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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation outlines strategies for new queer reading practices of literature 

(grounded in feminist theory, affect theory, and material history) that allow readers to heal, 

recover from and even empower themselves in response to gendered trauma inflicted by the 

modern nation state. The dissertation itself is composed of a theoretical introduction and three 

chapters that serve as a series of case studies with each performing different variations on new 

queer reading methodologies that are affectively based and highlight multiple gendered themes 

that change with each chapter. However, a consistent apparatus in all areas is a push toward 

reparative reading that gives ample space for love and coping rather than paranoia, borrowing 

from Eve Sedgwick’s now legendary vocabulary, to fill the void left by sexual, gendered, and 

reproductive traumas. Reading may feel or look different in each chapter, given the texts 

highlighted, but the end mission remains the same: a strong desire to fearlessly confront affect, 

whether it is positive or negative. The first case study reinterprets emerging masculinity, 

homoeroticism, and the cultivation of patriotism in the post WWII novel, looking primarily at 

John Knowles’s A Separate Peace and Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried. The second 

case study investigates the developing role of psychiatric medications and how they affected 

public gendered emotional cultures through an analysis of Jack Kerouac’s On the Road and Ken 

Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. Lastly, the third case study explores women as both 

readers and writers as the respond to the horrors of incest, school shootings, miscarriage, and 

infertility. This case study features Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres, Lionel Shriver’s We Need 

To Talk About Kevin, and Sue Klebold’s A Mother’s Reckoning. It argues that the act of reading 

or writing the most shameful, buried gendered secrets may be a source of solace, even if those 

acts do not provide healing. Throughout this dissertation, I argue that reading affectively brings 

new angles and dimensions to the existing gendered constellations within our own lives. It is for 

this reason that reading is not passive. It is an active and self-aware act of preservation in a 

violent universe bent on destruction. Reading is a force for creation; it turns strangers into lovers, 

darkness into home, and silence into a resounding roar, the unmistakable clamor of triumph. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: IN READING, WE SPEAK 

 

  

This is a dissertation about reading.  

This is also a dissertation about feelings.  

This is a dissertation about how to use our feelings to read. 

This is a dissertation about how when we do this we could feel pain. A lot of it.  

 But, we do not have to repair ourselves in the face of this pain if we do not desire.  

We are shattered, but there is a light that shines on these fragments, glittering, and that 

light is whatever we want it to be.  

 

Here is the theoretical framework for this plan followed by summaries of the three literary 

studies that will make up this dissertation.  

Each case study is a chapter.  

 

Foucault begins the first volume of The History of Sexuality an exploration of culture’s 

frustrating obsession with the repressive hypothesis.1 Dominant normative sexuality, celebrated 

via the heterosexual couple and their silence, according to Foucault, “imposed itself as model, 

enforced the norm, safeguarded the truth, and reserved the right to speak while retaining the 

principle of secrecy.”2 In other words, those in the ultimate position of social and sexual power 

were free to create a system whose success was determined by its ability to run seamlessly, with 

the goal of an almost breathlessly precise heterosexual machine used for social control through 

                                                
1 See Michel Foucault, History of Sexuality: Volume 1., trans. Robert Hurley (New York: Vintage, 1990), 3-13.  
2 Ibid., 3.  
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its numerous institutions, namely marriage and reproduction. Foucault’s hauntingly rich 

description of this omnipresent, yet unseen force behind the means of human reproduction 

provokes great wonder about the hidden mechanisms of society and how they remain in place. 

Subsequently, another question emerges. What are the sites of resistance against this dominant 

apparatus of society? Where do they appear, giving relief and opportunity for revolution?  

Leo Bersani, in his citation of Proust and Genet in Homos names one potential site, which 

he finds in queer relationships since they are not state sanctioned. He notes, “Desire in homo-

ness is desire to repeat, expand, and intensify.”3 Queer theorists have placed the multiplicative 

nature of desire is a common point of discourse, often in stark contrast with the harsh lens of 

heteronormativity, or the social performance of straightness that demands reproduction that 

theorists have constructed as a social and state obligation.4 Michael Warner writes: 

...think of yourself as heterosexual, identify with other heterosexuals, trust in the 

superiority of heterosexuality no matter how tolerant you wish to be, and never change 

any of the package from childhood to senescence. Heterosexuality is often a name for this 

entire package even though attachment to the other sex is only one element. If you 

deviate at any point from this program, you do so at your own cost.5 

 

In other words, according to Warner, heterosexuality is a public identity that appears solely to 

relate to sexuality but in reality connects to many other aspects of life, endowing the bearer 

privileges that extend far beyond the private realm. To Bersani and Warner, desire as imagined 

through the lens of queer lives (and articulated via queer theory) provides liberation from the 

state’s pressures to remain silent and reproduce.   

                                                
3  Leo Bersani, Homos (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 149. 
4 See Michael Warner, “Introduction: Fear of a Queer Planet,” Social Text 29 (1991): 3-17. 
5 Michael Warner, The Trouble With Normal: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer Life (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1999), 38. 
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   Biopolitics, first articulated by Foucault and later expanded by Giorgio Agamben, is a 

natural extension of these questions. A two-sided coin that is sweeping in its ability to control the 

modern condition, according to Foucault, biopolitics has power that extends to both populations 

and individuals. In terms of population-based control mechanisms and practice, there are large-

scale representations of institutional power, particularly in the form of surveillance, 

technological and otherwise on gendered bodies as they move throughout the state. The second, 

control of individuals, appears often in the arena of sexuality and its control, namely 

reproduction.6 There is constant fear and threat of surveillance as well as anxiety of judgement 

for stealing the valuable resources of those who Foucault has characterized as the state deeming 

to “let live” rather than “made to die.”7 Agamben has focused on what he names the “the bare 

life,” that is, a life that has been released from political or cultural significance or what he calls 

“a life unworthy of being lived.”8 A person who is forced into the bare life would not be worthy 

of a life with metaphorical or real political meaning within the current state apparatus. For 

example, those who are incarcerated in the modern prison industrial complex live such lives 

since their labor belongs solely to the state, their humanity is stripped away, and often, when 

those with more power injure them within the prison walls it is not considered a crime, even if 

that injury results in death.9 Many times these individuals come from a marginalized group: 

                                                
6 For Foulcault’s complete analysis of the biopolitical regime in terms of the individual versus population and how 

they work to form the modern condition, see History of Sexuality: Volume 1., trans. Robert Hurley (New York: 

Vintage, 1990), 135-159.  
7 Michel Foucault, “17 March 1976,” Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the College De France, 1975- 

76 (New York: Picador, 1977), 241. 
 
8 Giorgio Agamben, Home Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (Stanford, CA: Stanford Univ. Press, 

1998), 71. 

 
9 For an in depth exploration of the current prison industrial complex in the United State and its brutal bare life like 

affects on those who have been incarcerated, see Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the 

Age of Colorblindness (New York: The New Press, 2010).  
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people of color, those who are transgender, queer, disabled, or even a women--- an ever-present 

reminder of our own unstable political value in a world that instantly turns human lives into 

figures on a page in its own attempt at cultivating a comfortable sense of moral amnesia. It is in 

this tension between breathing and suffocation where the gendered bodies, more notably, female 

bodies, lie seemingly trapped and helpless in literary texts. Throughout this dissertation, I will 

focus precisely on this tension as it presents itself within American Literature in a variety of 

ways.   

Both Foucault and Agamben note the uncomfortable tension of life and death within 

biopolitics. Foucault writes, “This biopolitics is not concerned with fertility alone, it also deals 

with the problem of morbidity, but not simply as had previously been the case...Death was now 

something permanent, something that slips into life, perpetually gnaws at it, diminishes it, and 

weakens it.”10 Here we are able to see death as an ongoing condition that exists alongside life, 

with power determining when the balance between the two ends. The hinge between life and 

death, whether physical or psychic, consistently appears in the literary texts I examine 

throughout this dissertation. It forces the close reading of trauma in new ways against biopolitics. 

Similarly, Agamben argues for this connection between life and death, expanding on Foucault’s 

treatments of institutional power, adding an element of intimacy: 

 

If there is a line in every modern state marking the point at which the decision on 

life becomes a decision on death, and biopolitics can turn into thanatopolitics, this 

line no longer appears today as a stable border dividing two clearly distinct zones. 

This line is now in motion and gradually moving into areas other than that of 

political life, areas in which the sovereign is entering into an ever more intimate 

symbiosis not only with the jurist but also with the doctor, the scientist, the expert, 

and the priest.11 

 

 

                                                
10 Michel Foucault, “Society Must Be Defended,” 243-244. 
11 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer, 72. 
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Although the theories of both Foucault and Agamben are vital to this dissertation and supply a 

necessary framework, at this time I will my attention to Agamben’s addition of personal 

connection to biopolitics since many of the intimate topics I explore: homoeroticism, psychiatric 

medication, miscarriage, failed motherhood, and more, are constructed across private bodies 

through the combination of personal power, instructional control, and their resulting affects. It is 

the state and its manipulation of the private sphere that serves as the spine of modernity and in 

turn constitutes the subject matter of this dissertation. Those who participate in this dominant 

discourse and practice are rewarded with benefits. Or as Anna Marie Jagose brilliantly notes 

regarding orgasm, which serves as a metaphor for these conditions, “Once again, orgasm is the 

figure used to demonstrate that liberation does not mark a break from but is continuous with 

strategies of domination whose most effective technique is not coercion but normalization.”12 In 

other words, the state’s tactic to control citizens is not tricking them into believing that they are 

free, but in showing them the benefits of fitting into the sexual norm. Given these conditions, I 

will argue in this dissertation that psychoanalysis and biopolitics should be placed in 

conversation with one another in order to develop new and innovative queer reading 

methodologies.  I will outline these in what follows here and throughout via a series of literary 

case studies, each examining different (physical and psychic) gendered traumas as a response to 

the biopolitical regime and its institutional confines.  

Psychoanalysis, unlike biopolitics, remains deeply rooted in the mind. It is a theoretical 

frame that depends on intense dialogue with one’s interior Self and mental processes. However, 

in this dissertation I will illustrate that these two methodologies and theoretical frameworks are 

not mutually exclusive. Both attend to the institutions that exert power over the body and the 

                                                
12 AnnaMarie Jagose, Orgasmology (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2013), 7.  
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mind. These institutions, in turn, are directly related to deep-rooted gestures and moments of 

culturally sanctioned and personally- experienced trauma, which violently control gendered 

affects, actions, and lives. Judith Butler’s complex investigation of identity formation in an 

environment of oppressive power structures in The Psychic Life of Power exemplifies the 

tensions present within trauma theory, which I will discuss below, and the need for a new 

theoretical framework created by the infusion of biopolitics into psychoanalysis. To Butler, 

identity formation seen through the lens of power is a paradoxical condition, one that gestures 

towards the “formation of subjection as both the subordination and becoming of the subject.”13 

In other words, subjects are created via the process of subjugation, a traumatic rendering of 

identity through power, rather than a set of self-articulations achieved independently via personal 

experiences or triumphs that make up the psychoanalytic model. Power, to Butler, goes beyond 

the institutional reach of Foucault, and moves into the psychic realm that she argues he does not 

account for in his texts, particularly Discipline and Punish as well as the History of Sexuality. It 

is this compulsory pattern of power relations that defines Butler’s critique of Foucault and serves 

as her justification for the injection of Freudian (as well as some moments of Lacanian) 

psychoanalysis into her work. Prominent trauma theorist Dominick LaCapra articulates the value 

of the “notion of unrepresentable excess” when considering trauma in it highlights the problem 

of trauma’s vastness and malleability.14 Catastrophic trauma is unfathomable and impossible to 

repair, but everyday trauma, even if it stems from one single event such as a sexual assault 

remains in the realm of intelligible, according to queer trauma theorist Ann Cvetkovich. While, 

there is danger in it becoming unconscious, the trauma is not part of a national or religious 

identity, but a complex working of the Self. Cvetkovich explains, “For ‘what happened’ includes 

                                                
13 Judith Butler, Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection  (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 13.  
14 Ibid., 95.  
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the mental, physical, and emotional responses of the person who experiences trauma, which is 

thus located inside, as well as outside, the self.”15 In her own citations of LaCapra, Cvetkovich is 

clear to explain that her work does not seek to mitigate the events of the Holocaust, but instead is 

in debt to them, particularly LaCapra’s ideas regarding repression.16 Trauma is both public and 

private, but still largely confined to a sense of individuality that becomes collectivity during 

public events that recognize shared affects and experiences (music festivals, conferences,) that 

Cvetkovich calls “archives of feelings,” or shared moments of affect that members of certain 

groups share. In other words, a type of distinct frame of reference stems from one’s personal 

experiences. This affective power of trauma is precisely why I have chosen the literary works of 

this dissertation, to highlight the affective potential reading brings and how certain texts call 

attention to these conditions vividly.  

If we conceive of trauma theorists as existing on a continuum that is dependent on a 

belief in the potential redemptive power of trauma, Cathy Caruth claims a spot in opposition to  

Ann Cvetkovich (with Dominick LaCapra lying between the two). I will position myself within 

this context, as gendered trauma and (the affects it produces) is the key concept that links all 

chapters together.  

Caruth, like both Cvetkovich and LaCapra, concerns herself with questions of experience, 

knowledge, and trauma. However, in her discussions of survivorship, she is distinct from these 

other commentators in that she does not connect the act of surviving to knowledge or known 

experience. She directly conflicts with the ideas set forth by Cvetkovich, who believes 

survivorship to be an intelligible experience stemming from specific events one could be able to 

articulate, like a moment of sexual assault. LaCapra is a bit more cautious, but still believes in 

                                                
15 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings, (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 98.  
16 See Ibid., 27-28 for Cvetkovich’s analysis of LaCapra’s work.  
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the power of art to capture the affects of trauma and survival. Caruth notes, “Indeed for 

consciousness, survival does not seem to be a matter of known experience at all. For if the return 

of the traumatizing event appears in many respects like a waking memory, it can nonetheless 

only occur in the mode of a symptom or a dream.”17 In other words, survival is not a clear or 

easy condition. It is one that Caruth demonstrates “impossibility of living.”18 Whereas 

Cvetkovich believes in the redemptive power of trauma, Caruth as a theorist who is invested in 

psychoanalysis, particularly Freud’s ideas about repression, highlights the immobility caused in 

survivors by repetition, confusion, and loss of a straightforwardly referential experience (and 

correlatively a linear concept of history/time). To Freud (and Caruth), repetition must be 

replaced by remembering, a difficult task as the compulsion to repeat brings comfort to the 

patient. Freud writes, “We must be prepared to find, therefore, that the patient yields to the 

compulsion to repeat, which now replaces the impulsion to remember, not only in personal 

attitude to his doctor but also in every other activity and relationship which may occupy his life 

at the time---if for instance, he falls in love or undertakes a task or starts an enterprise during the 

treatment.”19 In other words, for Freud, the act of remembering forms a necessary challenge for 

the patient, they must remember in order to work-through the past, which he argues has not been 

forgotten, but “never thought of since [it] happened.”20 These “forgotten” moments of the past 

inform crucial aspects of the patient’s identity and working through them, even though not an 

easy task, according to Freud, “effects the greatest changes in the patient.”21 Freud’s theoretical 

                                                
17 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1996), 60.  
18 Ibid., 62.  
19 Sigmund Freud, “Remembering, Repeating, and Working-Through (Further Recommendations on the Technique 

of Psycho-Analysis II)”, 151.  
20 Ibid., 148.  
21 Ibid., 155. 
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frame allows us to see the importance of memory in a therapeutic relation to trauma (and also 

reading)---the cure depends on what is remembered, what is not, and how one could possibly 

recover repressed memories and transform them into sites of productive self-fashioning.  

 Like Foucault, Caruth invests in the production of history. Her work follows in the 

tradition of Freud in her articulation of history as a series of endlessly repeated traumas that 

confirm the presence of violence as a condition of modern civilization. She finds value in the 

loss of this choatic historical understanding, calling trauma “the story of a wound,” rather than 

simply the wound itself.22 It is this “story” that also appears to guide LaCapra’s research and his 

theories regarding fidelity to trauma. He believes, especially in his work with the Holocaust, in 

trauma as having powers to originate but not necessarily overcome emotional trauma, a big 

difference from Cvetkovich’s framework, which insists on this process.  When I theorize trauma 

and the psychic life of biopower, particularly the trauma inflicted by biopolitics and gender, I 

find myself drawing from the ideas of LaCapra, Cvetkovich, and Caruth. I believe trauma to be 

something that occurs on an everyday basis. However, Cvetkovich’s recuperative moves trouble 

me, which I consistently return to both in this introduction and in the dissertation at large. Butler 

argues that Foucault’s desire-based regimes of power in the History of Sexuality do not fully 

encapsulate the unspeakable or unseen aspects of subjugation that go beyond standard 

institutions of power such as the prison or military. To Butler, he neglects the fact that the 

assumption of sexuality is an ever-present force for each individual. She asks, “What can we 

make of the way in which discourses not only constitute the domains of the speakable, but are 

themselves bounded through the production of a constitutive outside: the unspeakable, the 

signifiable?”23 Butler’s question provides an excellent way to combine the worlds of Foucauldian 

                                                
22 Ibid., 4.  
23 Ibid., 94.  
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theory and psychoanalysis with respect to trauma theory, in that we must consider both the 

outside mechanisms of power and the psychic ramifications of such power. I am especially 

invested in Butler’s acknowledgment of the unspeakable considering that, in many instances, the 

first crucial speech act involving trauma is its mere naming. Writing or vocalization of certain 

affects or experiences, especially as they relate to the body, is crucial in the texts I cite 

throughout this dissertation for both the reader and writer since they process highlights the 

trauma’s reality. Butler writes of the body and identity formation, “The body is not a site on 

which a construction takes place; it is a destruction on the occasion of which a subject is formed. 

The formation of this subject is at once the framing, subordination, and regulation of the body, 

and the mode in which that destruction is preserved (in the sense of sustained and embalmed) in 

normalization.”24 This discussion, when read in light of LaCapra’s understandings of “fidelity to 

trauma” as well as trauma’s potential to form both intensively important personal and cultural 

identities, becomes a touchstone in this synthesis of biopolitics and psychoanalysis. LaCapra 

notes the complex state of mind trauma brings a subject, “Trauma brings about a dissociation of 

affect and representation: one disorientingly feels what one cannot represent; one numbingly 

represents what one cannot feel. Working through trauma involves the effort to articulate or 

rearticulate affect and representation in a manner that may never transcend, but may to some 

viable extent counteract, a reenactment, or acting out, of that disabling dissociation.”25 However, 

we must not forget LaCapra’s focus and theoretical frame largely draws from from catastrophic 

institutional events, namely the Holocaust, which further shows the importance of both power 

structures and the personal psychic damage that they are capable of inflicting.  

Caruth also speaks to this puzzling affect, focusing more on the unseen wounds of trauma 

                                                
24 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, 92.  
25 Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma, 42.  
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rather than on any desire to make sense of anything in particular. She discusses the psychic 

narrative of a father who has lost his child, “The father’s story of survival is, therefore, no longer 

simply his own, but tells, as a mode of response, the story of the dead child...The father’s 

survival can be understood, we shall see, in terms of two inextricably bound, though 

incompatible, responses to the child’s address.”26 Caruth’s resistance to any reparative reading or 

bringing of intelligibility to trauma points again to the value of Butler, particularly once she 

begins her discussion of melancholia, a topic that connects easily to trauma. Butler asks of 

melancholia, “To what extent does melancholia represent an otherwise unrepresentable 

ambivalence by fabricating psychic topographies? Representation is itself implicated in 

melancholia, that is, the effort to re-present that is at an infinite distance from its object. More 

specifically, melancholia provides the condition of possibility for the articulation of psychic 

topographies, of the ego in its constitutive relation to the super-ego and thus of the ego itself.”27 

These inquires lead directly to the problems brought up by trauma. The act of remembering and a 

sometimes-uncontrollable urge to grasp and depict certain feelings in order to make sense of 

them through processes like art. Butler continues, gesturing towards how power structures 

inform grief, thus providing an ideal place to once again connect psychoanalysis and Foucault, 

noting, “Although social power regulates what losses can be grieved, it is not always as effective 

as it aims to be. The loss cannot fully be denied, but neither does it appear in a way that can 

directly be affirmed.”28 Her assertion is undoubtedly correct. Power structures play a large part in 

the public creation and cultural transmission of trauma (something Cvetkovich writes extensively 

about) as well as the “value” of different experiences. Here I am thinking of the comparisons 

                                                
26 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 102.  
27 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power, 177.  
28 Ibid., 184.  
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Cvetkovich makes between the Holocaust and everyday traumas. She does not equate them, but 

it is clear she views ongoing traumas as having a similar affect to catastrophic events, but that 

society, in large part, does not). Given this, Butler’s work in The Psychic Life of Power provides 

a necessary theoretical point of departure in beginning to think about psychoanalysis and 

Foucault’s notions of power as not being oppositional, but rather, as two separate systems of 

analysis that have the capacity to work symbiotically to unpack both the psychic and the physical 

stories behind traumatic wounds. It is in the silent spaces of these stories that we must consider if 

there is a place for language and what exactly its role could or should resemble, especially within 

literary analysis and reading practice. How does language function when its referent exists solely 

in the space of repression or a moment one has no ability to articulate? What is the place of art? 

Does it fall away or does art become the sole hope in naming and working through trauma? 

In order to answer these questions, this dissertation emerges at the intersection of 

feminist, queer, and literary theories to examine the psychic and institutional forces that police, 

traumatize, and stigmatize gendered bodies as they appear in American literature, particularly 

within the post-World War II novel. As mentioned in previous sections, my unique method of 

analysis relies on the infusion of psychoanalysis and biopolitics. These two fields are 

traditionally viewed as oppositional, yet that I argue to be symbiotic in their attention to 

mechanisms of power, both seen and unseen. The central problem around which I focus my 

dissertation is the trauma inflicted by heterosexuality and its resulting gendered/reproductive 

expectation on men and women.  I view “men and women” as unstable and socially constructed 

categories, but cannot go without mentioning that many of the gendered experiences I choose to 

focus on have traditionally held strong biological connections to gendered identity such as 

motherhood. I have chosen to focus chapters on  specific gendered topics and emerging queer 
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reading practices available in the post-World War II literary canon as a result of such crucial  

areas: a soldier mentality created by WWII patriotism and fervor as it appears in what I have 

named “Boy’s Literature,” the emergence of a  counterculture grounded in resistance to 

traditional affective policing (particularly the Beat generation) and its accompanying literature, 

and lastly, the traumatized maternal body. I pay throughout careful attention to the form and 

function of language in relation to trauma’s intelligibility. Within each text language aids in the 

recording and then working-through of trauma, creating a double translation that produces 

survival, but not thriving in the biopolitical regime. I argue that there is no homogeneous 

American novel or American experience, only a set of queer reading practices that have 

developed in conjunction with the existence of an American literary imagination that forces a 

reader to synthesize the traumatic public apparatus of biopolitics with their own personal 

gendered traumas and acts of reading (and rereading), which is largely why the dissertation relies 

on a case study structure.   

