts.

THE DEBATE ON THE ISTANBUL CONVENTION

The Istanbul Convention, which was opened for signature in May 2011, is 
a comprehensive international agreement on violence against women and 
domestic violence with a monitoring mechanism that requires states to fully 
address male violence as a form of gender-based violence, to take measures 
to prevent it and to prosecute the perpetrators. As of March 2020, thirty-
four countries had ratified the Convention, while twelve signatures were 
not followed by ratifications (Council of Europe, 2020). Turkey signed the 
Convention in November 2011 with the support of all political parties in the 
parliament and ratified it in March 2012. The convention came into force in 
August 2014, making Turkey liable to prevent any form of male violence 
based on gender, sexual orientation and gender identity.
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Moreover, Law No. 6284 was accepted on March 8, 2012, providing legal 
basis for protective and preventive measures against male violence such as 
ensuring victims have access to shelter, legal and psychological support and 
implementing barring/eviction orders requiring the perpetrator to stay away 
from the victim (Ayhan 2017). The law stipulates that these measures must be 
implemented regardless of the victim’s marital status. Feminist organizations 
regard it as a significant step in preventing violence against women and use 
it as a pressure mechanism to urge the state to fully implement the existing 
legal framework to eliminate femicides (Yinanç 2017).

According to We Will Stop the Femicides Platform’s reports, 1,323 
women were killed in Turkey in the last three years by their husbands, 
boyfriends or male kin (Kadın Cinayetlerini Durduracağız 2020). Despite 
these alarming statistics, the implementation of the law on preventing male 
violence is quite problematic and at risk. The Islamically accentuated con-
servative gender regime designed to protect family unity fails to acknowl-
edge the systemic and institutional underpinnings of male violence and 
prefers to address it on moralistic grounds by pathologizing perpetrators and 
treating violence cases as individual incidents (Akyuz and Sayan-Cengiz 
2016). On the other hand, the recent proliferation of anti-gender propaganda 
poses another major threat to a sustainable feminist struggle against male 
violence.

Opposition against the Istanbul Convention operates as a major frame in 
anti-gender mobilization in Turkey. Its repertoires of contention mainly con-
sist of online activism with hashtags such as “Stop the Istanbul Convention,” 
“Istanbul Convention kills,” and “Family above everything” (Kaplan 2020a). 
Anti-gender actors operationalize these hashtags as collective action frames 
that enable them to develop a shared understanding about the alleged problem 
of “gender ideology” and a “schemata of interpretation” to take collective 
action (Benford and Snow 2000). These frames, that is, “schemata of inter-
pretation” used in mobilization and collective action, provide activists discur-
sive-cognitive patterns to diffuse grievances toward contentious action, and 
to crystallize their collective identity for a broad audience (Aslanidis 2018; 
Snow et al. 2014). They operate both on diagnostic and prognostic grounds 
in that the diagnostic phase identifies the social problem and the grievances 
associated with it, while the prognostic phase suggests solutions and strate-
gies (Aslanidis 2018). Accordingly, anti-gender actors blame the Istanbul 
Convention for propagating gender ideology and dismantling the family 
unity. While this diagnostic framing attributes blame to feminists for the 
alleged moral decay in society, prognostic framing proposes the annulment 
of the Convention to overcome the dissolution of family unity: “The idea 
of genderless people cultivated by the feminist-LGBT movement blows up 
the foundations of the family institution” (Kaplan 2020b); “This Convention 
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legitimizes adultery and destroys our family structure. Abolish it right away!” 
(Diyanet-sen, 2020).

Anti-gender actors also utilize opposition to the Istanbul Convention as 
a major frame to set a clear line separating the AKP’s anti-feminism from 
its seemingly pro-woman discourse propagated by pro-government wom-
en’s organizations (GONGOs) such as KADEM (Women and Democracy 
Association). Recently, KADEM has been the target of a series of anti-gender 
attacks in media because of its support for the Istanbul Convention. Several 
columnists in the pro-government media have attacked KADEM, arguing 
that it is co-opted by feminist lobbies and does not serve national interests 
(Independent Türkçe 2019). As a result, KADEM suddenly emerged as an 
anti-family actor in the public debate and found itself caught up in a crossfire. 
While feminist groups criticize it for not being feminist, anti-gender actors 
target its policy agenda for being feminist.