As stated in the previous paragraph, this dissertation primarily concerns itself with 

literature of the post-WWII American period, however, it is organized thematically and 

deliberately, for reasons I will explain below. There is one exception in terms of time period: 

Nella Larsen’s Quicksand, published in 1928, is included in the final chapter. Post WWII 

American literature appealed to me in its richness in terms of both patriotism but also resistance, 

thus showing the radical potential for queer reading and writing practice. Additionally, it gave 

me access to contemporary women’s literature where there is a wealth of women’s writing on 

subjects that I felt needed critical attention such as incest, school shootings, and miscarriage. I let 

affect be the guide rather than a strict chronology, a formal strategy often present in both queer 

theory and queer story telling. Transgender author Thomas Page McBee masterfully shows a 



14 

 

similar affectively driven technique in his memoir Man Alive. The book consists of a disjointed 

sense of temporality, rejecting traditional linear narrative in favor of flashbacks, flash-forwards, 

and moments that appear to be almost contemporary with the present even though McBee 

carefully dates them years before the book’s publication. In other words, time as we know it is 

completely and utterly disjointed, similar in many ways to McBee’s gendered longings. This 

formal mechanism forces the reader to slow down and reconsider the reparative queer potential 

of time, in a way mimicking unique and divergent timeline of what is means to be transgender in 

a world that runs on a fundamentally different clock. We see this slipperiness of queer story 

telling when discusses testosterone. He writes: 

It wasn’t what I expected: not the swiftness in which ma’am was replaced with bro; not 

the ease which men turned to me, expectantly, with long neck bottles of beer or financial 

advice; not the way their wives turned away, either….I didn’t know how to explain the 

more complex reality: the way I’d catch myself, squaring, in the reflecting of my kitchen 

at night around midnight when the moon was just so, how I felt like my teenage self in 

those dressing rooms except that the body I saw now was really mine, no more 

imagining...The changes came too fast, like haywire baseballs in a batting cage, and each 

night I’d come home from my day job at a newspaper, exhausted and restless, she’d 

(McBee’s then wife, Parker) keep track of each hair, as if mapping me would keep me 

familiar.29 
 

In his powerful reimagining of this midnight empowerment ritual of bodily rediscovery and 

radical self-love, traditional structures and meanings of time rewind to reflect a new clock that 

does not work on a cisgender system. McBee is not exactly certain when people started 

validating his gender identity through concrete markers like linguistic signification, but the 

precise moment does not really matter, more so the general affect of being properly gendered for 

the first time in public, one of the book’s more explicit moments of  trans* to trans* 

communication; evidence of a queer dove in a world of hawks. Similarly, seeing his own body 

                                                
29 Thomas Page McBee, Man Alive: A True Story of Violence, Forgiveness, and Becoming a Man (San Francisco, 

City of Lights, 2014), 169. 
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appear in his own kitchen for the first time, a domestic space that is undoubtedly feminine, in the 

middle of the night is queer temporality in itself as well, the regendering of the space, a powerful 

reclaiming of time, space, and place. The night is no longer the unknown, the feared, or the dark: 

it is turning point on the clock. It is freedom. Man Alive, both in content and form becomes an 

important exercise in self and community empowerment via its commitment to reclaiming time 

and a different type of personal history.  

This dissertation is about of new types of reading, storytelling, time, and lives in 

America, many like McBee’s. I wanted there to be a noticeable period to the literature present, 

but I also wanted it to be an exercise in the transtemporal potential of affective reading practice. 

Many themes transcend historical specificity despite the publication dates of the texts because 

the state is a living, breathing apparatus, which grows to accommodate its own needs as citizens 

change. In other words, a war novel written about Vietnam does not stop being relevant once the 

Vietnam War ends. Nor does it simply become a historical document. The affect it carries holds 

meaning in a variety of ways that transcend temporal and spatial particularity. Literary art will 

always be in competition with the state and its project of proper citizen building and affect 

programming (unless the art is state-sponsored), making queer reading a necessary tool for 

radical lives and the feelings that define them.  

As I previously mentioned, this dissertation is a series of distinct case studies utilizing 

different queer reading methodologies.  I adopt this approach to illustrate the various affective 

and gendered conditions produced as responses to the psychic and biopolitical institutional 

regimes inflicted on citizens by heterosexual discipline. In other words, each chapter is a 

collection of close readings of various gendered topics that explore circumstances created by this 

world as a whole that work together to maintain order. I argue that new reading, and sometimes, 
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writing, methodologies are the avenues of freedom from this oppressive environment. The first 

case study chapter begins with John Knowles’s A Separate Peace, which is set during WWII, 

arguably the anchor time period of the dissertation. The next chapter contains texts from the Beat 

Generation, the 1950s and 1960s. Lastly, the final chapter breaks with the seamless flow of time 

and jumps back to the 1920s with Nella Larsen’s Quicksand and swiftly to texts from the latter 

portion of the twentieth century as well as twenty-first. One might argue that the dissertation 

moves in “standard” time trajectory until the final chapter, which moves backward and thus does 

not abide by conventional understandings of time. I leave final interpretation of the chapter order 

in terms of time up to the reader. Affect is personal and it is everything. Confusion, 

personalization, and intensity are the essence of a queer reading experience. 

Chapter Two focuses on a phenomenon I have called “Boy’s literature,” which I orient 

in thematic reaction to WWII and the Vietnam War, namely the opposing, yet intimately related 

forces present in John Knowles’s A Separate Peace and Tim O’Brien’s The Things They 

Carried, which will serve as the major objects of analysis in this chapter. Within these novels, as 

my chapter suggests, we see the state as a source of profound psychic and institutional power. An 

undeniable manufacturer of gendered rules, regulations, and punishments that appears in the 

production of war and a literature that both enforces as well as analyzes it. I have chosen these 

two novels since I view them to each be illustrative of two important and distinct American 

cultural reactions present within war literature: the creation of a soldier through eager 

conservatism and the creation of a soldier through reluctant heroism. Even though the 

dissertation grounds itself affectively and is not time dependent, the remainder of the chapters 

rely on the cultural ideals present within this chapter as a baseline for comparison. Not only is 

WWII a large scale operation in politics, but it becomes a moment that changes masculinity in 
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the United States forever, something which the chapter explores at length and other chapters use 

as touchstones consistently, if even in passing.  

For the sake of the chapter, I define the category “boy,” as a masculine bodied person 

between the ages of twelve and twenty one, even if my fundamental understanding of the 

category does not align itself with such essentialism. I fully recognize the potential for a Boy’s 

literature (as a genre) that includes female-bodied individuals who identify as masculine, but the 

scope of this dissertation does not extend to this mode of analysis for the sake of space. It goes 

without saying that a boy does not have to be a certain race or class to be considered a boy. I will 

additionally argue Boy’s literature is invested in the crafting and critique of a soldier mentality 

that alters our reading practices of such texts across time period. In other words, what reading 

practices can we implement to enter the space of a young boy who the biolpolitical regime 

grooms to expect the draft? Or what reading practices do we need to read against the dominant 

war narrative and give space (yet not articulate) to unintelligible traumas caused by battle?  

This chapter will deal primarily with these questions. It will also take on questions of 

homosociality and homosexuality, using Sedgwick’s Between Men and Touching Feeling as key 

theoretical points of departure to examine the war novel as a means of reading and mapping 

different types of desire in these spaces of crucial traumatic silence. A central tension presents 

itself between the glorifications of heterosexuality and how such a culture infiltrates itself into 

literature via gendered ideals of patriotism, which clashes with the homoerotic spaces of war or 

training spaces of war such as boarding school dormitories.  For example, a central conflict 

present in A Separate Peace resides in the fact that Gene, the less athletic and more cunning of 

the two protagonists, appears to have unresolved sexual feelings for his roommate Phineas. 

When these feelings are combined with the countless “war games” that the boys play, they result 
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in tragedy, as Gene does not know what to do with his multifaceted affects and desires. 

Similarly, Phineas does not know how to draw appropriate boundaries with his friend---often 

going on overnight trips with him, wrestling, and having intimate conversations, creating a recipe 

for conflict and disaster. Sedgwick describes how children like Gene fall through the cracks, 

noting that potentially queer children and teens are extremely difficult to write about and support 

since many adults were not queer children themselves given the constraints of culture. She 

writes, “The ability of anyone in the culture to support and honor gay kids may depend on an 

ability to name them as such, notwithstanding that many gay adults may never have been gay 

adults and some gay kids may not turn into gay adults.”30 Additionally, Sedgwick’s words 

become valuable throughout the chapter in that much debate regarding war novels, A Separate 

Peace in particular, has been surrounding their homoerotic content and if it should be taught or 

ignored when addressing younger students, who many times are the preferred audiences of the 

novels. In the case of Knowles, many teachers do not teach the homoerotic nature of the 

relationship between Phineas and Gene because they feel it spoils the overall patriotic message 

of the novel, a debate I address explicitly in the chapter itself. I argue, however, that patriotism 

and homoeroticism are related. Intimacy on the battlefield is similar to intimacy one feels for a 

best male friend given the space and vulnerability involved. In other words, what Knowles would 

be doing in terms of affect is quite deliberate in order to make war look attractive to boys looking 

for intense male bonding and friendships.  

Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried does not highlight physically intimate 

relationships between men, but he is clear about the emotional risks that it takes to be a soldier 

during Vietnam. This is much less glamorous in his universe than Knowles’s world of exclusive 

                                                
30 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press), 

42.  
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prep school life since he takes the reader to the actual battlefield and into the dark places of a 

soldier’s subjectivity or emotional state. He writes of the fear one fells as a soldier, giving 

permission to be anxious or terrified  in times of violence, thus potentially broadening 

recruitment to less rough and tumble boys by widening the script for patriotism and gendered 

ideals.  

Reading methodologies I explore in this chapter view the war novel as both a site of 

gendered state propaganda and as a means of queer resistance through manipulation of socialized 

heterosexuality. One learns that the novel functions as a powerful area where the state is able to 

seek out, build enthusiasm, and draw new members of the military through art as ideology. 

However, the war novel also highlights that even in society’s darkest and most violent moments, 

fragments of queer temporality and being flicker through, if only fleetingly. The experience of 

reading gives multiple and nuanced versions of masculinity within a constrained biopolitical 

state that demands reproduction, heterosexuality, and male detachment. War novels, on the 

surface, sell socially acceptable ways of feeling trauma to boys in a desirable way disguised as 

heroism and patriotism. Yet, as this chapter will show, Boy’s literature goes beyond this simple 

affective encouragement of battle, which differentiates them from War literature. Boy’s literature 

creates a multi layered reading experience that both endorses and exposes the state for what it is: 

a biopolitical war machine that has deep psychosexual silences. Reading becomes a powerful to 

release many of these feelings.  

Chapter Three closely builds on the previous chapter’s ideas surrounding Boy’s 

literature and post war masculinity in the sense that historically the periods are closely related. In 

this chapter I explore the Counterculture literature of the Beat generation, namely of the authors 

Jack Kerouac and Ken Kesey. Using On the Road (1957) and One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest 



20 

 

(1962) for prime literary examples. This chapter will explore authorial responses to the state 

created, mechanized normalization of affect (read: the mental health industrial complex). This 

chapter will also examine our own understandings of personal narratives of trauma as they relate 

to gender and to what queer theorist Lee Edelman has called “reproductive futurity,” the notion 

that children hold all promise of society’s optimistic future, rendering those who do not 

reproduce obsolete from that very future.31 For example, one of the major signs of manic 

protagonist Dean’s psychosis, which Kerouac implements as object of investigation  in On the 

Road, is his inability to care for the various scattered wives and children he collects across the 

country as he becomes more and more erratic in his and Sal’s travels. There is no question that 

Dean is sexually attractive to women or able to win them, but his mainstream failing within the 

text comes from the fact he cannot stay in one place long enough to form a cohesive heterosexual 

family unit that maintains intact. Similarly, even the more conservative and evenly tempered Sal 

explains at the beginning of the novel that the catalyst for the entire narrative is his own failed 

marriage and divorce, leading him on a search for a greater depth of feeling within his own life. 

Again, we see anxieties about masculinity and gender surrounding mental health. In this vein, 

this chapter will also challenge ideas of freedom within writing. It will ask the question, who gets 

to tell a story within a text? How does the teller effect our reading practices? In other words, 

where do the lines of trauma drawn in the metaphoric sand keep us reading or force us to stop? Is 

there such a thing as a narrator that is too mentally “ill?” Or, is this just normalization working 

within our conceptions of language and reading?  

 Chapter three extensively explores the history of psychiatric treatment, both materially in 

a history of psychiatric medications, namely the antipsychotic medication Thorazine, and 

                                                
31 See Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 

2004), 10-15. 
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through literary analysis of Kesey’s text. The text was written as an activist call to arms to 

change conditions in hospitals at the time of its publication, 1962, when many state hospitals 

lacked proper regulation and patients were mistreated, medicated improperly, and given 

treatments they did not need or to which they did not consent. Kesey, like Kerouac (and most 

writers of the Beat generation) uses his personal experience as an orderly in an Palo Alto area 

psychiatric hospital to shape the novel’s trajectory. His thesis shines throughout and remains 

relevant today: that the patients are misunderstood and positioned as cogs in a larger, corrupt 

system that blots out affect in a world marred by war and privileges conformity. In other words, 

the novel is a sharp biopolitical critique of the mid-century American mental health industrial 

complex at its worst. Psychiatry becomes not only a stand in for the state, but also a 

representative for its disciplinary apparatus and repression of affect. The chapter begins with a 

citation of Norman Mailer’s landmark essay “The White Negro” and a discussion of post war 

numbness and trauma, delving into the famous underlying question of the piece: are we 

traumatized by the actual war or the fact we survived? I take this question as the central 

motivation for the chapter, using a material history of post-war mood management and 

psychiatry as a backdrop to entertain biopolitical motivations for why certain affects could be 

deemed more desirable than others. Close literary readings of On the Road and One Flew Over 

the Cuckoo’s Nest provide examples of how some authors of this period, which has been defined 

by conformity and powerful psychiatry medication, allow us to read in potentially new and 

emotionally affirmative ways that do not blot out trauma or sadness. These authors give space for 

readers to experience these emotions as well as new gendered realities, even if they are not 

positive. In fact, it is especially the moments of extreme emotional suffering that are important as 

they are the first to be challenged and destroyed in a biopolitical regime that depends on 



22 

 

emotional flatness. In approaching the history and well documented abuses of psychiatric 

medication, I have chosen to ground my framework in medical research and perspectives that 

exist on a continuum from doctors who believe that psychiatric medication is a necessity (as they 

are bipolar themselves) to psychiatrists who no longer prescribe any mood altering medicines, 

only believing in residential and talk therapy. This is similar to how I began my work with 

trauma and came to find my own unique understandings within the subject. Using this continuum 

model, I am able to find a healthy critique of psychiatric medications that works within my 

theoretical framework as well as explore their role in the larger biopolitical matrix as a role. 

Another important topic that Kesey also addresses throughout his novel is woman as authority 

figure, which I discuss in the context of these themes. By reading the texts separately and then 

together in conversation with one another as examples of a certain new kind of Counterculture 

literature that focuses on affective intensity and its policing, we are able to see how both texts 

serve as memories and warning of affective moments of cultural production. In other words, 

through our own reading practice we see shifting ideas about mental illness, health, productivity, 

medication, gender, and institutions. Despite the texts being only a short time apart, the worlds 

they inhabit are vastly diverse. Aside from the obvious and overused freedom versus 

confinement trope of the free road versus hospital, Kerouac’s optimistic America full of 

adventure and “drugs as mind opener” looks nothing like Kesey’s America where drugs begat 

silence. Reading for affect only amplifies these differences and highlights a world that is 

becoming increasingly based on capital, production, and the rigid roles that keep it all together. 

The two novels represent the beginning of this trend. Productivity is medicalized. Those who do 

not comply are isolated as in On the Road or institutionalized as in Kesey’s work. Both novels 
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put into alarmingly full focus the devastating gendered violence the state inflicts swiftly and 

without issue. 

Chapter Four, the final case study, explores the maternal body and new ways to read 

this body as a method of uncovering the silent traumas of heterosexuality and that women 

usually do not discuss publically due to fear and shame. This chapter will also serve as the 

primary space where I will investigate ideas of women as author and how this role influences 

reading practices and depictions of gendered traumas. I choose to devote an entire chapter to 

women’s stories and writing to treat it thematically as well as give the topic proper depth of 

treatment. Much thought went into this decision. I felt splitting the texts throughout the other 

chapters would not have been as powerful as putting the narrative voices together as a singular 

vision of feminist power. Each text included in this chapter is authored by a woman, has female 

protagonists, and deals with issues of the female reproductive body. Due to constraints of time 

and space in the context of this dissertation and this chapter in particular, regrettably, I only 

analyze texts written by and concerning cisgender women and their bodies. In a book length 

project, this would not be the case and the stories of transfeminine women would be undoubtedly 

included to reflect the full spectrum of womanhood in America. Interestingly, this chapter also 

has the only pre-WWII primary text of the dissertation, Larsen’s Quicksand, published in 1928, 

which I believe gives a keen biopolitical look into motherhood as both a personal and societal 

condition grounded in violent and raced gestures surrounding the female body. This model is 

distinct from the one other texts supply, giving it extreme significance within the dissertation as a 

whole and within the chapter as a self-contained unit. Not only does Quicksand provide the 

dissertation with its only other protagonist of color, in addition to Chief in One Flew Over the 

Cuckoo’s Nest, but it also features productive intersections of race, class, and gender. Helga’s 
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lust for adventure and desire to escape from her middle class life are entertained throughout the 

text yet come crashing down at its harrowing conclusion that confirms women’s biopolitical and 

bodily role in state making. In addition to Quicksand, I will also be examining Jane Smiley’s A 

Thousand Acres and Lionel Shriver’s We Need to Talk about Kevin, two novels that arrive in the 

late twentieth century and early twenty-first, respectively, both breaking traditional literary 

conventions and form in order to offer radical looks into various female bodily experiences. For 

example, We Need to Talk about Kevin is an epistolary novel that delves deeply into the pain of a 

mother whose son has committed a school shooting, sharing with the reader intimate thoughts 

and traumas associated with motherhood, the body, and guilt as other forms could not. In 

conjunction with Shriver’s text, I will be exploring Sue Klebold’s memoir, A Mother’s 

Reckoning, which tells of her experiences as the mother of Dylan Klebold, one of the shooters 

present at the Columbine tragedy. Similarly, A Thousand Acres, which modernizes and gains 

influence from Shakespeare’s King Lear, tackles the typically silent topics of incest and 

miscarriage. 

Like the chapters before it, which owe much to materialist criticism, this chapter takes as 

its foundation the Marxist-feminist assertion that modern culture’s economic understanding of 

motherhood lies firmly in its belief that motherhood is not traditionally productive in the sense 

that in a capitalist society productivity is tied to capital. Women’s reproductive labor is not 

economically valuable given that having children is not financially lucrative despite economic 

advantages such as having extra help around the house, in the family business, or in the simple 

fact that women raise the next generation of workers for the state. Michael Warner writes of 

society’s desire to control its sexuality due to a symbiotic lack of control. He notes:  

Sooner or later, happily or unhappily, almost everyone fails to control his or her sex life. 

Perhaps as compensation, almost everyone sooner or later also succumbs to the 
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temptation to control someone else’s sex life….The culture has thousands of ways for 

people to govern the sex of others---and not just the harmful or coercive sex, like rape, 

but the most personal dimensions of pleasure, identity, and practice. We do this directly, 

through prohibition and regulation, and indirectly, by embracing one identity or one set 

of tastes as though they were universally shared, or should be. Not only do we do this; we 

congratulate ourselves for doing it.32 

 

In other words, sexuality is heavily regulated, and I argue, as a result, so is reproduction. What 

this chapter explores is the intimate spaces for reading and writing that women adopt when 

reproduction, the body, and sexuality are problematic, painful, or traumatic within the 

biopolitical regime. Each of the mothers I discuss in the chapter feels pain in distinct ways due to 

the ways the state and her intimate existence intertwine themselves. For example, Eva, the 

mother from Shriver’s text, whose son has committed the horrible crime of killing multiple 

classmates, often wonders if she truly loves her son or if she is just socially conditioned to do so 

because she gave birth to him. Throughout the text, her history of being a reluctant mother is 

mixed with the story of traumatic aftermath of his crime, which leads the reader to wonder: are 

some children born evil or are some women never meant to be mothers? And why is the second 

question much harder than the first? Similarly, Klebold often wonders if she was a bad mother 

because she missed the signs of her son’s deteriorating mental condition that led him to commit 

his crime. This traumatic question haunts her memoir and she admits she spends her life 

attempting to make up for this spiritual debt to the world.  

In creating my queer reading methodology, I use Sedgwick’s Paranoid/Reparative queer 

reading model as well as Cvetkovich’s ideas about everyday trauma as the foundational sources. 

These contrast with other dominant voices of trauma theory such as LaCapra and Elaine Scarry 

who tend to focus their research on catastrophic events and war related torture. Sedgwick, in her 

                                                
32 Michael Warner, The Trouble With Normal: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer Life (Cambridge, MA: Havard 

University Press, 1999), 1.  
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widely read and oft-cited piece “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re So 

Paranoid You Probably Think This Essay Is About You,” discusses her distaste for what she 

calls “paranoid” reading styles. She characterizes those as the ones that highlight and privilege 

problematic aspects of texts over more positive or “reparative” ones.33 To Sedgwick, the 

dominant tradition of paranoid reading “may have had an unintentionally stultifying side effect: 

it may have made it less rather than more possible to unpack the local, contingent relations 

between any given piece of knowledge and its narrative/epistemological entailments for the 

seeker, knower, or teller.”34 Conversely, on reparative reading, she explains that the “desire for 

reparative impulse is additive and accretive. Its fear, a realistic one, is that the culture 

surrounding it is inadequate or inimical to its nature; it wants to assemble and confer plenitude 

on an object that will then have resources to offer to an inchoate self.”35 In other words, 

concentrating solely on negative textual affect becomes a destructive force that holds back 

intellectual progress, whereas reparative reading forces the reader to redraw the boundaries of 

truth, reason, and value. Reparative reading allows the reader (or consumer) to grow; paranoid 

reading forces the reader backwards into their trauma and anger. New reading practices should 

be grounded in ways to make peace with texts rather than to fight them, which in turn allow for 

                                                
33 See Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re So Paranoid, You  

Probably Think This Essay Is About You,” in Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (Durham: Duke  

University Press, 2003), 123-152. It is important to note that Cvetkovich and her contemporary Heather Love cite 

Sedgwick extensively in their work on queer trauma and reading. Both build off Sedgwick’s focus on revisiting 

different affective modes and responses to argue for a return to and consideration of the traumatic queer past as well 

as the rich potentiality present within such exercises. Whereas Cvetkovich chooses to focus on what she calls 

“lesbian public cultures,” Love casts her attention to the connection between politics and emotion. Love’s work 

helps ground our rejections of overly positive narratives of sexual difference and urges us to see the value in non 

homonormative discourse. See Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History 

(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007). 

 

 
34 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You’re So Paranoid, You  

Probably Think This Essay Is About You,” 124.  
35 Ibid., 149.  
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new opportunities to learn. One should acknowledge that trauma or problematic areas are there 

but recognize that there could be new queer possibilities that offer redemptive surprises to those 

that paranoid reading enforce. Sedgwick writes in a notable passage about the power of 

reparative reading and its flexibility, writing: 

Because there can be terrible surprises, however, there can also be good ones. Hope, 

often a fracturing, even a traumatizing thing to experience, is among the energies by 

which the reparatively positioned reader tries to organize the fragments and part-objects 

she encounters or creates. Because the reader has room to realize that the future may be 

different from the present, it is also possible for her to entertain such profoundly painful, 

profoundly relieving, ethically crucial possibilities as that the past, in turn, could have 

happened differently from the way it actually did.36 

 

In this new strategy, paranoid reading is marked as endlessly negative and halted. Reparative 

reading becomes more fluid alternative, giving fidelity to alternative versions of the future 

whereas paranoid reading locks in on known anger. In other words, according to Sedgwick, to 

reading reparatively is to accept some form of love from a text.  

In Cvetkovich’s framework, which also comes from the field of queer theory, negative 

affect no longer becomes a prison, but a place of productive growth. This is the theoretical 

orientation for Cvetkovich, who chooses to approach trauma as occurring both in the everyday 

and catastrophic. However, she hones in on the everyday, calling to our attention the importance 

of the consistent and barely noticeable traumas that define our everyday lives, which is key in 

understanding how gendered trauma works as often times it is invisible or silence, going 

undetected. Additionally, to Cvetkovich, trauma becomes the glue that holds the modern queer 

narrative in place, making it a powerful tool for cultural production, a text that highlights the 

emotional connections and identifications made through pain. I argue that this goes beyond the 

queer narrative and can hold an important application in Women’s literature, especially literature 

                                                
36 Ibid., 146.  
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grounded in the maternal body. Women’s writing holds space for women’s pain, allowing it to 

be shared and never silenced or revised.  

 The second layer of Cvetkovich’s analysis, which is her explication of her phrase, 

“archive of feelings,” is crucial to our understanding of trauma because she views individuals 

who share various circumstances as having similar reactions and experiences to certain events 

that bind them together in affectual response. In other words, queer people across the world share 

certain moments of pain and joy, creating imagined communities and, thus, possibilities for 

growth and revolution. Again, this is important when considering a Women’s literature defined 

by trauma and the body. When we consider Arendt and her ideas of freedom, Cvetkovich’s 

theoretical frame becomes important in articulating a new space for gathering together that 

demands action. To Cvetkovich, these spaces (places characterized by this new idea for political 

action and thirst for freedom) offer great insight into oppressed groups and the mechanisms for 

revolution. 

Sedgwick and Cvetkovich serve as a productive base for my own reading methodology, 

which is why I will use the word “reparative” or the phrase “reparative reading” in this 

dissertation. However, as I will explore within the text, my approach differs because I believe 

trauma to not be fully productive but that I do not view this dimension of trauma as a problem. 

For example, there does not need to be an impulse to fix or normalize a person who has been 

traumatized. Reparative reading is a different act than repairing trauma, an impulse that is often 

incorrect, or, optimistic in nature. Such an impulse is a result of state efforts to maintain 

reproductive standards of motherhood as well as to monitor “safe” types of affect. Additionally, I 

diverge from Cvetkovich in her belief that trauma makes people stronger in a variety of ways, 

which is to put a value judgement on strength and weakness. These are ideas that will be 
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explored within the chapter through close readings of all three texts, with special attention paid 

to biopolitics and the trauma inflicted by the pressures of heterosexuality as well as motherhood. 

Other chief questions I will investigate are: how do we read the body and how do the “stories of 

wounds” affect these readings? How do women tell the stories of women in distinct ways? Why 

is this crucial to revolutionary reading practice? What does a queer reading practice indebted to 

the “psychic life of biopower” look like without falling victim to the same pushes for 

normalization and standardization? I argue the answer lies in a fidelity to language as definer of 

individual experience. At times simple acts such as speaking become feminist victories, yet 

during others, remaining silent is the key to survival. Knowing neither is a universal answer is a 

start for understanding that the biopolitical sphere affects each woman and her body, differently. 

Language or lack of language become currency in a world where the female body and its labor is 

valued less and less.  

Elaine Scarry writes of the extreme connection between torture, trauma, and language. 

She explains the slippery location of words during violence, where they can become hidden or 

lost: 

World, self, and voice are lost or nearly lost, through the intense pain of torture and not 

through the confession as is wrongly suggested by its connotations of betrayal. The 

prisoner’s confession merely objectifies the fact of their being almost lost, makes their 

invisible absence, or nearby absence, visible to the torturers. To assent to words that 

through the thick irony of the body can be only dimly heard, or to reach aimlessly for the 

name of a person or a place that has barely enough cohesion to hold its shape as a word 

and none to bond it to its wordly referent, is a way of saying, yes all is almost gone now, 

there is almost nothing left now, even this voice, the sounds I am making, no longer form 

my words, but the words of another.37 

 

                                                
37 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: Making and Unmaking the World  (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 

Press: 1985), 35.  
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It is at these precise moments of traumatic verbal loss that reading becomes instrumental in 

radical reclamations of selfhood or communities in a world colonized by the biopolitical state. 

As Scarry defines it, torture is both physical and verbal, working by confining subjects through 

overt physical manifestations of violence. Later it controls their linguistic power by defining the 

ways they speak through direct lines of questioning with expected responses and answers. I have 

outlined in the previous sections, more specifically in the individual chapter summaries above, 

how this dissertation makes the case for new and queer reading methodologies that combat 

institutionalized and biopolitically mandated heterosexuality and the traumatic affects inflicted as 

a result. Like Scarry’s description of torture as physical and linguistic, I believe the trauma of 

heterosexuality to be both psychic and physical. In other words, the institutions created by the 

biopolitical regime maintain great psychological impact whether one is in power or is the one 

being subjugated.  

New queer readings within this universe allow for the creation of spaces in a variety of 

revolutionary ways. The first, engages what Sara Murphy has written about in her work on 

normalized states of gendered trauma with regard to rape, which is often seen as the core of 

women’s gendered trauma. She argues that looking at rape in a new psychoanalytic context has 

the potential to break open dialogue that forces people to see that the world has accepted 

normalized violence even if they critique it in a feminist context. She notes: 

Instead, here trauma describes a current anxiety around the subject, which finds one of its 

privileged expressions in the figure of the rape victim. The rape victim functions as a 

vehicle for the depiction of violence in terms that efface embodied subjectivities in order 

to produce as normative productive mental states.  

If it is through rape that a normalized state of trauma can be produced, this at least partly 

because it is through the representation of rape that sexual difference is elaborated and 

contained. Rape is an act that articulates symbolic with literal violence, reinscribing on? 
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the bodies of its victim the marks of? A sexual difference that pretends to deny all 

enigma.38 

 

In other words, endless concentration on the victims who experience rape and their 

individualized experiences of the crimes enable a culture of normalized gendered trauma. This 

silently reproduces and defines women’s existence by trauma rather than to looks at the larger 

biopolitical problem of forced heterosexuality, which endows men with the power to rape and 

women with the fear of reporting. Murphy’s thesis is endlessly valuable in the context of this 

dissertation and the idea of revolutionary reading because reading is both an individual 

experience and one that is collective. Traumas once held close due to shame or terror are now 

open, exposing affects that are uniquely labelled feminine, unproductive, or unpatriotic--- all 

negative traits in a state whose standard is flat emotion and high productivity at any cost. My 

approach is unlike Cvetkovich’s, for she essentially demands that trauma be redemptive or even 

at times, positive, a strategy she notes has been a therapeutic force within her own life. Reading 

in this project occurs with one aim: openness regardless of the affect produced for the reader, on 

the grounds that true queer reading comes from feeling all affects regardless of their socially 

deemed value or esteem. Affect differs from opinion. One has the option not to enjoy certain 

literary works, films, or music, but one should not remove one’s feelings just because those 

feelings are negative. My largest divergence with Sedgwick’s framework, which will become 

apparent throughout, is her tendency to ignore fidelity to negative feelings and force positive 

ones to prove queer reading idyllically should be about reconciliation. Some circumstances do 

not deserve rehabilitation and the literary examples I have chosen flow along this affective 

                                                
38 Sara Murphy, “Traumatizing Feminism: Prevention Discourse and the Subject of Sexual Violence,” in 

Traumatizing Theory: The Cultural Politics of Affect in and Beyond Psychoanalysis, ed. Karyn Ball (New York: 

Other Press, 2007), 97.  
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model, particularly in the fourth chapter, which deals with intimate violence against women and 

their bodies. All readers (and writers) must feel as deeply as possible without fear of having to 

apologize for fear, grief, anger, or even elation in order for liberation to occur. One does not need 

to repair. Repairing is an example of the dominant regime that demands restraint and order from 

all. The goal should be an ability to name unique feelings and emotively respond to situations 

rather than seek succor in muted quietness.  

.  Not only are queer reading practices ideal locations for the cultivation for new anti-

establishment action against the biopolitical state in that they point readers towards ways of 

noticing and critiquing dominant normalized gendered violence, but they also are distinct 

because they do not force certain readings of the texts. They simply allow the readers to feel and 

interpret. In designing this dissertation, I took a case study approach where I chose a variety of 

themes to show different ways to implement this reading methodology, with the one constant 

being that each chapter would focus on gendered and biopolitical topics. The first chapter’s 

emphasis on Boy’s literature and the different reading methodologies that arise out of the 

homosocial bonds of war created by trauma informs my inquiries into masculine toxicity within 

American culture. The second chapter and its focus on literature of the counterculture and 

psychiatry asks us to look deep into the affective rules we place on heterosexual men and the 

punishments that arise when those rules are broken, especially if women are the enforcers of 

those rules. Here, drugs are vehicles, which both open, and cloud the mind depending on the 

author. Vivid affect is always the enemy in the text, with the protagonists championing its 

expression throughout, in comparison with the emotional and gendered conformity championed 

by the postwar majority, designed to heighten the reign of capitalism. Lastly, the final chapter 

reads women’s bodies and the systemic traumas inflicted upon them by heterosexuality, namely 
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incest, miscarriage, and unwanted motherhood (which presents in a variety of ways). This 

chapter uses the unearthing of women’s collective traumas to show reading as a radical 

experience that has the potential to not only heal and show connectedness, but also allyship, and 

simple revelation in a world where so much about the definitions of trauma and torture are about 

secrecy and seclusion. This chapter aims to break these taboos. It does not aim to erase the pain 

or negative affects of those involved in the life altering events. It does not seek to read them in an 

ultra-reparative way; rather, my goal is to give them space to exist publically so that the reader 

might read them in any way they would prefer, which departs from the Sedgwick and 

Cvetkovich models in their rosy outlook, but allows for women’s unseen stories to be validated 

in their pain. 

 In the greater context of queer theory, this dissertation touches on an important facet of 

the field: desire. However, I will argue that it extends this a bit further. Cathy Caruth, as I wrote 

earlier in this chapter, writes brilliantly, “trauma is the story of a wound.” I will add to this that 

reading is the speech of desire and the story of our collective gendered traumas as a society. In 

other words, through reading we are able to unlock our traumas, desires, and secrets with the turn 

of a page. By finding and articulating new forms of queer reading practice, we magnify with 

urgency the revolutionary work we need to do as a society to dismantle the biopolitical regime 

put in place to mandate heterosexuality, encourage reproduction, and devalue various points of 

the affective spectrum. Reading maybe done in silence, but through this act of reading, we speak 

out against trauma and torture and demand justice. I began this introduction with a citation of 

Foucault, stating that heterosexuality was silent. Perhaps this is its biggest weakness of all: the 

assumption it is all encompassing and without fault, that we do not read its behavior as 

problematic or unhealthy. However, that is the mission of this dissertation: to show that literary 



34 

 

activism can take place against the state’s mass and normalized gendered traumas through new 

reading practices.  

By reading, we speak. By speaking, we are. New. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

MOBILIZING AN ARMY THROUGH LITERATURE 

 

It is time to remember that old wisdom our soldiers will never forget: that whether we are black 

or brown or white, we all bleed the same red blood of patriots, we all enjoy the same glorious 

freedoms, and we all salute the same great American Flag. And whether a child is born in the 

urban sprawl of Detroit or the windswept plains of Nebraska, they look up at the same night sky, 

they fill their heart with the same dreams, and they are infused with the breath of life by the same 

almighty Creator. 

    -Donald Trump, Inaugural Address, January 20, 2016.  

 

The white male authorial voice dominates normative interpretations and celebrations of 

American literature. Traditional assessments of the American literary canon reveal a masculine 

driven field that has led to the reading of, teaching on, and scholarly focusing on male authors. 

This is what Nina Baym expertly identified as their tales of “beset manhood.”39 From Hawthorne 

to Franzen, male authors and their stories have become a driving force behind the fabric of our 

country’s landscape, stitching together the narrative of the American dream with each work. As a 

direct result, for generations, young readers are given a hauntingly similar authorial template--- 

one that was white, heterosexual, and tortured in the name of his craft. For decades, this 

seductive model of the American author steeped itself so deeply into culture that it seemed no 

other authorial voice was permitted or real; no one else simply had stories interesting enough to 

tell a mass literary audience, despite countless authors of other experiences endlessly writing at 

the margins, waiting to tell their stories. It was this hostile and restrictive atmosphere that 

prompted Nobel and Pulitzer Prize winning author Toni Morrison to write her first novel The 

Bluest Eye. She explainins consistently in speeches that she wrote the text because she had never 

read a book written for a person like her, rather, she had only read books about people like her, 

                                                
39 See Nina Baym, “Melodramas of Beset Manhood: How Theories of American Fiction Exclude Women Authors,” 

American Quarterly 33 (Summer 1982) for her assessment of why American literature has chosen to focus solely on 

the male experience. I discuss Baym’s thesis and women's writing in chapter four of this dissertation.  
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citing the vastness in this difference.40 With the rise of radical politics, second wave feminism, 

and the civil rights movement in the 1960s and 70s, this omnipotent white male authorial voice 

was challenged again. Yet now, the campaign to include female authors, authors of color, and 

non-heterosexual authors in course reading lists, literary studies, and as serious contenders in the 

arena of publishing saw more traction as such arguments for diversity became more mainstream, 

allowing both readers and writers access to new communities. However, this chapter does not 

focus on this vital moment of fragmentation and enhancement of the literary canon; instead, it 

concentrates on two celebrated male authors whose work remains popular and celebrated among 

young men in order to interrogate notions masculinity, boyhood, and gendered trauma present in 

America at war during both WWII and Vietnam. This chapter is concerned with the biopolitical 

mechanisms that maintain, celebrate, and create the figure of a young American male as soldier, 

on both the battlefield and the home front through the careful celebrations of masculinity that 

come to make men great in times of stress. From the heroic dreams present in the dormitory 

rooms of Knowles’s A Separate Peace to the wet landscape of the Vietnamese battlefields of 

Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried, the American male body has been conditioned for war, 

physically and psychologically to maintain the complex biopolitical gendered systems demanded 

by patriotism and the state. The literary imagination within this period is working towards a 

precisely tuned system that toes the line between the homosocial and homoerotic to produce 

friendship, camaraderie, and a lifelong service to the state. This disciplinary process works via 

devotion to the rules in the form of gendered obedience and patriotism. Boys within these works 

sleep under the stars next to other males, and touch their bodies to congratulate them on an 

                                                
40 Morrison has made these remarks on numerous occasions in a variety of ways throughout the years, but recently 

she expressed sentiments like this again during a Babel keynote lecture I attended in November 2017 in Buffalo, NY 

where she gave her motivations for writing each of her novel length works, placing them into context for the 

audience.  
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athletic field, moments that become a symbolic battlefield respresenting America in the fight for 

freedom. Male-to-male love becomes a crucial part of patriotism and a necessity for survival. In 

other words, as boys become men, they must fight with/for other men and the symbol of the state 

to maintain or secure its power. This literature is the training ground to build, validate, and 

assure that this type of relationship building is treated as the norm and ideal for both boy and 

state, who ultimately become intertwined. However, if one loves too much, one suffers, which I 

will discuss at length in this chapter.  

This chapter will argue that certain psychic conditions are made available in favor 

(consciously or subconsciously) of the state apparatus via certain texts present in the dominant 

canon of American literature and its male authors. This occurs through a specific sub-genre I am 

naming Boy’s literature that appears to target boys in its themes of glory, valor, and brotherhood. 

It is distinct from what others have called “Boarding school literature,” which is another sub-

genre that implements similar themes. Boarding school literature, mostly confined to the world 

of the British novel, is an homage to elite society that seeks to affirm class structure. When 

transposed onto American literature, the school novel becomes about dismantling the facade of 

prep school and its capitalist backbone, which we see vividly in Salinger’s Holden Caulfield with 

his self-imposed exile from boarding school, leading to the streets of New York in search of 

“real life.41” However, Boy’s literature, as I am presenting it, is grounded in overlapping notions 

of surveillance and trauma (read: biopolitical and psychological circumstances) that shape 

masculinity in its various expressions through the notion that American masculinity is grounded 

in reactions to war and the possibility of military service, affirmative or negative. This is what 

distinguishes it from Boarding school literature, which focuses largely on the institution of 

                                                
41 Alex Pitofsky, “Unseen Academy: John Knowles’s A Separate Piece,” Papers on Language and Literature 49 

(2013), 390.  



38 

 

school. Additionally, I am focusing on the institution of war as a chief organizing institution, 

especially with regard to gender. War does intersect with other institutions, but for Boy’s 

literature it is the primary locus. Boy’s literature has the potential to transcend its sociohistorical 

origins, which is what keeps these books in popular rotation among adolescents as well as in the 

classroom today, even if their authors or time periods are not contemporary with the setting in 

which they are subsequently read. Teachers have found certain students are not only touched by 

their content. The texts reinforce themes of order, heroism, and the importance of the state, 

making these texts ideal for certain curricular spaces and behavior modeling. Eric L Tribunella 

speaks of this process especially in regards to Knowles and A Separate Peace’s use within the 

classroom to teach strict morality and patriotism, which, he argues, has been its chief use. He 

writes, “A Separate Peace figures as one of the primary texts in this curriculum, which seeks to 

foster a personal value system including positive self-images, the ability to differentiate between 

tolerance and intolerance, a sense of centrality and freedom and personal independence, and the 

importance of truth and reconciliation.” He further comments that other scholars have noted the 

novel’s effectiveness in teaching adolescents “universal lessons about moral development and 

the human ideal.”42 Not only has this led to the book being used consistently in more 

conservative classrooms since its publication, which I will discuss later in this chapter, it also 

points to what Christina S. Jarvis discusses in her work involving WWII and post WWII 

masculinity. Jarvis argues that it was not until WWII and its aggressive use of the draft that 

masculinity was so intensely tied to discipline and surveillance. Secondly, the US’s “win” 

secured the nation as an entity was that gendered male since victory and dominance are “male” 

traits. An obsession with glory tied to masculine war strength continues even now since WWII is 

                                                
42 Eric L. Tribunella, “Refusing the Queer Potential: John Knowles’s A Separate Peace,” Children’s Literature 30 

(2002), 82.  
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culturally framed as a “just war,” with other wars failing to compare.43 In other words, the affects 

present within the texts, combining with the conditions created by a post-war masculinity that 

has been enriched by war mythology, carry a powerful emotional charge. Boys decades later may 

become inflamed to fight wars that have long been over, recalling a glory they cannot place their 

finger on, but know they must achieve in order to become “real men.” 

 In order to explore these issues effectively, I have chosen to focus this chapter by doing 

close readings of two texts: Knowles’s A Separate Peace and Tim O’Brien’s short story 

collection The Things They Carried, books which appear at first glance to be fundamentally 

different, yet as I will argue, despite their differences, are related and inhabit similar spaces when 

we consider them within this new theoretical framework. This chapter will attempt to unpack the 

notion of the twentieth-century American novel as a puzzle defined simultaneously by an 

aggressive “call to arms” and an anxious masculinity produced by the trauma and surveillance of 

the same war. The times and spaces the novels inhabit are defined by queer notions of both 

masculinity and masculine sexuality that allow for men to love and be physical with other men 

outside the limits of traditional heterosexuality and straight culture without penalty due to the in 

order for the game of war to continue. Through analysis of both texts and references to others, I 

will connect passionate moments of aspiring patriotism with exuberant homoeroticism to argue 

that war is both a real and metaphorical condition that directly influences the construction of 

masculinity and its literary afterlife for boys past and present. 