The argument about KADEM’s alleged feminism is indeed very ironic 
because as a “government-controlled shadow civil society actor” (Doyle 
2018), KADEM regards feminism as a Western ideology that supposedly 
defines genders in a constant clash and clearly positions itself as an anti-
feminist organization (Koyuncu and Özman 2019). Echoing the AKP’s 
gender complementarity perspective, KADEM suggests that the Islamic 
concept of justice is superior to the gender equality framework. Similar to 
conservative women’s organizations on the right-wing of the political spec-
trum across the globe (Bachetta and Power 2013), it appropriates feminist 
rhetorical frames, aligns them with the conservative agenda and formulates 
a seemingly woman-friendly policy framework that would be in tandem 
with the AKP’s gender complementarity model. As a result, it offers the 
impression that it can compensate for the AKP’s overtly misogynist official 
discourse. The rising anti-gender movement aims to rhetorically transform 
this seemingly woman-friendly policy vision in the AKP’s gender politics 
into an overtly masculinist policy vision in the legal and sociopolitical 
realms.

This masculinist restoration project built on a vision of “uncompromised” 
pro-familialism and male hegemony operationalizes an aggressive affective 
discourse on male victimization that revalorizes masculine privileges. It 
regards the Istanbul Convention as a key site where the alleged male victim-
ization crystallizes. Anti-gender actors frequently frame barring decisions 
made in accordance with the Istanbul Convention and the Law No. 6284 as 
symbolic cases that expose the alleged loss of male privileges. The president 
of the National Family Platform, Adil Çevik states:

Men are thrown out of their homes without any evidence. You are supposed to 
pay 700 liras even in cases where you throw out a pet but there is no penalty 

Hakola et al._9781793635259.indb   75 16-03-2021   15:08:59



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e 133

76 Didem Unal

for throwing out the father. Once thrown out of his home, the father’s honor in 
the neighborhood is irreversibly shattered. (Sivilsayfalar 2018, translation mine)

Moreover, this discourse on male victimization operates through language 
that shrinks the discursive space where violence against women can be 
addressed as gender-based violence with systemic, institutional underpin-
nings. As such, it rhetorically situates itself in public debate both vis-a-vis the 
feminist movement and KADEM’s seemingly woman-friendly policy vision.

THE ALIMONY DEBATE

In conjunction with their framing of the Istanbul Convention as a threat to 
family unity, anti-gender groups frame women’s right to alimony as a trig-
ger to divorce and demand a new legal framework regarding alimony rights. 
According to the current legislation, a spouse who risks poverty after divorce 
and who is not the faulty party, can demand alimony for an unlimited time. 
Echoing anti-gender actors’ demands, President Erdogan recently announced 
that there will be amendments in the existing legislation, ensuring that alimo-
nies be awarded in accordance with the marriage duration (Milliyet 2019). 
The fact that anti-gender actors’ political agenda successfully resonates in 
the AKP’s policy vision suggests a complex political alliance where AKP 
officials translate anti-gender demands into a moderate political standpoint 
with the populist claim that they reflect “social realities.” On the other 
hand, while the AKP’s approach to alimony rights is mainly dominated by 
familialist reflexes geared toward protecting family unity, anti-gender actors 
mostly mobilize around the discourse of male victimhood. The rhetoric of 
“evil women who inherently tend to misuse alimony rights” enables anti-
gender actors to perpetuate the discourse of male victimhood. On her Twitter 
account, Sema Maraşlı, a well-known actor in anti-gender circles, states: 
“Women demand everything that they can associate with the concept of 
rights. They call it alimony rights to steal money from ex-husband’s pocket. 
They commit adultery and demand the right to abortion” (Maraşlı 2020a, 
translation mine).

This rhetoric of “evil women” and male victimization provides anti-gender 
actors leeway to criticize the AKP for undermining its familialist vision 
through disprivileging men, feminist groups for being anti-family and anti-
man, and GONGO’s, such as KADEM, for utilizing its clientelist ties to the 
AKP to serve feminist goals (Yeniakit 2019a). This multiple critique and the 
discourse of male victimhood is further amplified through demands to change 
the existing legislation regarding under-age marriage. In this regard, different 
narrative parts of the anti-gender rhetoric, that is, women’s right to alimony 
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and under-age marriage are framed together to code male vulnerability as a 
tragic loss. Anti-gender actors frequently remind the public that men involved 
in marriages involving minors are not necessarily rapists or sexual aggressors 
and are mostly subject to unjust imprisonment (Sönmez 2019).

This symbolic order manufacturing victimhood through interlocking narra-
tives amplifies anti-gender demagoguery’s resistance to democratic delibera-
tion and operates through a static, fixed understanding of a nation defined as 
a homogenous entity that is marked by so-called “culturally authentic” social 
realities, such as early marriage. It centers on a political vision that promises 
to “bring order into chaos” by defining chaos as the erosion of male privileges 
and inhibits society’s capacity to organize a progressive public debate about 
the heterogeneity of the nation (Johnson 2017).