In order to begin any exploration into the possibility of a Boy’s literature, we must first 

define and destabilize the category of “boy.” For the purposes of this dissertation, I am 

characterizing a “boy” as a person living a masculinized affective existence between the ages of 

                                                
43 See Christina S. Jarvis, The Male Body at War: American Masculinity During World War II (Dekalb: Northern 

Illinois University Press, 2004), 1-9.  
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twelve and twenty one, which I recognize is a wide range, but is representative of both those who 

might read such literature in school as well as many of the characters present within the texts. I 

have chosen to not limit my definition of “boy” to simply those assigned male at birth and 

believe Boy’s literature is not exclusively for cisgender boys even if they are undoubtedly the 

target audience. In other words, certain affects such as isolation, loneliness, and a desire for 

friendship are not limited to a biological male experience, but are more representative of a 

certain kind of adolescent moment that various bodied individuals have the ability to share, 

mostly due to emotional factors and the spaces surrounding subjectivity formation. Additionally, 

with the infusion of a queer reading onto the material I did not want to eliminate those living 

gender diverse lives and their reading experiences. However, I must be clear that for the sake of 

this chapter, and its remaining content, when I write “boy” or “man” in reference to literary 

examples, I am referencing the authors’ use of a cisgender male characters even if my 

fundamental understanding of the category does not align itself with such essentialism. I fully 

recognize the potential for a Boy’s literature (as a genre) that includes female bodied characters 

and their experiences, especially with a destabilized notion of “boy,” but the scope of this 

dissertation does not extend to this mode of analysis for the sake of space. For now my literary 

examples focus on cisgender males in the age range I have specified, but my expectation of 

reader identification within the category of “boy” is wide even if I do not go deeply into this 

issue at this time despite wanting to investigate further.44 I want this distinction and my position 

to be clear. Occasionally, I will cite literary examples of characters that do not fit the age group 

of “boy,” but rather, are men occurring in literature boys may read. Boy’s literature does not 

                                                
44 Cisgender male, meaning individuals whose gender identity of male matches their physical male body, is the 

opposite of transgender, which would mean an individual whose gender identity does not match his or her physical 

body.   
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have to be exclusive to male bodied protagonists or characters, but in my immediate application 

and analysis of it in the following pages, this is the model on which I will be focusing. 

As I stated in the previous pages, I find Boy’s literature to be a transtemporal project that 

has power over a generations of readers, with each text holding different meanings for each new 

set of readers depending on the circumstances of the state. Reading about an everyday male or 

group of males and his/their gendered and intimate interactions with the state is perhaps the most 

affective tool the state has for maintaining order and obedience when glory distills from 

violence. Along these lines, in this chapter, I have given concrete boundaries for my analysis of 

Boy’s literature, which is grounded thematically, rather than in normative understandings of 

time. As states in the introduction, some chapters of this dissertation have temporal boundaries 

marked in years in terms of publication, others do not. This one does not, but the boundaries are 

still sharp. I have decided to only consider texts using content-based criteria: the subject matter 

for texts must start at the Second World War and end at Vietnam. Authors may write the books 

at any time, but I privileged older texts or texts taught in schools, even if they are frequently 

challenged. I deliberately chose Vietnam as my cut off position because I felt it was an ideal 

segue into my later chapters that deal with Counterculture and Women’s literature, which both 

rise around this period and critique many of the themes present within these works. Additionally, 

examples drawn from the Iraqi War or 9/11 provide too broad a scope for a dissertation, but 

when used in conjunction with the ones provided are more appropriate for a book-length project, 

despite being a great source of material on the topic and falling well into the genre.  

 John Knowles’s A Separate Peace and Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried provide 

excellent examples of Boy’s literature in that they are both, at their cores, texts about identity and 

the frustrations surrounding male friendship in the period of WWII and Vietnam, respectively. 
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Knowles’s novel, which tells of the impossibly close and, in many ways, queer, friendship 

between prep school boys Gene and Phineas during WWII, highlights the conservative impulse 

to march to war in heroic aid of one’s country even in the face of more practical concerns such as 

physical danger and psychic wellbeing. The boys spend countless days fantasizing about the 

draft, viewing it as a ticket to both freedom and independence from the monotonous days had on 

their affluent, safe New England campus. The war becomes its own character within the novel. It 

is an ever-present reminder of the promise of masculine prowess that even replaces discourses 

surrounding girls in favor of homosocial moments of male bonding that highlight the physicality 

of male activities such as sports and climbing trees, where the pivotal trauma of the novel occurs. 

Indeed when Gene gives an early description of Phineas we are privileged to an oddly detailed 

portrait of intimate motions of his body, descriptions that Tribunella argues highlight Gene’s 

eroticizing of “Finny’s innocence, purity, and skill,” thus complementing “Finny’s eroticiz[ing] 

the companionship provided by Gene.”45 This youthful, but deep connection continues 

throughout the early portions of the novel when the boys are most active together and highlights 

the greatness of their friendship, something Knowles, through his exuberant tone, sets as the 

highest standard for a proper boyhood. When Gene shares the intense experience of the first time 

they climb the tree together, the moment highlights this focus on the connection of male 

friendship to the body, with Tribunella noting that “jumping from the tree acquires special 

significance [within the novel and]; it serves as a sign of loyalty and as an act that cements their 

bond and stands in for sexual play.” 46 Gene recalls the scene and his electric reactions to 

Phinas’s body as he watches it this initial time on the tree: 

He weighed a hundred and fifty pounds, a galling ten more than I did, which flowed from 

his legs to torso around shoulders to arms and full strong neck in an uninterrupted, 

                                                
45  Eric L. Tribunella, “Refusing the Queer Potential: John Knowles’s A Separate Peace,” 83.  
46 Ibid. 
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unsympathetic unity of strength. He began scrambling up the wooden pegs nailed to the 

side of the tree, his back muscles working like a panther’s. The pegs didn’t seem strong 

enough to hold his weight… 

‘That’s the most fun I’ve had this week. Who’s next?’ [He asked]. 

I was. This tree flooded me with a sensation of alarm all the way to my tingling fingers.47 

 

  

As Eve Sedgwick has noted extensively in her discussion of male homosociality, desire, not 

love, becomes the proper term to name male to male erotic investment and its motivations, an 

affect that is evident in the exchange above.48 Even though there is no graphic sexual relationship 

between the two male protagonists in the normative sense, one could successfully argue (as 

critics have done in other ways) Gene’s unfulfilled desire for Phineas’s body leads to the 

climbing accident that sets the novel’s central conflict in motion due to his jealousy and erotic 

frustrations. Intimately connected to this erotic undercurrent within the text is a male desire for 

the experience of war and the camaraderie it brings, which takes precedence over everything 

else. This is a psychic condition that takes on an erotic investment chiefly illustrated through a 

focus on the male body and its ability to fight---yet again another demonstration of masculine 

prowess and an excuse to touch and engage in socially sanctioned intimate acts with other men.  

The beginning of a Boy’s novel grounds itself in a sense of urgency to change one’s 

immediate circumstances and a desire to comb through individual fears using new relationships 

built in war as a catalyst. If the ongoing war is the invisible, yet ever-present third protagonist of 

A Separate Peace, post-war disillusionment and boredom serves a similar function in a post 

WWII novel like Kerouac's On the Road, which I discuss at length in my next chapter. For 

example, after the numbing experiences of war and divorce, main protagonist Sal longs to truly 

                                                
47 John Knowles,  A Separate Peace (New York: Secker & Warburg, 1959), 8. 
48 See Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: 

Columbia University Press), 2-5.  
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feel things again, making secondary protagonist Dean the perfect friend to explore a different 

type of masculinity and way of feeling his way through the world, even using his veteran 

benefits to begin the travel experiences that “officially” start the novel. War, thus, becomes the 

catalyst for action, whether it is the desire to fight and train one’s body for its challenges or the 

rewards of a time served. Or, in the case of authors like Hemingway or Heller, the motivation to 

create art as a means of capturing the realities or absurdities of war. If Cathy Caruth has 

characterized trauma as the story of a wound, in Boy’s literature, war becomes the wound that 

will never close, a present reminder of what it could mean to be a “proper” man if one was ever 

able to understand the set of rules. These rules always seem just out of grasp, anticipating a sense 

of masculine anxiety that derives out of newly minted post war standards of maleness that have 

become a “violent, sadistic performance of a society directed at a maternal object.”49 In other 

words, war is the locus of male communication and connection via the aggressive acts it entails, 

but there is seldom any resolution to gendered trauma despite full immersion. War looks better 

from far away, much like Henry exclaims in the early chapters of A Farewell to Arms when 

describing watching the ongoing campaign, “The whole thing seemed to run better when I was 

away.”50 Similarly, Tim O’Brien recalls the confusion of his platoon-mates (and his fictionalized 

self) during the Vietnam War on how to be soldiers, yet their desire to avoid shame through 

fulfillment of what they believe men at war to be like: 

 

 They were tough. They carried all the emotional baggage of men that might die. Grief, 

terror, love, longing---these were intangibles, but the intangibles had their own tangible 

weight. They carried shameful memories. They carried the common secret of cowardice 

barely restrained, the instinct to run or freeze or hide, and in many respects this was the 

heaviest burden of all, for it could never be put down, it required perfect balance and 

posture. They carried their reputations. They carried a soldier’s greatest fear, which was 

                                                
49 Benjamin Mangrum, “Violating the Feminine: War, Kristiva, and The Things They Carried,” Journal of the 

American Studies Association of Texas 41 (2010): 33.  
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the fear of blushing. Men killed, and died, because they were embarrassed not to. It was 

what had brought them to the war in the first place, nothing positive, no dreams of glory or 

honor, just to avoid the blush of dishonor. They died so as not to die of embarrassment.51 

 

However, despite war’s confusing affect and stirring of anxiety about one’s masculinity, it still 

remains at the forefront of male consciousness in narrative. It is an ultimate transformative, 

personal experience, one that is universally illustrative of the struggles men face together and 

separately, an affect Boy’s literature focuses on compulsively. Peter Brooks has noted that 

“narrative demarcates, encloses, establishes limit, orders,” and if we consider the Boy’s narrative 

as a narrative of limits and orders for masculinity as it relates to the state, and negotiations 

between these two poles, war becomes the ideal marker of transition from boy to man, the 

moment of moving from playground to battleground. Battle becomes a biopolitical normalization 

technique that separates those who possess “true” patriotism and those who run from it. Yet, this 

distinction, however much those in power would like it to be strictly binary in nature, is not 

lacking an incredible sense of fluidity. Certainly, Vonnegut, who constructs his character of Billy 

Pilgram of Slaughterhouse Five as a soldier who is trained in the worst way fathomable and with 

no self-preservation skills, offers a critique of this very notion of sovereign power and its ability 

to practically craft true soldiers, would agree.  

Toni Morrison calls for us to consider the act of imaging when engaging with literary 

texts. She writes, “For them [African American women writers], as for me, imagining is not 

merely looking or looking at; nor is it taking oneself intact into the other. It is, for the purposes 

of the work, becoming.”52 Boy’s literature, both as a textual practice that exists inside and 

outside the narrative is heavily invests in this notion of becoming. Readers transforms as they 
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read, many times into those with a soldier mentality, a resulting “afterglow” of sorts from 

reading texts that are heavily invested in ideologies of conservatism. For example, within the 

first moments of the novel, we are told to consider Phineas and Gene in a “pre-military” state as 

Gene tells of a time where the boys are scolded for climbing and jumping from trees, with 

Phineas telling their teacher: 

 

‘We had to do that, naturally,’ he went on, ‘because we’re all getting ready for the war. 

What if they lower the draft age to seventeen? Gene and I are both going to be seventeen 

at the end of the summer, which is a very convenient time, since it’s the start of the 

academic year and there’s never any doubt about which class you should be in. Leper 

Lepellier is already seventeen and if I’m not mistaken, he will be draftable before the end 

of this academic year, and so conceivably he ought to have been a class ahead, he ought to 

have been a senior now, if you see what I mean, so that he would have been graduated and 

been all set to be drafted. But we’re all right, Gene and I are perfectly all right. There isn’t 

any question that we are conforming in every possible way to everything that’s happening 

and everything that’s going to happen.’53 

 

Not only does Phineas view himself as already preparing for war physically by having the 

athleticism to climb the tree fearlessly. He plays into his male teachers’ anxieties about the 

school’s abilities to shield the boys from the outside world and the violence going on while they 

are in the supposed safe institutional space of the school. Alex Pitofsky notes that such incidents 

give Phineas “a mystique, but not a direct representation of his athletic ability,” highlighting that 

the school is simply a stand in for other institutions such as war. Along this vein, Pitofsky writes 

that even though Phineas is supposedly the best athlete at Devon “Gene [only] recalls his friend’s 

mastery of several quasi-athletic activities: Blitzball, snowball fights, and leaps from the tree.” 

Additionally, when he breaks a school swimming record he demands to have it undocumented, 

highlighting his relationship to the school to be largely affective and symbolic.54 The tension 
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between the muted space of Devon (the boys’ school) and the vivid war in their minds perfectly 

illustrates the biopolitical conditions that Foucault has described as power having the ability “let 

live” rather than “made to die” and how they map themselves onto adolescent masculinity.55 In 

other words, the war becomes a reminder of which institutional forces have the ability to 

permeate and manipulate the privileged walls of the school, which in fact, is an institution of its 

own. Despite this, the boys are wise to  the ever looming presence of  militarization and do not 

fear the concept of war or the act of going off to war as they have been conditioned to believe 

that such service is accepted and noble. Later in the novel when Gene is asked by his friend’s 

father about his plans to enlist, these usually unspoken rules become vocalized, leading to Gene, 

who had not been as vocal or heroic as Phineas regarding his thirst for glory, becoming nervous. 

Mr. Hadley, his friend’s father, says: 

 

‘But then times change, and wars change. But men don’t change, do they? You boys are 

the image of me and my gang in the old days. It does me good to see you. What are you 

enlisting in, son?’ he said, meaning me, ‘the Marines or the Paratroops? There are 

doggone many exciting things to enlist in these days. There’s that bunch they call 

Frogmen, underwater demolition stuff. I’d give anything to be a kid again with all that 

stuff to choose from.’ 

‘I was going to wait and be drafted,’ I replied, trying to be polite and answer his question 

honestly, ‘but if I did that they might put me straight in the infantry, and that’s not only 

the dirtiest but also most dangerous branch of all, the worst branch of all. So I’ve joined 

the Navy and their sending me to Pensacola. I’ll probably have a lot of training, and I’ll 

never see a foxhole. I hope.’56 

 

 

War becomes a perverse rite of passage that unites generations of men in their desires for 

companionship and patriotism in order to maintain the state. Doing so reinforces hegemonic 

masculinity. In this moment of the novel, we get the sense that Mr. Hadley views going off to 
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battle as a crucial moment of the masculine development, with the quiet and apprehensive Gene 

as standing at odds with the enthusiastic boyhood fantasy, despite his earlier investment in the 

soldier mentality cultivated with Phineas through fantasy and his male gaze. Jarvis argues that 

this image of the hyper-masculine soldier was used to discipline American male bodies in the 

name of the state and transform the nation into a vehicle ready for combat, on and off the 

battlefield. A process like this occurs within the culture of Devon school. She writes, “Over time, 

a powerful male ‘body politic’ emerged, as federal, business, and military officials, as well as 

portions of the American populace, utilized powerful, hypermasculinized male bodies in public 

images to reflect the United States’ rising status as world power.”57 Later, she continues, 

describing a climate where “American male bodies were physically examined, classified, 

categorized, disciplined, clothed in particular uniforms, sexualized via venereal disease 

screenings, and subject to numerous other processes by the military and other institutions” in 

order to achieve order and supreme obedience to the regime, ideals fondly alluded to in this 

conversation that Gene’s queer expressions of masculinity do not adhere to.58  

This fantasy of war glory is held by the sleek and noble Phineas until the very day he dies 

in an emergency surgery to reset his leg, rebroken at the novel’s climax. This occurs during a 

midnight meeting which the boys of the school hold a peer trial to determine how the leg was 

broken in the first place (only the reader, and arguably Phineas himself, know that it was in fact 

Gene who pushed him out of the tree in a blackout rage of homoerotic jealousy and passion). 

Phineas, who has spent the majority of the novel injured by a fall from the very tree he had 

eagerly encouraged Gene to climb with him, remains committed to enlisting in the military and 

sees it as a vital progression of his growing masculinity. This is a much different affect than 
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Gene’s uptight cautiousness expressed in the conversation with Mr. Hadley. Knowles does not 

explicitly paint the more sensitive Gene as the enemy, or perhaps, more accurately, the wrong 

type of boy, instead, Phineas epitomizes a level of godliness when compared to Gene’s mere 

humanity. Phineas does not error, Gene does, especially in the arena of queer desire by letting it 

block what should be his all-encompassing love for the state. Phineas represents the athlete and 

patriot, the figure all boys should aspire to be even if he may be too perfect to live out his adult 

life. Gene, who is fairly representative of the average boy (in that he is a mediocre athlete and 

nervous around others), endlessly admires Phineas’ charisma and confidence to the point of 

delirium, which Knowles suggests continuously is what drives their complex relationship to 

begin with. Phineas is a leader and Gene his obsessed and cult-like follower. In my own reading, 

Gene is not the villain, more a sad figure in a failed romance or intense friendship, which is what 

the text inherently is in numerous ways. Moreover, to call Gene the villain would imply that 

Phineas is the hero. In traditional readings, he could be constructed as a certain type of hero, in a 

queer reading, he is not. He is manipulative and flawed, driving much of the complex affair 

between the boys into reality. Knowles treats Phineas as a hero, but I so not view him as such. 

Interestingly, in later chapters when I discuss the tragedies surrounding the Columbine massacre, 

Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, the now infamous shooters responsible are discussed in a similar 

fashion, with Harris as the handsome and cunning leader and Klebold as the more average (and 

depressed) teenager just looking to fit in. This psychological pattern is well known among 

forensic psychologists who have examined male serial killers that work in pairs or commit 

violent acts where one seduces the other into helping. They notice in pairs of intimate male 

friends when feelings of jealousy and isolation begin to surface that these acts are more likely to 

take place due to the combination of these affects. In other words, there is a leader and a 
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follower, and one or both snap, leaving a trail of violence behind them. In the case of Gene and 

Phineas, it was only a matter of time before Phineas violated an invisible rule Gene had created 

for their friendship and set the stage for an event like pushing him out of the tree. However, had 

they been on the true battle lines of war, the intimacy and depth of friendship Gene desired 

would have been accommodated, showing not only his emotional (but not physical) readiness for 

the comradery of the military but the dangers such a mindset brings to everyday masculinity, 

especially in the world of a teenage boy. 

  The character of chief identification for the reader (who presumably is mostly an 

audience of adolescent boys, but as I stated before, the notion of “boyhood” is slippery) 

unfortunately is Gene. The reader wants to be Phineas, setting up the tension in the novel as 

obvious and inescapable. We know how much Gene would like to be Phineas, but we also can 

see this jealousy as a homoerotic tension that is never resolved or officially consummated given 

Phineas’s death, which to some prevents it from being a tale of either compulsory 

heterosexuality or adult homosexuality; rather it is one of “boyish love and affection.”59 This 

elevation of their relationship and its closeness above the costs and problems of adult sexuality 

symbolically maps the tale onto a similar status of the battlefield where similar concerns of 

domestic masculinity are thrown away, in favor of new rules that privilege masculine intimacy 

over all else. Mark Simpson has written that in war tales it the queerest and most effeminate boy 

or man is the one dies in order as a tribute to preserve the masculinity of the unit. One would 

assume Phineas the bearer of this role since he is the one who dies.  However, I argue that this 

role is had by Gene since he is the one forced to live with the ego shattering trauma for the rest 

of his life, suffering without his lover. By doing this in the text, Knowles’s coincidently fulfilled 
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of a typical storyline often seen in early queer novels such as Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of 

Loneliness that highlight tragic queer lives.60 Though on the surface, Phineas may appear to be 

the more outwardly flamboyant character who dons a bright pink shirt and is more outrageous in 

his mannerisms. This has led some critics to name him as a queer character; his experience is 

archetypically straighter than Gene’s in that he moves through masculine social situations with 

ease, namely athletics and interpersonal challenges. This absolutely does not negate the 

relationship between the two characters and the desire, affect, or affect felt by them, but it does 

influence the culturally constructed spaces the characters occupy and the affect felt by Gene in 

the fallout. It is no coincidence, then, that according to Wheeler Winston Dixon that major 

Hollywood portrayals of war often include love story elements, showing that during times of war 

straightness is a powerfully constructed commodity that reverberates throughout culture in 

juxtaposition with the sharp homosocial desire present in battle.61 Formally, the novel (and 

Knowles) through its first person limited narration gives us the honest, yet strained story of Gene 

and his experience of Phineas’ body and friendship. Yet it does not include Phineas’s 

experiences of himself. The closest we get to understanding how intimately connected his 

masculine identity is to war is in some of his final words where he expresses his depression 

about becoming ineligible for combat due to his injury. Phineas says: 

 

I’ll hate it everywhere if I’m not in this war! Why do you think I kept saying there wasn’t 

any war all winter? I was going to keep on saying it until two seconds after I got a letter 

from Ottawa or Chungking, or someplace saying, ‘Yes, you can enlist with us.’ A look of 

pleased achievement flickered over his face momentarily, as though he had really gotten 

such a letter. ‘Then there would have been a war,” [he said].62 
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It is unsurprising that Phineas cannot exist within the universe of the novel once his identity as 

soldier is compromised. His death, while devastating to Gene, is not terribly out of place in this 

newly articulated canon of Boy’s literature or even Queer literature. If this strain of the Boy’s 

novel is directly related to one’s ability to act in war or conceive of one’s masculine self as a 

soldier than characters and readers who do not, are seemingly forced to go elsewhere. In other 

words, Phineas has to die for the novel’s message to work, that is, boys master their identities, 

shaky masculinities while at war, and if they cannot serve, there is a problem of congruence. In 

the end, when the campus doctor informs Gene of Phineas’ death, he frames the tragedy in the 

context of war casualty. He explains to Gene: 

 

‘This is something I think boys of your generation are going to see a lot of,” he said 

quietly, ‘and I will have to tell you about it now. Your friend is dead….There are risks, 

there are always risks. An operating room is a place where the risks are just more formal 

than in other places. An operating room and a war.’ And I noticed that his self-control was 

breaking up. ‘Why did it have to happen to you boys so soon, here at Devon?’63 

 

Even his death is framed as a battle risk, cementing the affect of the novel as an instructional 

manual for young masculinity as warrior status locked inside a desire for love and physical 

intimacy. The doctor, also in his comparison of the operating table to war, inserts his own 

gendered identity into the image of the battlefield, transforming them into soldiers fighting on 

the same side. Gene remains somehow opposed or, at the very least, different, a circumstance 

that the reader feels throughout the novel, highlighting his ever present queerness. We as readers 

might understand why Gene would throw Phineas out of the tree in a heated moment of jealous 

or displaced eroticism. But Knowles crafts the book’s message clearly. In a dominant reading of 
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the book we do not want to be Gene, the pathetic bystander to life, we want to be Phineas, the 

boy who lives without fear and attempts to overcome his trauma through fighting the war 

wherever he can. Unlike Gene, whose narration, which is precipitated by his own return to 

Devon as an adult, recreates Freud’s theories of trauma, repression, and impotence, a constant 

stating and restating of the same events with little to no understanding or conclusion. Gene even 

notes that when Phineas was buried at his funeral he did not cry since he feels it was also his 

funeral and one cannot cry at his own funeral, suggesting that his and Phineas’ identities are so 

intertwined that he cannot see where one begins and the other ends, a nod to their shared identity. 