CONTEXTUAL SPECIFICITIES

Although the anti-gender movement in Turkey borrows largely from the 
global upsurge of anti-gender movements in its vilification of gender ideol-
ogy and its deployment of the rhetoric of “the crisis of masculinity,” con-
textual specificities provide a fertile ground for its consolidation. It blends 
anti-Western sentiments fused with pro-Islamist and nationalist reflexes that 
are mostly deployed to criticize the foundational role of Western norms and 
ideas in the history of modern Turkey (Atasoy 2009; Kadıoğlu 2010). In a 
press statement, the head of the Turkish Family Assembly makes an analogy 
between the rhetoric of “gavur” and the Istanbul Convention: “At that time, 
[late Ottoman/early 20th century] it was improper to call gavur as gavur. In a 
similar vein, in the current era you cannot call pervert laws such as CEDAW, 
the Istanbul Convention or the Law No. 6284 pervert” (Habervakti 2020, 
translation mine).

The Turkish word “gavur” literally refers to unbelievers and infidels (Iğsız 
2008). The rhetoric of “gavur” in the context of Turkish modernization is 
generally used to justify exclusionary discourse and discrimination against 
religious minorities and implies the attempts to define the nation over ethnic 
and religious purity and “non-Western cultural authenticity” (Iğsız 2008). 
The reference to the word “gavur” in the statement above is no coincidence. 
It serves the reinforcement of anti-gender political claims through anti-
Western and pro-Islamist reflexes that call the feminist “lobby” gavur, alien 
or the opposite of “yerli ve milli” [homegrown and national] (Mutluer 2019). 
Accordingly, the Istanbul Convention and its gender ideology is histori-
cally defined over the East/West divide and interpreted as the continuation 
of top-down modernization experience in Turkey that is framed as an elite 
project carried out at the expense of so-called national values, traditions and 
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norms (Kadıoğlu 2010). This anti-Western rhetoric suggests that the Istanbul 
Convention epitomizes the cultural hegemony of Western norms and ideas 
that allegedly contradict Islamic traditions and norms: “Precautions against 
violence against women should be implemented in line with our societal 
concerns and family structures; they should not be forced by feminist ide-
ologies or the European Union” (Diyanet-sen 2020). In line with these anti-
Western and pro-Islamist reflexes, anti-gender actors frame both the Istanbul 
Convention and the “feminist and LGBTQ lobby” as the “Trojan horse” of 
Western powers employed to disempower the nation, dismantle the family 
institution and to generate a moral decay (Star 2020).

Moreover, nationalist and pronatalist ideological elements easily integrate 
into this anti-Western rhetoric with a recourse to the paranoia created around 
the wellbeing of children. Casting family as an institution of safety and out-
casting any conception of it as a problematic category, anti-gender actors 
liberate family from violence, fear and anxiety and idealize it as an entity 
untouched by power asymmetries. In line with this conception, anti-gender 
actors suggest that the demise of the family institution will deprive children 
of moral education and economic, social and psychological security (Eraslan 
2019). This rhetoric of “children in danger” echoes the nationalist concerns 
of the AKP’s pronatalist and familialist policy perspective that idealizes 
family as a micro-geography of the AKP’s conservative social engineering 
and projects the nation’s future upon the ideal of raising pious children and 
youth (Lüküslü 2016; Mutluer 2019). It also blends with the anti-gender 
myth that represents the gender terminology of the Istanbul Convention as a 
tool of “feminist lobbies” to create “genderless children” and/or to encourage 
transgender identities in children. An Islamic scholar and academic from anti-
gender circles states: “A twelve-year-old girl will be abducted from her fam-
ily by force and her sex change operation will be paid by the Social Security 
Institution” (T24 2020).

ESSENTIALIST FRAMING

Anti-genderism in the global context deploys an essentialist framing method 
to present feminism as a monolithic category without internal diversity and 
targets it as a major “enemy,” thereby evoking moral panic about the decay 
of “core” societal values (Paternotte and Kuhar 2018; Kováts 2017). In the 
Turkish context, anti-gender actors vernacularize this rhetoric through anti-
Western and pro-Islamist framings where recent feminist acquisitions such 
as the Istanbul Convention are accused of bearing the hallmarks of the “men-
tality of the Crusades” and being antithetical to so-called socio-cultural and 
religious realities (Yeniakit 2019b). This narrative also frames feminism as a 
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threat to the ontological security of the Turkish state, depicting feminists as 
terrorists. Sema Maraşlı states: “Terrorists on the mountains and feminists in 
the city simultaneously attack our beautiful country. Feminists are even more 
dangerous than terrorists” (T24 2019b, translation mine).

This framing of feminism as an attack on the ontological security of the 
state stems from an understanding of a masculinist state that favors male 
privileges. The masculinist state grants paternalistic protection to women 
on the condition that they are docile and submissive (Young 2003). In this 
equation, paternal authority invests the survival of the nation in the protection 
of women and envisions a hierarchical interplay between femininities and 
masculinities where subordination of women to men is ensured and submis-
siveness and docility are demanded from women in return for protection from 
internal and external security threats. This patriarchal bargain corresponds 
to affirmation of docile femininities and marginalization of “subversive” 
identities. Anti-gender actors utilize this masculinist protection model to 
code feminism as more dangerous than terrorism. Moreover, this masculin-
ist protection model implies close collaboration with the nationalist political 
imaginary in Turkey that rests on the idea of national purity and paternalistic 
protection of women as the carriers of the cultural authenticity and of the dif-
ference between the material and the spiritual (Altan-Olcay 2009).

Anti-gender actors’ essentialist framing of feminism as a “major enemy” 
suggests a countermovement dynamic that situates anti-genderism in an 
antagonistic relationship with feminism and defines its raison d’être over the 
goal to invert feminist claims about gender and sexuality (Corredor 2019). 
They aim to establish political alliances and gather support to maintain this 
counter mobilization, suggesting that a considerable segment of society 
feels threatened by the feminist movement’s achievements and the integra-
tion of the feminist terminology into the public debate. This claim about the 
hegemonic sociopolitical force of the feminist movement serves to cover 
up the shrinking of space for feminist activism and policy in the recent era. 
Especially in the post-2011 period, the public space where gender discourse 
and policy can be formulated through the prism of gender equality has con-
siderably diminished and feminist activism has been marginalized under the 
pervasive grip of the authoritarian political regime (Aksoy 2018; Doyle 2018; 
Unal 2019). Feminist NGOs have been increasingly outcast from decision-
making processes and replaced with GONGOs that affirm the government’s 
anti-gender, anti-feminist perspective (Koyuncu and Özman 2019). Casting 
the “gender ideology” as a hegemonic or master narrative in society despite 
this dramatic crackdown on feminist policy and activism, the anti-gender 
imaginary engages in a quest for a narrative monoculture, that is, a narra-
tive ecology dominated by a single dominant narrative where other narra-
tives are silenced and/or eliminated (Foroughi et al. 2019). In this narrative 
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monoculture, feminists and other actors accused of serving “gender ideology” 
cease to be interlocutors but rather become enemies to be demonized.

POST-TRUTH EPISTEMOLOGY

The post-truth epistemology of the current populist era implies that the 
boundaries between truth and lies have become blurred (D’Ancona 2017; 
Foroughi et al. 2019). Anti-gender and masculinist communication make 
considerable use of this epistemology that undermines principles of diversity, 
tolerance, reason, and truth-seeking. Such communication combines post-
truth epistemology with a populist rhetoric that creates adversaries and claims 
legitimacy through scapegoating feminists and gender ideology.

Anti-gender post-truth epistemology operationalizes different communi-
cation styles such fake news production or “rumor bombing,” which refers 
to statements whose veracity is in question (Harsin 2018). These post-truth 
statements are far from being “innocent rumors” but are powerful rhetorical 
instruments making use of archetypes, plot lines, characters, images, icons, 
symbols and other narrative elements to vilify “gender ideology” and to 
incite the discourse of male victimhood. Stories about husbands, boyfriends, 
male teachers, prayer leaders at mosques and school shuttle drivers who are 
claimed to be victims of false accusation in male violence cases become 
epitomes of discrimination against men in anti-gender post-truth statements. 
These men are usually depicted as innocent, lower-class family men who 
work hard to provide for their families:

A 64-year-old honorable family man who works hard as a shuttle driver was 
falsely accused of assaulting three girls in the shuttle without anyone noticing 
and sentenced to 15 years. It is evident that this is a lie. His only wrongdoing is 
not going back to pick up the girls who were late for the shuttle. (Maraşlı 2020b, 
translation mine)

Female guardians conspire against the male teacher who refused to respond to 
their demands and accuse him of assaulting their daughters. After the teacher 
was sentenced to 33 years, they repent and confess their false accusation. What 
if they didn’t? (Maraşlı 2020c, translation mine)