It is also important to note that the book takes place as a flashback, with Gene returning to 

Devon as an adult man reflecting on the incidents that occurred many years before. In this, Gene 

only mentions his military service, but never a wife or children, highlighting with each word of 

the novel, his one true love was Phineas and that love has died, never to return, a marker of queer 

narrative, if we choose to read it this way. In the context of LaCapra’s theories, this is also an 

interesting idea, that Gene is “writing” his traumatic relationship with Phineas once he becomes 

triggered by the Devon campus as the place of his traumatic dissociation. LaCapra writes of the 

differences between repression and grief: 

  

In acting out, the past is performatively regenerated or relived as if it were fully present 

rather than represented in memory and inscription, and it hauntingly returns as the 

repressed. Mourning involves a different inflection of performativity: a relation to the past 

which involves directly recognizing its difference from the present---simultaneously 

remembering and taking leave of or actively forgetting it, thereby allowing for critical 

judgement and a reinvestment in life, notably social and civic life with its demands, 

responsibilities, and norms requiring respectful recognition and consideration for others.64 

 

Gene’s narration does not fully clue us into if he is acting out or mourning Phineas’ death, but 
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we do know that Gene and his trauma are directly tied to losing Phineas and a guilty conscious 

that has clearly lasted throughout a lifetime. Perhaps, then, the greatest tragedy of the novel is 

not the death of the perfect soldier, Phineas, as Knowles would like us to believe, but the psychic 

destruction of Gene by the specter of war and his inability to live up to masculine ideals, even in 

his own memories. He is the forever feminized, trapped in his own mind as a queer failure. A 

fundamental aspect of Boy’s literature then becomes the interplay between memory, the author, 

and the reader. The figure of the proper and disciplined soldier is a symbol that has the ability to 

transcend normative moments of time to symbolize the heroic, masculine, and ever ready to die 

in battle. Gene’s largest mistake being that he, like many shell shocked, and later, soldiers with 

PTSD, survived what was supposed to be the most honorable and masculine thing: death in 

battle. What do we make of narratives that work against this paradigm, novels that wrestle 

conformity and this forced sense of patriotism and delve into murkier waters? How do they fit 

into a genre of Boy’s literature that is so steeped in war ideology and patriotism? What do we 

make of a reader who fancies himself more Gene than Phineas, yet still somehow a soldier? And 

lastly how does the movement of time and collective affect start a transformation from Phineas 

as literary hero into Gene as flawed, yet softly representative of vastly more boys than ever 

before?  

In the period between WWII and the Vietnam War, American culture shifted in ways that 

are now considered common knowledge: the post-war economic boom gave rise to the suburban 

sprawl as men flew home victorious from war, ready to raise large families with wives ready to 

have children. Of course, as Betty Friedan and many feminists, historians, and cultural critics 

after her soon discovered, suburban life was not as easy, clear, or as ideal as advertisers planned. 

Women were desperate for a voice, felt alone in the home, and raised children who observed 
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their suffering in silence. As the suburbs descended into a slow burn of madness due to unhappy 

marriages, expensive appliances, and silence; cities, slowly, particularly New York and San 

Francisco, began rebelling against the conformity in the suburbs with counterculture art, drugs, 

and figures emerging from the urban landscapes. The most notable of this being the Beat 

Generation of writers out of New York and later, San Francisco. As the writings (and personas) 

of these authors, who are the subject of my next chapter, popularized, along with changing 

attitudes that coincided with the civil rights, antiwar, early women’s movements, perceptions 

about masculinity and its associations with affect slowly began to change. By the mid-1960s, the 

men who had willingly gone off to war twenty years before were still actively present within 

culture and as chief knowledge producers. However, there was a newer man standing with him---

a modified version of Gene, one that believed his masculinity was not stripped from him if he 

was not a war hero, rather, that he was more of a man if he did not serve as those who served 

were violent and he himself feared violence. He may have seen his own decorated masculine war 

hero father become violent towards his mother. He did not identify with that culture and did not 

want to become part of it. I will argue that the Phineas prototype steeped in patriotic discourse 

and this newer Gene prototype are two sides of the same masculine coin despite all the external 

differences and seemingly affective ones that prevent them from appearing to be the same. If the 

overly eager and patriotic soldier is an easily workable and manipulated stereotype certain boys 

relate to it on a transtemporal basis through the manipulation of ideas regarding male fitness via 

the “healthy body” and what masculine vigor represents to the state, the sensitive and reluctant 

soldier, who ends up “showing up for America” is another.65 Vietnam is the ideal backdrop for 

this second model due to the war’s unpopularity in comparison with other wars, namely WWII, 
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which is largely curated as a just and “good” war. Additionally, active counterculture movements 

fed into this affect of antiwar rhetoric, fueled especially by fear of the draft, something that plays 

prominently into O’Brien’s text and choices as a memoirist of war.  

Tim O’Brien’s Vietnam metafictional collection of short stories The Things They Carried 

differs in several crucial ways in the building of Boy’s literature, most prominently in the type of 

soldier depicted within the text. However, we must remember that Boy’s literature is both 

created in the image of boy as soldier and anti-soldier, making it equally invested in the idea of 

home through an increasing masculine anxiety regarding events that occur outside the stability of 

a domestic milieu. Published in 1990, O’Brien’s collection arrived just in time to serve as a 

literary companion to President George Bush’s efforts in what has been come to be known as 

“Desert Storm” or the beginning of the war in Iraq that has now waged on for almost three 

decades. Like Anthony Swofford’s Jarhead, which is an Iraq war memoir that focuses primarily 

on the affective elements of war such as isolation, loneliness, and disappointment rather than 

fetishizing combat, O’Brien focuses on the intense emotive moments of his experiences in 

Vietnam that have stayed locked within his psyche. He focuses primarily on moments where he 

encounters death or extreme boredom, turning them into fictionalized short stories presented in a 

pseudo memoir format where “Tim” is the central protagonist and narrator of the tales and the 

company of servicemen largely remains the same. Similarly, Swofford’s 2003 book, a traditional 

memoir, which was also adapted into a film directed by Sam Mendes, brilliantly highlights the 

disappointments he and his fellow Marines feel when they learn their deployment is over before 

they have seen any real combat. This asks the reader to wonder what makes a real soldier or war 

hero. Swofford, enlists directly into the Marine Corps, serving as a sniper, but sees little battle 

action, leaving him bored, empty, and he loses a sense of purpose as the time ticks along. 
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O’Brien’s fictionalized counterpart, on the other hand, is drafted and does not want to 

serve, even debating engaging in tactics to avoid service; but he ultimately gives in. Ironically, 

O’Brien, the reluctant patriot, is confronted with much more war than Swofford, who chose to 

enlist. To return to the quote I used earlier, O’Brien writes in “The Things They Carried,” his 

most widely published story from the volume, which importantly begins the collection:  

 

They carried all the emotional baggage of men who might die. Grief, terror, love, 

longing---these were intangibles, but the intangibles had their own mass and specific 

gravity, they had tangible weight. They carried shameful memories. They carried the 

common secret of cowardice barely restrained, the instinct to run or freeze or hide, and in 

many respects this was the heaviest burden of all, for it could never be put down, it 

required perfect posture. They carried their reputations. They carried the soldier’s 

greatest fear, which was the fear of blushing. Men killed, and died, because they were 

embarrassed not to. It was what brought them to war in the first place, nothing positive, 

no dreams or honor, just the blush of dishonor. They died so as to not die of 

embarrassment….It was not courage, exactly; the object was not valor. Rather, they were 

too afraid to be cowards.66  

 

 

Like Knowles, O’Brien’s descriptions of the emotional bonds between soldiers highlight their 

intensity and unspeakable closeness. Yet, he is clear to mention that this was due to a reaction to 

previous war culture that demanded glory via grandiose acts of heroism rather than to any 

organic bonding that may have occurred on its own. The hot and rainy landscape of Vietnam 

sees Tim’s company men performing masculinity for each other to avoid embarrassment and 

stay alive where Gene and Phineas perform masculinity as a game. However, each man carries 

the emotive obligations of the group, even if they are unspoken. Like Knowles’s descriptions of 

honor in the darkness of prep school dormitories, there is no shame in killing the enemy, at least 

in these early pages of the book, but there is a deep understanding of the emotional costs of war 

for the men who travel there. It then becomes the collective responsibility of the group to protect 
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each individual from this harm even if it means the continuance of violence against the enemy. 

The men of the company may have been reluctant soldiers, but they have adapted quickly to the 

brutal culture of war and the slow loss of one’s own humanity it demands in order to survive. 

Tim’s narration in the passage suggests that the group’s holding of each man’s emotional 

backpack aided in maintaining his humanity during the daily rituals of endless, mind numbing 

walking, death, and traumas that characterize service in Vietnam for an average infantryman. 

Such a warm reading is rejected by many feminist critics. They find the work a stereotypical 

reworking of misogynist ideals that show up time and time again in war novels, such as the 

glorious depiction of endless hateful language against women on military bases and the creation 

of a patriarchal inside culture that renders “male readers less marked as outsiders than women as 

the stories progress since the shared language of the patriarchy eases the general 

incommunicability of the war trauma for men.”67 To be fair, such an exclusive sense of intimacy 

echoes the strangely homoerotic desire Gene enacts towards Phineas, even if not in such an 

overtly sexist way, given that this is limited to an affective response, rather than a physical one. 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, in her now landmark text on male homosocial desire and its 

evolutionary state, Between Men, writes of the changing landscapes of male desire, even when 

they are not explicitly erotic:  

 

To draw the “homosocial” back into the orbit of “desire,” of the potentially erotic, then, is 

to hypothesize, the potential brokenness of a male continuum between homosocial and 

homosexual---a continuum whose visibility, for men, in our society, is radically 

disrupted….I do not mean to discuss genital homosexual desire as the root of other forms 

of homosociality---but rather a strategy for making generalizations about, and mark 

historical differences in, the structure of men’s relations with other men.68  

                                                
67 Susan Farrell, “Tim O’Brien and Gender: A Defense of The Things They Carried,” CEA Critic 66 (2004): 2. 
68 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1985), 1-2.  
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Sedgwick’s words are of great value when considering the early creation stages of an antihero 

who is less likely to become physically interested in the murderous parts of war and its spoils. 

Such an antihero has potential to become invested in the affective bonding present within the 

company making him different kind of hero, yet one remains a recognizable threat to women 

who notice familiar exclusionary lines of discourse. In addition to this, such moments give Tim 

as narrator and O’Brien as writer a kind of credibility and devotion to the truth that is not present 

in other novels about previous wars without relying on absurdist technique (such as Heller’s 

Catch 22) to show the pointlessness of war and that break or transcend traditional realist genres 

into complete different genres such as science fiction (Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five). 

Although these novels offer incredible writing and storytelling ability, their commitment to 

nontraditional writing techniques and storytelling leads me to consider them as part of the 

counterculture movement, whose project is a bit different than the one devoted to Boy’s 

literature I am examining in this chapter.  

 At the core of Sedgwick’s thesis is her assertion that homosocial desire is not the same as 

homosexuality, whereas previous critics conflated the two as intertwined and indistinguishable 

from one another. Rather, according to Sedgwick, it refers to intense male bonding and 

friendship that are distinct from the bonds heterosexual men share with women, an important 

distinction, especially when one considers the single sex atmosphere of the army that is 

frequently outlined in Boy’s Literature or the war novel. Additionally, homosocial bonds lack the 

sexual component that defines traditional notions of male homosexual relationships, even if 

casual flirtation and desire may be present. Sedgwick believes the identity based meaning behind 

these factors to be socially constructed and shifting in meaning depending on the time. In other 

words, men of nineteenth-century London may have regularly engaged in flirtatious banter 
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despite maintaining one hundred percent heterosexuality, but men of 1970s New York City 

might have considered such sexual gestures as invitations to more physically intimate 

encounters. O’Brien’s language steers away from any implications of homosexuality or 

homosexual attraction between the soldiers, primarily highlighting instead the emotional labor 

the group must engage in in order to ensure each man survives to go home to his wife or 

girlfriend, whom many of the men carry a photo of in their pocket to connect themselves to home 

and humanity. This in turn reflects the expected heavy dose of homosocial affect that is reserved 

for men who are moving through war together. Susan Farrell sees this as a sign of a way to 

reparatively read the text, noting that Tim from the short stories is not the Tim of “real life,” and 

that “he has created a persona whose stories teach us about the difficulty of getting into the truth 

of individual identity,” namely during traumatic times.69 Indeed, these men are bonding 

emotionally through their hellish experiences, which O’Brien has symbolically talked about as 

carried weight on a soldier’s back, a popular and well-known image of war. He then translates 

emotional burdens to the material objects the men themselves carry, many of these, heterosexual 

talismans they use to remind themselves of a world that is not all male, and is marked by 

heterosexual possibility, even if the possibility is only a mere fantasy or longshot. O’Brien 

describes a photo his Lieutenant carried along with him throughout his tour in Vietnam: 

 

Almost everyone humped photographs. In his wallet, Lieutenant Cross carried two 

photographs of Martha. The first was a Kodacolor snapshot signed Love, though he knew 

better. She stood against a brick wall. Her eyes were grey and neutral, her lips slightly 

open as she stared straight-on at the camera. At night, sometimes, Lieutenant Cross 

wondered who had taken the picture, because he knew she had boyfriends, because he 

loved her so much, and because he could see the shadow of the picture-taker spreading 

out against the brick wall.70 

 

                                                
69 Susan Farrell, “Tim O’Brien and Gender: A Defense of The Things They Carried,” 20.  
70 Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried, 4. 
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O’Brien’s melancholic understanding of the photos taken along during combat not only cements 

the sense of heterosexuality between the men of the company, but also give them something to 

fight for, perhaps even subconsciously. The male comradery on the battlefield and throughout 

their hours of tedious walking provides ample moments for male bonding and homosocial 

experiences that will unite them through trauma or pain along the way. They will carry these 

with them for the rest of their lives.  Lauren Berlant notes the public and private consequences of 

state projects that deliver collective pain such as war:  

Pain thus organizes your life experience of the world, separating you from others and 

connecting you with others? Simultaneously shocked (but not surprised) by the strategies 

of violence that constantly regenerate the bottom of social value you inhabit. In this 

sense, subaltern pain is a public form because its outcome is to make you readable, for 

others.71 

 

In other words, homosocial bonding during service becomes a chief coping mechanism in 

dealing with violence in O’Brien’s text, providing closeness when the fear of battle creeps in; yet 

it stops short of homoeroticism, with O’Brien validating this through the crucial mentioning of 

pictures. Soldiers bringing pictures of wives, girlfriends, and pinups are not something new. Yet, 

when read in the context of Sedgwick and Berlant’s ideas of the state’s public endowment of 

trauma and fear onto certain individuals or groups, the pictures become important tools in the 

creation of a decisively heterosexual soldier.. 

Unlike what O’Brien accomplishes in his first tale and its ode to the heterosexual soldier, 

Knowles’ text is full of dreamy adolescent moments of homoeroticism. These are combined with 

statements of undying devotion, which is much different than O’Brien’s serious talk of emotional 

preservation in order to return home to build families or simply continue having sex with one’s 
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wife. Knowles describes a day when Phineas manipulates Gene to sneak off campus to go to the 

beach. That night, when the two are arguably romantically lying side by side in the dunes of the 

beach, about to fall asleep, they have this conversation in which Phineas begins: 

 

‘I hope you’re having a pretty good time here, I know I kind of dragged you away at the 

point of the gun, but, after all you can’t come to the shore with just anybody and you 

can’t come by yourself, and at this teenage period in life? Is your best pal’’. He hesitated 

and then added ‘which is what you are.’ And there was silence in the dune. It was a 

courageous thing to say, exposing a sincere emotion nakedly like that at Devon School 

was the next thing to suicide. I should have told him then that he was my best friend also 

and rounded off what he had said, I started to; I nearly did, but something held me back. 

Perhaps I was stopped by the level of feeling, deeper than thought which contains the 

truth.72 

 

This scene, which is drastically different than what O’Brien presents us in his war narrative, not 

only shows homosocial behavior in that the boys have journeyed off campus for a delightful 

jaunt, but to the reader who is conditioned in queer reading methodology there is something 

more; there is sexual frustration and homoeroticism on both ends of the conversation. Since the 

boys already have been sharing dormitory space, the fact they are sleeping next to one another 

out in nature is not completely an unheard of thought, especially in times where boys camped 

more frequently than they do today. Yet, the idea of Phineas whisking away Gene spontaneously, 

and of the two sleeping under the stars on a beach, when combined with a declaration of love and 

devotion (Gene deems as risky given the culture of the school) reminds the reader of a romantic 

date rather than a trip between friends. This trip occurs early into the novel and easily sets in 

motion Gene’s obsession with Phineas’ body. Their relationship chips away bit by bit until the 

book’s conclusion where Phineas dies a dramatic death. As I have stated before, if one were to 

read this as a traditional novel in the queer canon, Phineas’ death and Gene’s eternal loneliness 

would not be a surprise as a traceable trait in early queer literature was the destruction of the 

                                                
72 John Knowles, A Separate Peace, 40.  
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protagonists. Only very recently has this changed in both literature and cinema to allow for and 

normalize positive queer affect. Additionally, within the context of a war novel and Boy’s 

literature’s use of the genre, the unstable notion of truth is pushed to the limit in both texts. 

Benjamin Mangrum points to O’Brien’s obsession with the truth, despite the story collection’s 

determination that it is metafictional, through his “destabilizing” of the term through a conscious 

and unconscious reworking of what is truth and what is fictional as he shares it with the reader.73 

Knowles shares similar challenges in revealing what Gene’s true motivations are behind his 

violent actions. Both texts see truth as a slippery compromise that inhibits masculinity and its 

connection to the state as a productive entity especially when male relationships are put at the 

forefront.  

 Leo Bersani tells us in the first lines of Homos that “nobody wants to be called a 

homosexual.”74 Given the ever-present landscape of negative discourse surrounding 

homosexuality and queer lives, Bersani’s assertion may come as no surprise to those who have 

suffered at the hands of what Michael Warner calls the “politics of shame.”75 Bersani’s lines 

burn bright in the context of A Separate Peace. Gene becomes more serious about joining the 

army when Phineas is gone, using the war as an excuse to leave, start over, and remake his life. 

He says,  

To enlist. To slam the door impulsively on the past, to shed everything down to my last 

bit of clothing, to break the pattern of my life---that complex design I had been weaving 

since birth with all its dark threads, its unexplainable symbols set against a conventional 

background of domestic white and schoolboy blue, all those tangled strands which 

required dexterity of a virtuoso to keep flowing---I yearned to take giant military shears 

to it, snap!....Not that it would be a good life. The war would be deadly all right. But I 

was used to finding something deadly in things that attracted me; there was always 

something deadly lurking in anything I wanted, anything I loved. And if it wasn’t there, 

                                                
73 Benjamin Mangrum, “Violating the Feminine: War, Kristiva, and The Things They Carried,” 37.  
74 Leo Bersani, Homos (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 1.  
75 Michael Warner, The Trouble With Normal: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer Life (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1999), viii.  
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as for example, with Phineas, then I put it there myself.76 

 

David Bleich writes of the oppressive atmosphere of the academy from a linguistic perspective, 

which Gene alludes to in this passage, namely the symbols of Devon that he feels represent his 

own affective and physical constraint. From its roots in the Latin tradition to current men’s 

“preoccupations and styles of work [that] limit imaginative exploration of language and create an 

atmosphere, ethic, and default strategy of mutual opposition,” language has been mediated and 

crafted by the academy to reflect and create repression.77 It is here where Bleich does some of his 

most innovative work, interrogating the very modes of language that aid and supplement a type 

of cultural amnesia that I would argue aids in the further segregation of traumatized people and 

their experiences. When “proper” language or symbols have been crafted only to describe and 

aid certain members of society, those who do not belong to such groups are rendered 

unintelligible or do not have the right words to describe their experiences. In other words, when 

the academy implies only one category of worthy language, which we assume to be transparent, 

it becomes unseen violence and a part of the biopolitical regime. In this vein, the university or 

prep school serves as the perfect platform for the production and maintenance of a masculine 

status quo via its valorization of certain types of language over others (impersonal vs. personal), 

which is a central internal conflict Gene faces within himself throughout the novel. This is what 

the novel aims at in its didactic mission: the affective of recruitment of young men who seek to 

become Phineas, rejecting Gene’s destruction of the perfect boy. 

 In addition to the linguistic musings on the hazards of Devon’s oppressive atmosphere in 

general, the passage highlights Gene’s overbearing love for Phineas, which led him to violence, 

                                                
76 John Knowles, A Separate Peace, 92.  
77 David Bleich, The Materiality of Language: Gender, Politics, and the University (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2013), 261.  
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not to mention the desire to leave campus and escape their relationship. In early portions of the 

novel readers are treated to descriptions of Phineas’ active body as he climbs, wrestles, swims, 

but at this point, the bubbly, heroic, and exciting central protagonist is gone. This leaves the 

reader with the moody villain and at a crucial crossroads in the text depending on who they are 

as a reader. Knowles spent the entirety of his career since the book’s publication denying the 

novel was supposed to treat any homosexual or queer themes, positive or negative, going as far 

to say that even if the boys were having a special bond they were unaware of it. He choose to 

simply say the novel was about heroism, friendship, and morality, which is still what the 

standard book jacket implies and what many high school English teachers are trained to teach. 