The court cases at stake and the names involved are always held anony-
mous and the same narrative elements recur in most of the stories: Innocent 
honorable men who are victims of sexual slander, evil women who conspire 
against men and a failing justice system. This demonization, scapegoat-
ing and claims to male victimhood operate to produce different kinds of 
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adversarial relationships between religious people and seculars who are held 
responsible for sexual slander, honorable men and evil feminists, and also 
between “true” Muslims and Islamic feminists who argue for women’s right 
to alimony. These highly affective narrative forms claim truthfulness by 
using social media as echo chambers where anti-gender truth claims can be 
established regardless of their factuality. They appropriate social media to 
invent, spread and perpetuate false stories driven by their political agendas, 
dislocate the notion of truth and further exacerbate the discourse of male 
victimhood (Harsin 2018; Marwick and Caplan 2018).

Unsurprisingly, this discourse of victimhood is in tune with the AKP’s 
employment of resentment and vilification of opponents as affective pillars of 
its authoritarian populist rule (Yılmaz 2017). Resentful subject formation of 
Turkish Islamist identity that casts pious Muslims as victims of ultra-secular 
policies of the modernization process is elevated to a new level during the 
AKP period where populist antagonisms transgress the “secular versus pious” 
dichotomy and operationalize an “us versus them” mentality to vilify the 
opponents of the political regime (Tokdoğan 2020). The AKP’s assertions 
of victimhood suggest an antagonistic struggle that intensifies the reaction-
ary mode in the hegemonic social imagination and exclude conditions of 
democratic pluralism and deliberation. Anti-gender post truth narratives that 
proliferate the discourse of male victimhood take root in this symbolic ecol-
ogy fueling feelings of resentment, agony, hate and rage.

CONCLUSION

The recently upsurging anti-gender movement in Turkey has emerged in a sym-
bolic ecology perpetuated by anti-gender, anti-feminist, and masculinist traits 
of the current authoritarian populist regime. This chapter has demonstrated 
that the masculinist anxieties of the anti-gender mobilization operate in close 
connection with the constitutive elements of AKP rule, such as pro-Islamism, 
familialism, pronatalism, neoconservatism, nationalism, and anti-feminism. 
AKP officials and the pro-government media frequently resonate with anti-
gender demands in target policy areas, namely, divorce laws, alimony, child 
custody and violence against women and generate discursive opportunity 
structures that amplify the anti-gender movement’s efficacy in public debate.

This chapter has also demonstrated that the anti-gender mobilization is 
not a simple spillover or a continuation of the AKP’s anti-feminist poli-
tics. Although it largely borrows from the AKP’s religiously accentuated 
reshuffling of the gender regime, it comprises new ideological components 
and rhetorical styles, such as hijacking the feminist egalitarian discourse to 
defend men’s and fathers’ rights, and operationalizing the discourse of male 

Hakola et al._9781793635259.indb   81 16-03-2021   15:09:01



L e x i n g t o n  B o o k s  G e n d e r  S t u d i e s  C h a p t e r  S h o w c a s e 139

82 Didem Unal

victimhood and the rhetoric of the crisis of masculinity. These discursive tech-
niques are utilized to push the AKP to annul the existing legal mechanisms 
ensuring gender equality and to reinvent and re-engineer the sociocultural and 
legal fabric through an aggressive affective discourse on male victimization.

The anti-gender reaction to the Istanbul Convention and women’s ali-
mony rights figures as the main site where the movement’s actors develop 
repertoires of contention and collective action frames to develop a shared 
understanding about the alleged problem of “gender ideology.” This sym-
bolic framing process is fueled by a pro-Islamist, nationalist and anti-Western 
outlook and by a male victimization discourse that works to purify the AKP’s 
policy vision from a seemingly pro-woman discourse. In this sense, it coopts 
the AKP’s anti-feminist, yet seemingly woman-friendly stance represented 
by GONGOs such as KADEM and works to radicalize it in the legal sphere.

This narrative ecology deploys certain discursive tactics and mechanisms 
such as essentialist framing and post-truth epistemology to respond to the 
alleged crisis of hegemonic masculinity. As this chapter has demonstrated, 
these rhetorical strategies rely on simplification, vilification and antagonistic 
scapegoating enacted through post-truth epistemologies and essentialist fixa-
tion of opponents’ positions. They perpetuate the “us versus them” divide and 
vilify opponents as enemies, negating any possibility for pluralism, tolerance, 
reason, deliberation and truth-seeking. It is in this narrative ecology where 
the rising anti-gender mobilization enacts a ruthless performance of hyper-
masculine discourse in Turkey, pushing the AKP to an “uncompromised” 
masculinist policy vision.
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