The homoerotic parts of the novel are strategically ignored in favor of zooming in on the boys’ 

obsession with war and patriotism. Tribunella shares that schools in 1980 challenged the novel 

because “it encouraged homosexuality” and therefore it was swiftly removed, pointing to the 

book’s controversial relationship with same sex desire that many teachers prefer to move away 

from, but cannot shake.78 However, reducing the multi layered characters and narrative to simply 

bypass these themes does not fit the text, and new readings tend to take note of the homosocial 

activity that must take place during war in order for emotional survival. Perhaps Knowles really 

did mean to highlight an extremely close male to male friendship, and the lack of women in the 

text amplify the homoerotic moments between Phineas and Gene; but to me, they fit the patterns 

of queer novels a bit too well, which puts the idea of Boy’s literature in an interesting position.  

Warner articulates this commitment to heterosexual policing when he slyly notes the 

nature of modern sexual culture (even if it is self-policing). “Sooner or later, happily or 

unhappily, almost everyone fails to control his or her sex life. Perhaps as compensation, almost 
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everyone sooner or later also succumbs to the temptation to control someone else’s sex life.”79 I 

would argue this is what happened when Gene pushed Phineas out of the tree. He was jealous, 

frustrated, and confused about his feelings. Not knowing what to do, he did all he knew; he acted 

violently and hurt the one he loved so he could be the one in control for the first time in their 

relationship. Everyone regardless of sexual identity or desire has the potential to perform this 

sort of surveillance (or self-surveillance), but only those who have the most at stake in 

maintaining the oppression of others see this control as a natural right: heterosexuals who are 

deeply invested in the “normalizing protocols of the modern disciplinary system of sexuality 

itself.”80 In other words, it is usually straight people who act in the fashion Gene does. .81 

 When reminding us that the world constructs homosexuality as a horribly undesirable 

condition, Bersani does not take the predictable reparative move and valorize homosexual 

identity.82 Instead, he argues that such motions are restrictive, a “privileged model for sameness” 

that desexualizes, deflects, and detracts from the multifaceted nature of gay sexuality in favor of 

a comfortable identity politics model.83 One must never forget the acts that define 

homosexuality, especially if they are self-defined. 84 According to Bersani, homosexuality is 

about acts, not identities, and successful completion of these acts makes “homosexuals 

threateningly happy.”85 In other words, most modern heterosexuals love the miserable self-

                                                
79 Michael Warner, The Trouble With Normal, 1. 
80 Annamarie Jagose, Orgasmology (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013), 47. Here Jagose cites both Warner 

and medieval literary scholar Karma Lochrie as she works through her own conceptions of the social constructions 

of “normal” heterosexuality or “heteronormativity” (Warner’s term from Fear of a Queer Planet, which I will also 

examine). See Michael Warner, “Introduction: Fear of a Queer Planet,” Social Text 29 (1991): 3-17. 
81 In this paper I use straight to mean “heterosexual.” While heteronormativity definitely is defined in many ways by 

the performance of straightness, I do not conceive of them as the same here.  
82 Even though Homos predates Sedgwick’s Touching Feeling, I’m going to use the term “reparative” to describe 

the push for a celebratory gay identity as a response to homophobic discourse.  
83 Leo Bersani, Homos, 3,9. 
84 Leo Bersani, Homos, 76.  
85 Ibid., 79.  
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loathing queers present in older literary texts because they continue to highlight heterosexual 

dominance and queerness as pathological. This is what I would argue is present in Gene. To see 

functional queer couplings (normatively monogamous or otherwise) disrupts this fantasy of 

sexual uniformity and enforces what Gayle Rubin has called “benign sexual variance,” that is, a 

demoralization and deprivileging of all sex acts in favor of a model that accepts all forms and 

manifestations of desire as “normal.”86 Queerness is here not located in normativity, but in 

“unforeseen kinds of relationships” (like what the boys have) that challenge established 

hierarchies of pleasure and purpose, most notably hierarchies that celebrate heterosexuality and 

its monolithic institutions of marriage and reproduction, two areas where queers have been 

historically denied access to. Historically many sought heterosexual relationships out of fear.87 

 Unlike the fear and paranoia that consistently plague Gene and make him unlikable to 

many due to his unresolved sexuality and anger, O’Brien’s collection of short stories provides a 

straightforward type of protagonist that readers readily find identifiable, relatable, and likeable, 

despite not being a traditional soldier who is seeking glory or a career in the military. In this new 

genre of Boy’s literature, The Things They Carried works perfectly to appeal to a boy who is on 

the fence about the military both as a concept and as a force in his own life. O’Brien’s own 

vulnerability and midwestern sense of self that sing through the text only add to this affect of 

uncertainty. The story “How to Tell a True War Story,” (the most unpopular story to many 

                                                
86 See Gayle S. Rubin, “Thinking Sex: Notes For a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality,” in The Lesbian and 
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against the greater good because they do not participate in reproduction and a desire to raise the next generation of 

heterosexual subjects. For Edelman, queerness is located in the very rejection of this.  
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feminist critics for its heavy use of sexist rhetoric and traditional war story methodology) begins 

“This is true.” This sets the swirling muddy waters between truth and lies that O’Brien will give 

us in each story and that Mangrum criticized. The tone is that of sitting next to one’s grandfather 

who is telling a story of his time in the war and is almost comforting in its trauma.88 The bold 

declaration of truth can be taken to mean that the story is completely false, but the affect is real 

which matters in family legends that get passed along. Or, the declaration might actually be real, 

giving us a teeny slice of what it was like to carry a heavy backpack through the humid jungle 

for months, finally letting us feel some of that hidden collective trauma that lies within the 

family but never shows. We could also decide the truth of the story does not matter, only the 

content, yet we wonder why O’Brien has carefully deemed this story real and all the others 

fiction. The fictionalization of the stories leads to curiosity about regular people joining the 

military and surviving. Those who do not fit the stereotypes of seeking adventure or access to 

guns. Throughout the story, O’Brien gives examples of good and bad war stories while inserting 

his own opinions. He writes of the seductiveness of war: 

War is hell, but that’s not the half of it, because war is also mystery and terror and 

adventure and courage and discovery and holiness and pity and despair and longing and 

love. War is nasty; war is fun. War is thrilling; war is drudgery. War makes you a man; 

war makes you dead.  

 The truths are contradictory. It can be argued, for instance, that war is grotesque. 

But in truth war is also beauty. For all its horror, you can’t help but gape at the awful 

majesty of combat….You hate it but your eyes do not. Like a killer forest fire, like cancer 

under a microscope, any battle or bombing raid of artillery barrage has the aesthetic 

purity of moral indifference---a powerful, implacable beauty---and a true war story will 

tell the truth about this, though the truth is ugly.89 

 

Carla Freccero notes that “a queer kind of history,” which is almost like the one O’Brien 

composes, would be “haunted, even inhabited by ghosts” of a forgotten past that has been 
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excluded from the dominant historical narrative. O’Brien actively does this with his complex, 

and, in many ways, subversive definition of war that gives power to the beauty of it rather than 

solely to its destructive force.90 This type of rhetoric calls to mind feminist trauma theorist Ann 

Cvetkovich’s therapeutic model of trauma that relies on a person using trauma as a productive 

force in their life for transformation or personal clarity. Reparative reading or writing does not 

repair or redo traumatic events no matter how strong its affect. For O’Brien the act of writing is 

therapeutic as it elevates him from the ranks of those with unspoken war trauma to those who are 

able to work through it via art, as LaCapra has often advocated for, despite some reservations. 

Notably, Farrell points to this as O’Brien’s greatest victory in his act as author, writing that 

“O’Brien’s work expresses the exact opposite: that through imaginative acts of storytelling and 

reading, the atrocity of war can begin to be understood and thus begin to heal.”91 Despite his 

apprehension about “art as truth,” LaCapra aptly asserts that art does have the capacity to convey 

a and emotion “plausible feel for experience which may be difficult to arrive at through restricted 

documentary methods,” a powerful nod to the affective capacities for art in relation to trauma, 

which appears to be O’Brien’s goal with The Things They Carried: truth achieved through affect. 

This is goal that he accomplishes extremely well.92 

 Given this, it is must be stated that the memoir or fictionalized true story is one of the 

best tools in Boy’s literature in terms of maintaining a certain affective culture that celebrates 

figures like the traditional war hero or the antiwar hero (like Tim). In the case of The Things 

They Carried, the strongest asset of the book is O’Brien’s characterization of himself as an 

everyman (boy) who was apathetic about serving, yet who undergoes a transformation from boy 
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to man while in Vietnam and becomes a strong masculine figure while maintaining a self-aware 

affective base, which he uses to write the book, and this is arguably why it is popular. The author 

writes about what it takes to tell a war story, revealing his affective approach, “And in the end, of 

course, a true war story is never about war. It’s about sunlight. It’s about the special way that 

dawn spreads out on a river when you know you must cross the river and march into the 

mountains and do things you are afraid to do. It’s about love and memory. It’s about sorrow.”93 

When given the choice between a hard line that recruits directly on a stance of freedom, glory, 

and manic capitalism, O’Brien’s emotive writing highlights the realistic complexities a sensitive 

boy might feel while reading and thinking of the large issues of state, safety, and home for the 

first time. If he believed that he was always antiwar, he might now see it as far more complex, 

that soldiers are not automatic killing machines. They are sensitive people who become writers. 

In O’Brien’s vivid descriptions of war as beautiful and its intensely straight company, the book 

does still, in fact, promote the nation state, enforce heterosexuality as the norm to be defended by 

using homosocial behaviors as stand ins to ensure men survive the war to get home to reintegrate 

into their heterosexual units. He crafts a narrative that confuses the reader as to its truth, giving 

this particular account the elevated status of mythology, which is only enhanced by the talent 

present in O’Brien’s writing style and his ability to use metafiction. In the hands of a boy it is not 

necessarily a recruitment tool as overtly as other novels such as A Separate Peace, but it is not a 

piece of Counterculture literature instructing youth to burn the flag. It is complex, speaks of a 

long complex war that many disagreed with, and blots out the truth. 

 A Separate Peace is more complicated in its identification possibilities due to the two 

well-known readings of the book: the first, which is the more common reading and which 
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ignores the queer elements between the protagonists; and, the second, which is a queer reading 

that highlights them and reads the book through a queer lens. In my own reading here of the 

novel I have chosen to give space to both readings of the novel, while admitting throughout I am 

partial to the queer reading style because critics on both sides of the debate have admitted the 

homoerotic nature of the text whether they choose to support it or not. The issue, according to 

many, has always been: do we teach or address this content? Not many have denied its existence, 

only whether it should be given a place within the generally acknowledged themes of the book 

such as patriotism or honor. For a long time, the book’s queer themes were not treated, as 

heterosexuality was the public and private norm. Annamarie Jagose describes the modern origins 

of societal rules that privileged heterosexuality and that began with praise for successful 

heterosexual sex over all other types of sexual experiences, especially the mutual orgasm. “After 

all, specifying erotic normalcy emerges as a take in the early twentieth century when, in the 

context of the eroticization of marriage and the modernization of sex, it was increasingly more 

and more difficult to rely ideologically on reproduction as the final arbitrator in sexual 

matters.”94 To contemporary readers of Jagose’s text, ideas about mutual orgasm are not 

something innovative or new. However, Jagose’s analysis offers more than a retelling of 

common cultural mythology. Her unpacking of the mentality behind heterosexual sexual desire 

and its physicality leads to a series of very specific and culturally important realizations, namely 

the question. Is heterosexuality simply an identity or is it a constructed set of actions that work in 

conjunction with a particular social architecture that rewards conformity, normalcy, and 

reproductive penetrative sex? In other words, why does heterosexuality dominate cultural objects 
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and their interpretations so deeply that their potential queer readings are erased, along with any 

queer characters living in the text? 

 Doing a queer reading of the text opens a vast ocean of possibilities and due to limited 

space I will only discuss a few. Additionally, there are challenges when working with many 

older texts that are not labelled as explicitly LGBTQ literature, especially when the author has 

renounced the homoerotic content of the book, such as Knowles has done. Given this, I have 

chosen to adopt a more affective strategy. In other words, one can point to many passages that 

could speak to a queer reader that appear to be written in a language straight people do not 

understand and pick up in their readings. This is combined with the fact many of the emotions 

Gene feels and acts on are common to a queer teen experience. The text easily lends itself to a 

library of queer teen novels due to the way it simply makes us feel or reminds us of how we felt. 

In addition, Knowles’ inclusion of explicit descriptions of the boys wrestling, Phineas’ 

flamboyant clothing and body, and Gene’s crushing sadness easily lend themselves to patterns 

found in traditional early older queer novels. However, we are never given access to how Gene 

thinks of his sexual orientation besides his destructive love for Phineas, which makes him an 

even better potential queer character. Michael Warner notes the struggle of queer life with 

institutions, similar to what we seem to see with Gene during his time at Devon and that is a 

productive comparison to what contemporary queer people deal with today: 

 But the range and seriousness of the problems that are continually raised by queer 

practice indicate how much work remains to be done. Because the logic of the sexual 

order is so deeply embedded by now in an indescribably wide range of social institutions, 

and is embedded in the most standard accounts of the world, queer struggles aim not just 

at toleration or equal status but at challenging those institutions and accounts. The 

dawning realization that themes of homophobia and heterosexism may be read in almost 

any document of our culture means that we are only beginning to have an idea of how 

widespread those institutions and accounts are.95  

 

                                                
95 Michael Warner, “Introduction: Fear of a Queer Planet,” 6. 
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In other words, Warner is saying that every single institution in the country has written into law 

discriminatory measures against the queer community, making it more difficult for queer people 

to live, work, and prosper. The biopolitical implications for this are vast, especially with 

HIV/AIDS. The statement Warner consistently makes in his work is that queer people are 

allowed to be angry because the world is unfair to them. They have been forced to live as second 

class citizens. At the end of Homos Bersani asks, “Should a homosexual be a good citizen?”96 

When Gene is given the choice to let the unblemished representative of the state (Phineas) live or 

get injured via pushing him out of the tree, he knows exactly what he is doing. He knows he will 

always be second and treated as such. Why be a good citizen in an unjust world? I imagine that is 

the moment he pushes him and smiles for an almost unseen moment as he watches Phineas fall, 

never to become a soldier, sealing his mortal fate. While this reading does not preserve 

heterosexuality, it provides great comfort and shows the affective pain a gay child feels is not 

solely their/its own. It belongs to a transtemporal, multi-generational archive of sadness. Even if 

the characters are not explicitly called queer, the text provides a valuable tool for identification 

and introduction to queer cultural languages, which is its own type of army that looks out for its 

own and fights for its own. The queer community within the US is almost a small country, with 

leaders, causes, and wars to fight. And there are, in many instances, required reading or required 

affects to process individually and in groups, literature that helps articulate the anger and sadness 

so that, when one is ready to meet their chosen family, they are primed to help everyone for the 

better.  

 The more traditionalist reading of the text revolves around the reader who believes in the 

glory of the nation and that war is just in most circumstances. If war is not just, it is necessary to 
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keep our country safe. In this reading of the text, it is easiest to see Knowles’s attempt to write 

the book as a propaganda piece extolling the virtues of strong young men as soldiers voluntarily 

enlisting in the war. Knowles published the novel in 1961, which is about fifteen years after the 

end of WWII, and as I stated earlier in the chapter, the culture of the country had changed for 

many people, most likely to Knowles’s displeasure if he was still promoting the culture of this 

novel this late into the twentieth century. However, the book, like O’Brien’s affective based 

model of the anti-soldier, is effective in giving boys a perfect figure to aspire to; with the main 

catch that perfection lies in the devotion to one’s country. In this, the book is unsurprisingly 

conservative, which conflicts oddly with the images of homoeroticism that take place 

throughout, but the conservatism provides an odd comfort of a time gone by that speaks to 

readers. It is no coincidence that WWII documentaries remain extremely popular while Vietnam 

ones are not. Jarvis cites this as a cultural reason the masculinist notion of war has not been 

defeated since all wars have been an attempt to regain the glory of WWII.97 WWII is considered 

a hero’s war while the most common whisper about Vietnam is how many Vietnam veterans 

came home with PTSD or disabled.  The war still does not make sense to many Americans, 

which they relate to contemporary Iraq in the next breath. O’Brien eloquently takes this 

stereotype on in his collection of short stories and complicates it by affirming it many times but 

also showing that all lives lost and kept were valuable and that the war was much more 

complicated than television showed. In other words, by setting his book against a backdrop of 

WWII, Knowles easily has the ability to mobilize a conservative young man through his talk of 

brotherhood, patriotism, and flashbacks to the glory of war. There are barely any mentions of the 

war’s danger until the very end via Phineas’s death, but only because his death is framed like a 
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soldier’s due to the character’s desire to be a soldier and Gene’s belief that the end had been a 

battle where the two were hauntingly separated. Because he was heroic throughout, it is not a far 

stretch to affirm Phineas was deserving of a purple heart for his service “in battle.” Pitofsky’s 

discussion of the muted school serves well in that when the school is toned down, the institutions 

of military and masculinity are able to burn brighter, insinuating that the school did not cause the 

problems, rather, “the schoolboys at Devon were their own worst enemies.”98 In other words, 

institutions stand strong, human error is the king of all fault.  Phineas, through his death, remains 

perfect and unblemished, unlike Gene who has to live with what happened for the rest of his life, 

a situation that clearly destroys him. Despite the fact Gene has been in the military he still cannot 

shake the idea he will never be a true patriot or hero, and subsequently, a real man---he is 

damaged. Here Knowles works to elevate, not simply preserve, the nation state through Phineas’ 

bravery and by making him the ideal boy and aspirational character through looks, athletic 

ability, and personality. Because the boys are young, the book relies on homosocial behavior to 

help recruit for the military. This hive mind means that when one joins, especially the leader, the 

rest will follow. These boys do not really have an investment in heterosexuality yet, but they 

will, and it will become intertwined with the nation as wealthy boys from Devon are considered 

to be future leaders and the best men to make large families once they return home as officers. 

The homoerotic tension that leads to Phineas’ fall is spurred on by Gene’s rage and inability for 

sexual release, but in a traditional reading, Gene is simply jealous of Phineas’ popularity and 

athletic ability since he does not have these traits. Even if Phineas did know about any potential 

attraction Gene had and turned away from it with disgust that behavior is consistent with large 

aspects of homophobic military culture where all gay acts are committed in secret and soon 

                                                
98 Alex Pitofsky, “Unseen Academy: John Knowles’s A Separate Piece,” 412.  
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forgotten. They are done for immediate self-preservation through whispers in the dead of night, 

at least during the time of the book’s publication. 

To summarize these potential reading methodologies within Boy’s literature: I have 

argued O’Brien’s collection of short stories helped endorse the nation state through affective 

identification and a misty version of the truth. O’Brien also shows a fidelity to heterosexuality by 

highlighting the homosocial activities the company used to get them safely home to wives and 

girlfriends. Next, I examined John Knowles’s A Separate Peace from two different angles, one 

that is more traditional and the other that repairs the fraught queer desire present within the text. 

From a queer reading side we are able to see a queer version of Gene and why this is so painful. 

From the traditionalist reading we achieve the most pro nation reading of any book in this 

chapter as well as arguments for why Gene is weak and why Phineas is the ultimate role model 

for a young man. There is also a subtle but present argument that homosocial behavior in the 

dorms and beyond is a powerful recruitment tool for the military and how the book uses its 

language to do that on a larger scale with its readers. All three queer readings allowed me to 

demonstrate how a potential Boy’s literature grounded in war literature could function in the 

context of the gendered state in terms of affective reading. Since I was only able to look at two 

novels from three angles, I am certain more analysis and more texts would show vast changes in 

reading methodology and gendered situations. 

  Clearly, readers of both texts vary greatly and so do their interpretations, but we must 

account for their intersecting themes. Boy’s literature is tied to notions of desire for close male 

friendship, escape and travel, and how trauma has the potential to turn men into champions of the 

establishment through powerful gendered moments of self-fashioning that lie in homosocial 

bonding, each having tragic consequences and joyful moments of their own. Boy readers 
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throughout the generations learn multifaceted and nuanced ideas about what it could mean to be 

a man, if they feel compelled to follow the various paths set out by certain gestures of popular 

culture. Boy’s literature confirms certain types of lives and how they move about the world. It 

tells its transtemporal readers that it is okay to feel or act in certain ways. It transforms them into 

budding soldiers or just men looking to travel. It tells them that it is safe to tell certain socially 

sanctioned versions of their traumatic moments and that other affects, most notably, shame and 

sadness surrounding certain types of desire, might remain forever private, hidden away. Most 

importantly, it unlocks an intensity tied to the male body that has a kaleidoscopic potential to 

shatter locked affective portals that keep men silent and tied to war in ways we never imagined, 

in the process acknowledging their trauma so that they can forge a new path.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

READING FEELINGS IN A THORAZINE WORLD 

 

Six years after the atomic bomb shattered Japan in order to put the United States and the 

Western world back together, scientists discovered a miracle for which they had been actively 

searching---a solution to the problems of trauma, sadness, anguish, and psychosis that had 

plagued citizens for centuries. These conditions existed before the war, but noticeably were 

exacerbated by the atrocities of the Holocaust for those who were left to survive in a world that 

had changed into an unrecognizable place, one devoid of joy or basic safety due in part to the 

new social and affective norms that had developed as a result of the bombing. In many 

circumstances, people were left psychically and physically mutilated, scared, and isolated even if 

they did not die on the battlefield or lose a loved one there due to collective trauma. In severe 

cases, psychiatrists were called in to assess the psychological carnage. With the new miracle 

drug, Thorazine, in hand, physicians felt for the first time they had control over something they 

had obsessed over for hundreds of years--- the mind and its seemingly uncontrollable feelings. 

The race to stop deviance and mental illness appeared to be coming to a halt due to much needed 

pharmaceutical progress. Erving Goffman’s now canonical theories of medicine and its service 

to both “normative and maintenance functions” on the institutional level prove particularly useful 

since Thorazine’s first applications occurred in psychiatric hospitals, both state and private. 

Additionally, sanity, with the introduction of these medications soon became an easily measured 

state too, calculated through patient behaviors, questionnaires, and patterns set in response to an 

affective norm and its medicated landscape.99 I will argue in this chapter that sanity becomes an 

institution of its own, which has a strict set of rules and social standards, especially with regards 

                                                
99 Erving Goffman, Asylums: Essays on the Social Situations of Mental Patients and Other Inmates (New York: 

Anchor Books, 1961), 349.  
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to gender and sexuality, leaving those who cannot (or chose not to) follow them suffering and 

punished in the biopolitical regime. Reading, as I will argue, becomes a new and important outlet 

for these cultural and psychiatric frustrations. Using a time of literary production anchored in the 

introduction and rise of psychiatric medications within the post WWII period, I will trace several 

strains of what I will define and call Counterculture literature. This literary moment largely 

focuses on plotlines that reflect anxieties around gendered social confinement, post war 

reproduction, and control of general affective palettes, particularly among the traumatized male 

subject. Lastly, I will advocate for different queer reading methodologies that privilege the 

emotionally robust male protagonists as well as a female character with a masculinized 

emotional palette (according to a frame I will outline), noting the tension between the wildly 

affective material and the push for emotional control in the world outside the novels, explaining 

how a new queer reading that does not pathologize or valorize problematic behavior is key.  

Allan V. Horwitz argues shifts in societal conditions such as those after WWII frequently 

have coincided with a rising number of mental illness diagnoses (which he says continues today; 

there has been no drop off), many of which he believes to stem from an observance in natural 

coping reactions confused with pathology, and subsequently a desire to eradicate certain affects. 

Horwitz notes, “How is it possible to know whether a particular behavior results from an internal 

dysfunction or from an individual choice? Social value judgments underlie this distinction.”100 In 

other words, to give an example, if a society permits outward displays of melancholy or 

depression as part of its accepted affective palette, a person who is depressed will not be 

considered “sick,” but if a society considers these to be afflictions then a person exhibiting such 

symptoms would be “sick” and need “treatment. He believes the categorization of certain 

                                                
100 Allan V. Horwitz, Creating Mental Illness (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 35. Also see, Horwitz, 

1-38, for a more in depth outline of his argument.  
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feelings and behaviors into “sick” or “well,” rather than a tolerance for a range of emotions is 

problematic as it eliminates the ability for people to experience their emotions without 

judgement. According to James Gilbert, a notable time featuring the policing of affect began for 

men after WWII due to anxieties surrounding masculinity and the changing gender norms it 

brought, especially with the introduction of the suburbs as an aspirational concept with respect to 

class and culture. Gilbert argues that for many men, the atmosphere of strict conformity and 

consumerism, coupled with a need to perform at standard middle class office jobs, seemed to 

negate the rugged individualism, which grounded male identity in the past. Instead, a more 

feminized, unrecognizable domesticated father figure emerged.101 Men began to feel displaced 

and unable to express this sense of isolation due to stereotypes about male displays of emotion, 

leaving a generation of men trapped in an affective prison, simultaneously normalizing male 

depression and emotional rigidity. Male displays of extreme emotion outside of anger were seen 

as rare and undesirable, with those who expressed these emotions becoming quickly 

pathologized or punished through culture’s various biopolitical methods, whether chemically or 

socially. 

Among psychiatrists, it is believed the introduction of Thorazine, the first effective 

antipsychotic, by Swiss doctor Ronald Kuhn in 1952, “emptied the state mental hospitals.”102 

State hospitals, prior to the boom of psychopharmaceuticals, were pushed to overcapacity due to 

the increasingly involuntary nature of mental hospitalization and tightening social control over 

mood. These looked to weed out perceived deviant affects that appeared threatening to social 

                                                
101 James Gilbert, Men in the Middle: Searching for Masculinity in the 50s (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

2005), 3. 
102 Peter D. Kramer, Listening to Prozac (New York: Viking Press, 1993), 50. The generic chemical name for 

Thorazine is chlorpromazine. For continuity and emphasis,  I will refer to pharmaceuticals by their brand names and 

provide generic names in footnotes where appropriate for clarity.  
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control. Additionally, hospitals at this time were not equipped to help rehabilitate patients for the 

outside world, many of whom felt like they had been committed and forgotten, resulting in 

extremely long stays that often extended a patient’s lifetime in less than stellar conditions, 

particularly if the patient did not come from a wealthy family. This was a common circumstance 

that, as Goffman notes, stems from the fact “the patient’s stay in the mental hospital is too long 

and the effect is too stigmatizing to allow the individual an easy return to the social place he 

came from.”103 Thorazine, and antipsychotics in general, appeared to solve some of these surface 

problems with both mood and hospital overcrowding. This class of drugs, primarily known for 

their abilities to calm what psychiatrists have deemed “agitation” in schizophrenics and other 

severely “distressed” patients, work quickly in dulling the senses and major functions of the 

brain. This left many patients who previously needed physical restraint or constant supervision 

with the ability to go home or back to the world in a more mainstream and agreeable state of 

mind. To hospital administrators and clinicians this discovery seemed like a miracle and the 

drugs were prescribed readily and heavily. However, as time moved forward, not all doctors 

understood these drugs to be entirely therapeutic as they come with serious side effects. Anti-

medication activist and psychiatrist Peter R. Breggin writes that the medications work to 

“abruptly subdue the individual” in frightening ways that interfere with recovery from mental 

illness and trauma.104 He later describes a female patient who was assaulted in a park, suffered 

PTSD, and was placed in the hospital as a result. He explains how the hospital’s reliance on 

antipsychotics (particularly Haldol, which was released at a similar time to Thorazine and works 

in similar fashion) nearly destroyed the young woman’s recovery: 
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The Haldol quickly subdued Dotty. Then without giving her natural healing processes a 

chance, she was put on lithium [a mood stabilizing medication with serious side effects 

such as kidney failure]. This is typical of modern psychiatric care. Unable or unwilling to 

relate to their patients in a healing manner---utterly lacking what I call a healing 

presence...my colleagues nowadays rely solely on drugs. A person coming out of a 

psychotic episode needs a clear head and patient, experienced guidance---not a brain full 

of toxins that will only complicate her ability to take charge of her emotional life.105 

 

Breggin does not reject the distress or pain felt by those in the hospital or who have been through 

traumatic events, but as a modern psychiatrist who was trained in the post Thorazine era he does 

not agree with the blotting out of negative affect by medications to achieve socially prescribed 

calmness. He no longer prescribes them even though he is a licensed medical doctor and 

psychiatrist. He now believes, “Feeling emotional pain signals that there is something wrong in 

our lives that needs immediate attention. Invite your painful emotions to tell you everything they 

can about what you really want out of life.”106 In other words, negative affect does not need to 

stamped out of life in order for one to live. However, with sanity, calmness, and happiness only a 

pill or shot (many psychiatric medications can be given via an injection, which is ultra-potent 

and often the method of delivery in a hospital setting for agitated patients) away, the tolerance 

for emotional vividness goes down. Each new medical discovery ups society’s ability to control, 

police, and monitor emotions each day. Gendered affects and roles becoming are a valued target 

since gender’s institutional reach is far and its ability to organize society is vast.  

Emotionally complex individuals, or those whose “existence is on the verge of 

collapsing,” as Kristeva describes  depression’s “glaring and inescapable” nature, are left gasping 

for secret avenues of expression or places to simply experience affect without punishment within 
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a world where affect is closely tracked, tied to productivity, and gender.107 In this chapter I will 

discuss queer reading methodologies that I will argue become such “secret avenues,” primarily 

through nuanced portrayals of forbidden masculine affect that allow for male experimentation in 

gender expression and sexuality via a structure I am calling the “Counterculture literature (and 

novel).” This literary genre becomes a space for critique of the normative affective apparatus of 

American culture, holding both mood and its alignment with gender at the center. Temporally I 

choose to orient this discussion in literature and culture of 1950s and 1960s for two distinct 

reasons. The first being the productive connections between the creation of art and trauma tied to 

a distinct event, in this case, WWII and its associated atrocities, which dramatically altered the 

gendered and affective landscape of the world. In other words, if post war America was living in 

a traumatized haze, then art offered a small place to feel and explore within the confines of a 

page or canvas. Dominick LaCapra notes that the survivor becomes a “living archive” where 

they are free to create and interpret events in ways to disrupt emotional harmony as a way of 

social activism, which is what I argue literature of this period sets out to  

do.108 The second reason for focusing on this particular time is that I am particularly interested in 

the intersection of literary production, introduction of Thorazine and other 

psychopharmaceuticals, and the increased social monitoring of affect after the war as it relates to 

gender, particularly masculinity. This set of circumstances, combined with general post war 

ideals of conformity and consumerism, forms a Counterculture literature that gives readers 

access to gendered and affective narratives that provide new therapeutic emotional models. The 

remainder of this chapter will focus on defining my term  Counterculture literature, outlining the 
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value of these potential queer reading practices within the lenses of both gender and psychiatry, 

and providing case studies from several novels, most notably Kerouac's On the Road and 

Kesey’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. I will argue that men of this time were able to use 

particular sets of literary works as guides for alternative emotional palettes in order to guide new 

arenas of masculinity that appeared out of postwar gendered anxiety, forming new masculine 

identities that we now view as canonical within US culture.  

Any idea of Counterculture literature begins at the thick, shiny toughness of scars that 

remain from the trauma of WWII, at a place of resistance and of the understanding that 

something has gone rotten in this new world. This mode of literature speaks for those who see 

and smell these new conditions, but instead of becoming accustomed to them, they gasp for clean 

air, seeking out different spaces. Counterculture literature is not simply an exercise in hide and 

seek, rather it is a profound narrative that highlights a quest for psychic or physical escape. Much 

has been written on the Beat Generation, whose work I highlight in this chapter, and its 

commitment to new modes of literary production, inspiration, and survival as a result of post 

WWII conformity and the mechanized existence of the suburbs. Critics have also paid attention 

to thriving literary communities on both coasts, particularly those in New York and San 

Francisco, but I reject an automatic assumption of the Beats as counterculture for the sake of this 

dissertation. Michael Davidson advises a similar approach, noting that the Beats were far more 

complex than most critics believe. He writes about their interplay between the mainstream and 

underground, noting, “given the totalizing nature of postwar capitalism, they were assimilated 

into it,” going on to say that the Beats tended to pick and choose cultural objects and institutions 

they liked to celebrate or felt might elevate their careers. He notes they wrote for high profile 

magazines such as Playboy and loved the movies, but maintained a carefully cultivated image of 
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being on the outside, looking in through the manipulation of language.109 This cultural fluidity is 

important because it highlights the range of audience and reach this approach allowed. The 

cultural mythos their collective and individual personas created, which I will explore as this 

chapter unfolds, became an attractive alternative mode of masculinity in postwar America that 

remains pervasive within American culture. Along this thematic vein, Norman Mailer, in his 

iconic, yet problematic 1957 essay, “The White Negro,” first names some parts of this tension , 

aptly describing a specific identity-based response to trauma and how it has created a new social 

movement grounded in black aesthetics, music, and culture that came to dominate certain cities. 

He outlines at the beginning of the text the conditions that have led to this: 

Probably, we will, never be able to determine the psychic havoc of the concentration 

camps and the atom bomb upon the unconscious mind of almost everyone alive in these 

years. For the first time in civilized history, perhaps for the first time in all of history, we 

have been forced to live with the suppressed knowledge that the smallest facets of our 

personality or the most minor projection of our ideas, or indeed the absence of ideas and 

the absence of personality could mean equally well that we might still be doomed to die 

as a cipher in some vast statistical operation in which our teeth would be counted, and our 

hair would be saved, but our death itself would be unknown, unhonored, and unremarked, 

a death which could not follow with dignity as a possible consequence to serious actions 

we had chosen, but rather a death by deus ex machina in a gas chamber or a radioactive 

city; and so if in the midst of civilization—that civilization founded upon the Faustian 

urge to dominate nature by mastering time, mastering the links of social cause and 

effect—in the middle of an economic civilization founded upon the confidence that time 

could indeed he subjected to our will, our psyche was subjected itself to the intolerable 

anxiety that death being causeless, life was causeless as well, and time deprived of cause 

and effect had come to a stop.110 

 

Mailer’s first sentence reflects the deep spaces of silence created by the events surrounding 

WWII and how this trauma has given rise to a specific set of symptoms that manifested 

themselves in those who have watched the war and remain alive in its aftermath. Cathy Caruth 

calls this paradox a “double-telling,” a story of both survival and the event itself. She asks:  
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Is the trauma the encounter with death, or the ongoing experience of having survived it? 

At the core of these stories, I would suggest, is thus a kind of double telling, the oscillation 

between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life: between the story of the 

unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature of its survival. These 

two stories, both incompatible and completely inextricable, ultimately define the 

complexity of history in the texts I have read.111 

 

In other words, events and their aftermaths are twisted together and rendered two sides of the 

same traumatic affect---the hipsters of post WWII America cannot be distinguished from the 

trauma that created them. This is directly related to what Foucault has said about power: that it 

“pass[es] or migrate[s] through our bodies,” which creates new avenues of knowledge 

production and discovery. This is something Mailer is attuned to when he observes the behavior 

of whites who have gotten distrustful of hegemonic white culture, and, in the pursuit of affect, 

intensity, and pleasure, began to identify culturally with African Americans who they believe 

exemplify this mode of life.112 In other words, new forms of knowledge production are 

unconsciously grounded in deep trauma and a desire for intense feelings. According to LaCapra, 

this is the beginning of trauma’s relationship to art, the intersection between feeling and 

knowledge, but not necessarily a proclamation of absolute truth. While Mailer’s troubling and 

inaccurate connection of affect to race remains the lingering problem of the text, his citation of 

dominant white masculinity’s anxieties is a historic accomplishment that highlights the 

restrictive affective environment of the time and methods taken to escape it. 

 Additionally, Mailer’s essay vividly details a paradoxical problem for numerous writers 

of the Beat generation and beyond who write in the aftermath of the war and in the age of 

psychopharmaceuticals: “Is the trauma the encounter with death, or the ongoing experience of 
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having survived it?”113 In other words, is survival related actually to the physical events and 

immediate aftermath of the war, or is the trauma tied to the deep-rooted secrets that began there 

and will continue for generations?  It is clear that there has been a breach of trust in the 

mechanisms of knowledge production during this time via previous mechanisms of war, which 

are historically grounded in secrecy and darkness. And, if we look at history and literature as two 

side of the same coin, it appears, to me, that Mailer’s essay represents an important 

documentation of this break in trust.  Other writers from this period expressed mistrust in “the 

system,” which contributed to the Beats’ general anti-establishment reputation since these 

writings were popular and well known. From an affective standpoint Mailer highlights the war’s 

regressive, repressive, and deadening impulse that created these writings---much like the 

pharmaceuticals that began appearing at similar times---giving an ideal opening and demand for 

the manic masculinity present in On the Road or the sharp anti-psychiatric industrial complex 

narrative of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. This in turn seems to justify new types of social 

activism through literature. I argue both major texts and other minor examples allow us to read in 

potentially new and emotionally affirmative ways that do not blot out trauma or sadness, but give 

space for readers to experience these emotions as well as new gendered realities. I distinguish 

myself from Eve Sedgwick’s Paranoid/Reparative queer model by not aiming for a mostly 

reparative reading of texts or their historical context. Rather I craft a queer reading model that 

gives readers what they crave in this washed out post-war Thorazine world: feeling---deep, dark, 

or joyous---any feeling at all, a particularly dangerous task and goal for male readers at the time. 

Additionall,y I believe this is distinctive from what Heather Love’s work in addressing the 

potential power of returning to negative affect in queer reading practice achieves in that I am not 
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choosing to focus solely on depressive affects, rather, affects that society has coded as negative, 

which can often times include overt joy, depending on the source.114 As I work through my 

textual analysis I will continue to give attention to Sedgwick and Love as they provide powerful 

points of departure. 

 In the first pages of On the Road, Jack Kerouac’s legendary tale of male friendship, 

travel, and excitement, Sal, the narrator and Kerouac’s autobiographical alter ego, tells the 

reader, in one of the text’s most cited and easily recognizable passages, that the only people he 

has interest in being around are the “mad ones.” Sal elaborates on this affect describing the 

infectious energy he sees in the streets around him that he must capture, which is one of the first 

indications of the text’s tone and investment in non-normative affects from its author. Sal says: 

But then they danced down the streets like dingledodies, and I shambled after as I’ve been 

doing all my life after people who interest me, because the only people for me are the mad 

ones, the one who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at 

the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, 

burn, like fabulous yellow roman candles exploding like spiders across the stars and in the 

middle you see the blue centerlight pop and everybody goes ‘Awww!’115 

 

 Through Sal’s observations and desires we see a glorification of what some psychiatrists might 

classify as mania, which is characterized by many of the traits Sal is describing in the passage: 

quick talking, unquenchable desire for everything (and everyone) around one’s self, 

sleeplessness, and extreme energy. Yet, when read through Sal it is intoxicating, not 

pathological, bringing life to the reader and their senses, working like an antidote for whatever 

sedating drug has been put in the water in postwar culture. It makes complete sense that readers 

would crave these intense affects, making Sal the ideal personification for such a platform. The 

                                                
114 See Heather Love, Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 2007), particularly her introduction, for Love’s analysis of Sedgwick and why there should be a return to 

attention on negative affect within both queer theory and queer history.  
115 Jack Kerouac, On the Road (New York: Penguin, 1955), 5.  
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literary world especially that of the Beats, captures this interesting cultural moment. When one 

examines memoirs of those who have suffered from manic episodes, the moments are not so 

appealing, illuminating why those in charge of society’s largest institutions might want such 

emotions contained. Psychologist Kay Redfield Jamison, who has extensively published about 

her own experiences with bipolar disorder (where mania alternates with depression for periods if 

it is not treated), describes a manic episode triggered by the stress of her first academic job. She 

finds herself talking at 2am in the hospital parking lot with a friend, highlighting the dazzling 

and dizzying highs of the night. She writes: 

With the vibrissae? Twinging, antennae perked, eyes fast forwarding and fly faceted, I 

took in everything around me. I was on the run. Not just on the run but fast and furious 

on the run, darting back and forth across the hospital parking lot trying to use up a 

boundless, restless, manic energy. I was running fast, but slowly going mad.  

The man I was with, a colleague from the medical school, had stopped running an hour 

earlier and was, he said, impatiently, exhausted. This to a saner mind, would not have 

been surprising: the usual distinction between day and night had long disappeared for the 

two of us, and the endless hours of scotch, brawling, and fallings in laughter had taken an 

obvious, if not final, toll.116  

 

Similarly, to Kerouac, Jamison’s memoir captures the infectious energy and excitement of 

mania. Most psychologists agree (and the rest of her book is a testament to this) that mania’s 

seductive nature only lasts until the sensory overload becomes too much to handle, leading the 

patient into the dangerous position of psychosis. This leaves us waiting for the moment the 

yellow roman candles will melt young Icarus’ wings once and for all. In other words, the reader 

is left wondering when the emotional intensity will combust.  

This tension creates a central reading conflict. Do we read to crave a safe way to 

experience psychosis (or even mania, since society prohibits those intense emotions and our own 

physical bodies do not allow those feelings unless we were to take drugs) when the novel takes a 
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darker turn later in the narrative, or do we read to seek validation for our own normative choices 

that have kept us within the “establishment,” which in turn provides us with another type of 

pleasure? Perhaps, most provocatively, is it a combination of both of these? Does the continued 

process of reading provide fulfillment of Freud’s reality principle, which is a denial of initial 

pleasure in order to gain later satisfaction, in this case some sort of delayed affective pleasure 

grounded in a refusal to feel? This means that reading novels centered on forbidden societal 

affects like mania might not necessarily supply immediate pleasure through identification, but 

rather, provide more complex ideas about the formation of masculine identity, shared trauma, 

and numbness. Freud writes of the reality principle, “[it] does not abandon the intention of 

ultimately obtaining pleasure, but it nevertheless demands and carries into effect the 

postponement of satisfaction, the abandonment of a number of possibilities of gaining 

satisfaction and the temporary toleration of unpleasure as a step on the long indirect road to 

pleasure.”117 There is no doubt that reading is many times about pleasure, yet what if the 

withholding of pleasure through affective endurance while experiencing a text was cathartic in 

the Greek sense and also a part of an intentional (or unintentional) reading methodology? 

Similarly, in his historical account of modern medicine, Foucault notes that doctors began to 

favor affective restraint and “the nonverbal conditions on the basis of which it can speak: the 

common structure that carves up and articulates what is seen and what is said.”118 The language 

of restraint and self-discipline became synonymous with the state and an ideal way of consuming 

as institutions like medicine adapted such techniques and gained more power within the 

governing apparatus. In other words, self-identification with and desire for emotional intensity 

                                                
117 Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, trans. James Strachey (New York: Bantham Books, 1959), 26.  
118 Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, trans. A.M. Sheridan (New 

York and London: Routledge, 1976), xviii.  
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proves to be a reductionist model in this complex web of affective and gendered history.  

To further his investment in manic emotions, Sal seeks those who embody anti-

productive (read: those who do not make money in traditionally capitalist ways, an important 

marker of Beat works) and quickly burning behavior that chases any type of intense affect the 

world will allow, good or bad. He has no room in his life for traditional styles of discourse or 

even topics of conversation. For example, the novel begins with Sal explaining that the events he 

will dictate all occur after a long illness and his divorce, two topics he does not mention again or 

even use as foundational for his narrative in a real way. Instead, the events of the novel 

materialize by the injection of Dean into Sal’s life. The beginning of a queer kinship and familial 

bond that starts with Dean’s enthusiastic endorsements of Sal’s literary ambitions, an affect 

Kerouac highlights by mentioning that while Dean reads over Sal’s shoulder. He must wipe his 

forehead, indicating that the emotional life of the storytelling has had physical effects. But, most 

importantly, these physical effects are desired and even celebrated, not ignored. Davidson 

explains that these homosocial moments were common and required among this group of writers 

at the time, particularly Kerouac, who fantasized about a “social revolution formed by ‘guys like 

us’ predicated on the existence of homosocial bonds so pervasive that they may serve as an all-

purpose antecedent for any simile.”119 He argues that the Beats were unique in that they were an 

exclusively male group of writers that were “compulsively heterosexual” in their gender 

expressions, requiring members to be overtly traditionally masculine and straight acting with 

reverence to normative markers of male culture such as excess sex, drinking, and cars, even if 

there was tolerance of homosexual behavior.120 Within this context, the friendship between Sal 

and Dean has new meaning and reflects emerging masculine identities the Beats created, which 
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did not exist prior to this culture. One of Sal’s initial descriptions of Dean reflects this desire to 

Live as well as his intimate friendship with him that hinges on this newly developed sense of 

heightened affect and divergence from his previous domesticated masculine identity pre divorce: 

Yes, and it wasn’t only because I was a writer and needed new experiences that I wanted 

to know Dean more, and because my life hanging around the campus had reached the 

completion of its cycle and was stultified, but because, somehow, in spite of our 

difference in character, he reminded me of some long-lost brother; the sight of his 

suffering bony face with the long sideburns and his straining muscular sweating neck 

made me remember my boyhood in those dye-dumps and swim-holes and riversides of 

Paterson and Passaic. His dirty workclothes clung to him so gracefully, as though you 

couldn’t buy a better fit from a custom tailor but only earn it from the Natural Tailor of 

Natural Joy, as Dean had in his stresses. And in his excited way of speaking I heard again 

the voices of old companions and brothers under the bridge, among the motorcycles, 

along the wash-lined neighborhood and drowsy doorsteps of afternoon where boys 

played guitars while their older brothers worked in the mills...And his ‘criminality’ was 

not something that sulked and sneered; it was a wild yea-yelling overburst of American 

joy; it was Western, the west wind, an ode from the Plains, something new, long 

prophesied, long a-coming (he only stole cars for joy rides).121 

 

Sal’s fetishization of Dean’s working class masculinity, seen in his description of Dean’s dirtied 

work attire, only adds to this complicated introduction to both characters and their separate yet 

intertwined emotional states throughout the novel.  He finds Dean infectious and cannot resist 

the gravitational pull of his unbounded energy, but later becomes troubled when those very traits 

begin to cause him trouble, similar to a reader who relies on basic identification with a 

complicated protagonist to read: both burn out when the mania becomes too much. Mailer’s 

surface reading of African American culture reveals the same knot: he believes he understands 

black culture, but in reality does not. He only understands his interpretations of black culture and 

how he has seen whites emulate it around him.  

 Still, the canonical nature of and multi-decade longevity of Dean’s character speaks to 

his emotive impact and ability to transcend many limits of identity: race, class, gender, sexuality 
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and to appeal to a wide variety of readers due to his passion and its direct ability to smash against 

not only the dulled post war culture Mailer discusses in his essay, but also a continually 

traumatized America.  From Vietnam to 9/11, this is an America that not only longs for an 

escape, but seeks out art to confirm their suspicions about this damaged world. Reading becomes 

a mechanism based on delayed pleasure; there is also an element of addressing gendered 

collective trauma located in the act of reading, where readers who have been wounded in similar 

ways come to texts seeking emotions, even if they do not know what they seek. They may not 

know why a character like Dean Moriariy strikes them, but he cannot leave their consciousness 

as the intensity sparks something deep from within. Want? Disgust? Sadness? There is no clear 

answer. But we do know that Dean is a hero within the novel with a cult following (as Kerouac 

had), yet those who exhibit his behaviors in the outside world are rarely given the same celebrity 

treatment, creating a sharp divide between what is acceptable on the page and on the street.  

For this reason, the confinement of literary mania and the characters who exhibit such 

traits comes at the price of the premium put on real world “sanity,” sold under the guise of 

productivity or emotional control, especially under increasingly capitalist conditions that demand 

both competition and a drive for a particular type of success. As a result, certain emotional 

patterns, responses, and even work habits have been highly scrutinized to the point where people 

have sought out psychiatric treatment because they felt they could not keep up with current 

market demands or because they did not feel as though they fit in emotionally, despite no severe 

psychiatric disturbance. Psychiatrist Benjamin Kramer has written of this cultural phenomenon 

over the last twenty-five years, particularly in his now canonical critique of this practice known 

as vanity based pharmacology, Listening to Prozac. Kramer argues that many instances of 

contemporary use of antidepressants, particularly Prozac and other similarly classed medications 
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knowns as SSRIs that target the brain’s ability to produce serotonin, highlight our ability to 

potentially manufacture and market society’s more desirable within pill form. He writes: 

 Prozac seemed to give social confidence to the habitually timid, to make the sensitive 

brash, to lend the introvert the social skills of a salesman. Prozac was transformative for 

patients in the way an inspirational minister or high-pressure group therapy can be---it 

made them want to talk about their experience. Where my patients generally said was that 

they had learned something about themselves because of Prozac. ...They believed Prozac 

revealed what in them was biologically determined and what merely (experience being 

“mere” compared to cellular physiology) experiential.122 

 

Importantly, Kramer’s comments must be contextualized in their proper pharmaceutical and 

historical moment. Due to a huge list of potentially lethal side effects, early antidepressants of 

the 1950s were only given to the truly incapacitated or hospitalized. But, with the discovery of 

Prozac in the 1980s and its extremely high tolerance rates, combined with low side effects, 

millions of new potential patients opened up for the drug, leaving the path free for 

psychopharmaceuticals to become something not just for the severely disturbed or manic, but for 

everyone. Previous generations of psychiatrists were using newly found (to them) psychiatric 

drugs like lithium and Thorazine for those whom they believed to be psychiatrically ill or at the 

very least those who exhibited behaviors that elicited worry, concern, or fear. Contemporary 

physicians (as Horwitz and Breggin noted earlier too) began seeing patients who described 

themselves as “out of sorts” or “tired and under producing at work” and began prescribing 

medicines for these afflictions. Their affects bore no resemblance to those of Dean and his 

dangerous manic energy, but they felt something was wrong with them and their emotional life, 

so they turned to psychiatric medication as the answer, under the influence of massive 

advertising campaigns, press, and word of mouth that had occurred during this time. This is an 

interesting proposition when we consider Horwitz’s thesis: social values create the distinction 
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between mental illness and mental health. Something is leading the masses to the medicine: they 

believe they are sick. In the thirty years between the introductions of Thorazine and Prozac, 

Americans began to believe their brains did not function properly and that their organic emotions 

were uncontrollable. How did this happen? Where do the seeds of this troubling trend lie in 

Counterculture literature? What do they have to do with gender? 

A popularly discussed side effect of Prozac has been its tendency to “masculinize” the 

emotional palette of women according to socially constructed ideas about the gender binary. In 

other words, the medication has been known to make some female patients more even tempered, 

less emotional, and more success oriented at the workplace, characteristics we usually assign to 

men within our society. Kramer reports many women say the medication helped to keep them as 

cool, calm, and collected as their male colleagues in moments of stress where they would have 

previously cried or felt less emotionally controlled. Kramer believes the drug helps in what he 

calls “rejection-sensitivity,” that is, it gives the patient “a diminished sense of vulnerability” in 

situations of stress, personal or professional, to help them in ways that are more socially 

sanctioned, despite the questionable nature of turning off one’s emotions for advancement at 

work, etc.123 Not only does this show the type of productivity demanded of the common worker, 

but it also highlights the increasingly smaller acceptable emotional palette one is able to access 

in the public (or even private arena), especially for women, leaving the literary world one of the 

last open places for affect. Tears are no longer a valid affective response to pain or trauma, in 

fact, it is best to forget that pain and trauma are defining characteristics of the postmodern 

existence. The psychiatric industrial complex continues to assist in this cultural task by muting 

out moments of “inappropriate” vividness, telling consumers they long to be cool, calm, and 
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collected--- that this is a mark of maturity and productivity; emotions get in the way of reason 

and rational thought. The ever widening separation between literature and reality shows this 

discrepancy in emotional life where characters like Dean become vehicles for society’s forbidden 

affects, but those who exhibit those affects outside of the written page are outcast or locked away 

(as we will see later in this chapter when I analyze One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest). Gregory 

J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg classify affect as “found in those intensities that pass body to 

body (human, non-human, part-human, and otherwise), in those resonances that circulate about, 

between, and sometimes stick to bodies and worlds, and in the very passages or variations 

between these intensities and resonances themselves.”124 Without emotional intensity, affect is 

gone and feelings become reduced to quests for productivity and happiness. The sloppiness of 

feeling is replaced with mechanized motions of survival necessary for modernity. One must 

reject low waves of sadness and energy in favor of endless pep and enthusiasm. People may 

forget in their immediate quests for “normalcy,” but trauma continues to hang in the air like a 

child’s half deflated balloon, slowly making its way down to the ground, softly but insistently 

announcing its presence, refusing to float back up into the heavens.  

 In light of this ongoing peripheral trauma, Mailer is right to assert that there is a certain 

ethos of creation tied to affects of emptiness, fear, and isolation due to suppressed knowledge 

even though he wrongly ties it to race and the idea that black culture is inherently vibrant. He 

writes, “So there was a new breed of adventurers, urban adventurers who drifted out at night 

looking for action with a black man’s code to fit their facts. The hipster had absorbed the 

existential synapses of the Negro, and for practical purposes could be considered a white 
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Negro.”125 LaCapra echoes a similar idea, arguing that while trauma remains unintelligible and 

mysterious, writing and other forms of art as a whole have the potential to reveal the feelings and 

experiences trapped in the darker moments of history. In other words, LaCapra contends with the 

swift moment of fleeting intelligibility surrounding trauma and its depictions in culture and 

history. Perhaps, this is what Sal means when he says to Dean in the last third of On the Road, 

when manically discussing his childhood and riding in his father’s car, which serves as an 

unfinished adventure to him, a prophecy he must fulfill by going on the road. He says, “Let me 

tell you more...and only as a parenthesis within what you’re saying and to conclude my last 

thought. As a child lying back in my father’s car in the back seat I also had a vision of myself on 

a white horse riding alongside over every possible obstacle that presented itself...”126 This “limit 

of history” produces an affect of confusion for both the author and his reader. The endless 

circling of events, names, and places with little to no resolution with regard to what proves to be 

true and what proves to be fabrication, particularly when the piece in question is assumed to be a 

non-historical work. It is the place where fact and fiction are permitted a final meeting place in 

the pursuit of the ultimate affectual reader response. This is seemingly local knowledge of a 

circumstance, a reminder of traumas experienced in perhaps another psychic moment for a man 

whose sense of masculinity is grounded in the idea that he must escape and find some buried 

truth in a distant land, like Mailer suggests. Foucault speaks to the possibility and potential of 

this opaque knowledge and the power exercised by those monitoring it. He notes, “What was at 

stake in both cases, in both this scholarly knowledge and these disqualified knowledges, in these 

two forms of knowledge---the buried and the disqualified? A historical knowledge of 

struggles...And the disqualified knowledge people have contained of the memory of combats, the 
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very memory that until then had been confined to the margins.”127 Foucault’s assertion speaks to 

the importance of considering alternative sites and pathways for knowledge. This practice 

becomes especially crucial when considering trauma, which has long garnered a reputation as 

unspeakable or, at the very least, unfathomable. Under Foucault’s guidelines trauma begins to 

appear as not only a common occurrence in contemporary society that has been silenced by 

repressive regimes, but perhaps as a hidden arena of truth. Despite his apprehension about “art as 

truth,” LaCapra aptly notes that art does have the capacity to convey a “plausible feel for 

experience and emotion which may be difficult to arrive at through restricted documentary 

methods.”.128 However, Mailer and LaCapra’s focus on the act of creation as the fleeting 

generative moment for traumatic understanding or swirling of the affective palette, leaves out the 

crucial act one often forgets comes from this productivity: reading.  

 Reading, particularly the certain set of queer reading practices I am outlining here, has 

the ability to allow the reader access to a wider set of emotional responses than allowed by the 

biopolitical regime that heavily regulates emotions as well as access to the various gendered 

identities that accompany those affects. I am not offering a concrete solution to the problems of 

reading paranoidly or to the cultural events that precipitate it; rather I am offering a queer 

methodology for reading that is grounded in a transgender and transemotional landscape, 

offering us the possibility of a larger affective life. The question is not why we read, rather, how 

we should read? In the way critics have been arguing writing acts as a therapeutic or disruptive 

force in the face of trauma, I am arguing for reading’s inclusion in this vocabulary of resistance 

and radical affective experimentation. However, the reading model for which I advocate does not 
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primarily come out of the reparative tradition, which I find to be reductive in its scope in this 

particular instance. For example, in the different approaches to trauma itself, there lies a 

productive and critical difference, particularly in the thinking between more traditionally minded 

thinkers like LaCapra and queer theorists like Ann Cvetkovich, who believe in the redemptive 

power of trauma, which, when thinking about the processes of reading and identity formation 

that results, becomes problematic and complex. Cvetkovich shares similar views to LaCapra on 

the affective value of objects, noting the “memory of trauma is embedded not just in narrative 

but in material artifacts, which can range from photographs to objects whose relation to trauma 

might seem arbitrary but for the fact they are invested with emotional, and even sentimental, 

value.”129 Memory, affect, and emotion, according to both LaCapra and Cvetkovich, are 

responses to trauma, similar to the moments Kramer discusses when addressing patients and the 

dissatisfactions that have brought them to Prozac and other psychiatric medications. For LaCapra 

catastrophic events bestow upon victims a “fidelity to trauma” that continuously connects them 

to the past, creating a “more or less conscious desire to remain within trauma. It certainly 

invalidates any form of conceptual or narrative closure, and it may also generate resistances to 

the role of any counterforces, for example, those involved in mourning understood not simply as 

isolated grieving or endless bereavement but as a social process that may be at least be partly 

effective in returning one to the demands and responsibilities of social life.”130 Trauma becomes 

a part of one’s identity, a signifier of those things lost that “paradoxically become the valorized 

or intensely cathected basis of identity for an individual or a group rather than events that pose 

the problematic question of identity.”131 This displacement of identity is also a major concern of 
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Cvetkovich, who views this fusion of trauma with identity as a reparative practice, creating a 

sense of survivor mentality as a core part of one’s new being. She notes, “A queer healing 

practice would turn negative affect or trauma on its head, but by embracing rather than refusing 

it. Furthermore, such a healing practice would challenge the repressive hypothesis so central to 

self-help and therapeutic discourses.”132 In other words, trauma has potential as a redemptive 

force, according to Cvetkovich, rather than as a circumstance defined by immobility and the 

unspeakable, which is LaCapra’s interpretation (one he takes largely from Cathy Caruth). He 

writes, “But when the past is uncontrollably relived, it is as if there were no difference between it 

and the present. Whether or not the past is reenacted or repeated in its precise literality, one feels 

as if one were back there reliving the event, and distance between here and there, then and now, 

collapses.”133 Full immersion into trauma does not bring the healing outlined by Cvetkovich, 

instead it haunts and renders the necessary psychic action of separating past and present 

impossible. In other words, if one makes their identity out of being a survivor, what does that 

mean for enjoyment of anything? Going back to the earlier comments I made about the 

infectious mania of Dean throughout his presence within the novel--- if one identified as a 

survivor of post WWII trauma and stopped there, refusing to challenge any other affects or 

manners of living, Dean would never exist. As reading in Counterculture literature is a special 

mix of reparative and critical, he exists, but he also warns. He tells the reader that their feelings 

of isolation and sadness are real, that they are right when they want more, but his larger than life 

psychosis is a premonition for Kramer’s overmedicated and robotic world that has become our 

own. This is evident in a passage near the end of the novel where Sal describes the boredom he 

feels as they are coming home yet again after another round of meaningless antics: 
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In the misty night we crossed Toledo and went onward across old Ohio. I realized I was 

beginning to cross and re-cross towns in America as though I were a traveling salesman - 

raggedy travelings, bad stock, rotten beans in the bottom of my bag of tricks, nobody 

buying. The man got tired near Pennsylvania and Dean took the wheel and drove clear 

the rest of the way to New York, and we began to hear the Symphony Sid show on the 

radio with all the latest bop, and now we were entering the great and final city of 

America. We got there in early morning. Times Square was being torn up, for New York 

never rests.134 

 

In this description of himself as a travelling salesman, where in the beginning he was insistently 

a writer, Sal’s weariness shows. He longs for productivity and sanity, yet he could not have 

predicted the level of productivity required in the distant future. The novel, which starts out as a 

love song to anti productivity and manic desire eventually diminishes into a calm anthem for 

friendship and brotherhood, but ultimately, sanity, no Thorazine needed. The downturn is the 

part everyone forgets, unsurprisingly, since it is the least glamorous and exciting, yet most 

identifiable. Icarus’ wings have melted and he has tumbled back down to earth, only this time, 

with a car full of weary passengers eager for the burnout, rather than a slow fade. This leads me 

to an important question regarding Dean’s lasting literary popularity. Is it mania that forces him 

to stay into the spotlight or his fall? Most literary critics tie Dean’s popularity to his associations 

with freedom and the breaking of the repressive conformity of the 1950s. However, when we 

look at him in light of this new counterculture framework that relies heavily on the introduction 

of Thorazine and the later development into vanity based pharmacology, as well as the gendered 

anxieties present at that time, we certainly do see him as emblematic of freedom. He is an artifact 

from a distinct past that no longer exists, which makes the novel almost science fiction in an age 

where mood and productivity are altered so easily. Dean’s mode of masculinity and Kerouac's 

careful articulation of it through traditional stereotyping combined with seductive emotions that 
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play into the needs of an affect starved readership, ensuring that the character remains present in 

popular culture for generations.  

Sal and Dean use the road to escape the regulating mechanisms of post WWII America, 

primarily traditional labor and reproduction, with Sal noting that Dean has illegitimate children 

all over the country, an act that is an ultimate fantasy of our contemporary world that has come 

to value the stable domestic home, particularly father figures more and more. Counterculture in 

On the Road definitely meant tones of escape, non-traditional affect, queer relationality, and a 

commitment to breaking free of common rhetorical limitations, all in an age where mood and 

social behavior were becoming tightened as a result of post war conformity and a rise in 

psychopharmaceuticals, which were thought to “fix” this type of behavior. By elevating such a 

gendered and emotional experience to art, Kerouac, like LaCapra writes, codifies it, but does not 

give it ultimate truth power. Instead, it becomes affective, giving the reader the power to use 

Dean’s character as a simultaneous complex experience of warning and comfort. Ken Kesey’s 

novel, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, in constrast, the next novel I will discuss, whose 

setting is not the freedom of the road, rather, the cold confines of a mental hospital, highlights 

the sinister effects of a culture determined to medicate, criminalize, and discipline. Which shines 

through in its intersectional infusion of gender and biopolitics throughout.  

Ken Kesey, author of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, much like Jack Kerouac, was a 

vocal member of what most people would consider modern counterculture movements in the 

United States during the 1960s and later. In other words, he protested the Vietnam War, believed 

in Civil Rights before it became a mainstream ideal, and, most notably, believed in the 

therapeutic use of hallucinogenic drugs, most prominently, LSD, instead of FDA approved 

psychiatric medications (a topic I will talk more extensively about later in the chapter), a cause 
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he championed until his death and that obviously influenced his work.  On the Road and One 

Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest are separated by roughly a half decade, in that Kerouac published 

his novel in 1957 and Kesey, his in 1962. However, their differences are vast.135 It is clear from 

interviews that Kesey viewed Kerouac as not only a colleague, but friend whose talents he 

greatly admired. In a 1971 interview after Kerouac’s death (1969), he stated regret for not 

reaching out prior to Kerouac’s death during moments when the author was making grand public 

statements such as, “I don’t know, I don’t care, and it doesn’t make a difference” about writing 

and life in general that Kesey interpreted as a last call for help from the lifelong drug addict and 

alcoholic Kerouac, saying,: 

I feel bad about Kerouac. He was a prophet and we let him die from us. He did know and 

he did care, and the letters of praise that I composed in my head to him would have made 

a difference had I, and all the others who felt the same respect, mailed them. Sometimes 

polemics and fashion get so thick that we can’t make out a clear call for help from a 

friend.136   

 

Given this quote and the general interconnectedness of authors within the Beat generation, it is 

impossible to not read the novels together, or at the very least, not read Kesey through Kerouac, 

which I will do at important thematic intersections of the novels. For example, Kesey’s striking 

images of confinement and the authoritarian rule of the hospital staff, namely Nurse Ratched, 

become even more devastating when read through the lens of Sal and Dean’s freedom on the 

                                                
135 This sense of  temporality is further complicated by the years it took Kerouac to live the experiences that 

informed the writing and events of the novel, and the fact that he needed time to put the text together. If one believes 

some of the newer mythology that has come to swirl around the book and Kerouac as a writer in general, that much 

of his writing was done by the others in his life, namely girlfriends and wives,  then there are further questions about 

the sources of the text’s knowledge production as well. However, , Kesey’s text is not without similar concerns, as 

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest is greatly informed by his own personal experiences of working at a psychiatric 

hospital as a medical aide and sometimes willing participant in drug trials or experiments, namely those that gave 

him his first exposure to LSD. Either way, the events prior to the novels are separated by fairly large chunks of time 

and big social events in American culture that impacted their content and the authors’ perspectives on writing, drugs, 

and the American “establishment, even if we must admit time is a bit murky.  
136 “An Impolite Interview with Ken Kesey,” reprinted in Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Text and 

Criticism, ed. John Clark Pratt (New York: Penguin Books, 1996), 356. 



104 

 

open road and Dean’s ability to act manically with limited consequences. In contrast, the 

backbone of Kesey’s novel is built on the institutional control of such affect. 

From its inception, Kesey envisioned the novel as a commentary on what he believed to 

be problems with widespread institutionalization and the extensive use of numbing psychiatric 

drugs, things he had witnessed during his time as an aide in a psychiatric hospital. He began to 

write the text during his work shifts while in graduate school at the hospital. He explained his 

creative process in an early interview, discussing both the motivation behind the novel’s 

protagonist Randle McMurphy and his writing while working, explaining his motivation for the 

novel’s protagonist was fiction, yet very real: 

 

Yes, McMurphy was fictional, inspired by the tragic longings of the real men I worked 

with on the ward, the sketches of whom, both visual and verbal, came more easily to my 

hand than anything before or since, and these sketches gradually enclosed for me the 

outline for me of the hero they wanted.  

And yes, I did write the book both on the ward and on drugs, double checking my 

material so to speak. After a few months I settled into a nice midnight to eight shift that 

gave me stretches of five or six hours, five days a week, where I had nothing to do but a 

little mopping or buffing, check the wards every forty-five minutes with a flashlight, be 

coherent to the nurse stopping by on her hourly rounds, write my novel, and talk to the 

sleepless nuts.137 

 

 

While many of Kesey’s interviews and personal essays are full of sarcasm and deep cynicism for 

the world, which is evident in this excerpt here, it is clear that this stems from the fact he cared 

deeply for others and wanted to transform circumstances for those less fortunate, starting with 

the men he worked with on an intimate basis in the hospital. This experience really shook him to 

the core, with Kesey even taking a moment in one interview to describe the biopolitical regime 

of the hospital’s geriatric unit, wondering why the hospital would not permit its doctors to let the 

                                                
137 “Who Flew Over What?,” reprinted in Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Text and Criticism, ed. 

John Clark Pratt (New York: Penguin Books, 1996), 368. 
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old men die peacefully, instead of forcefully keeping them alive via medications even though 

they were obviously ready to die. He asks in the interview “Why do humans feel they have the 

right to forestall the inevitable fate of others?”138 Foucault echoes the same sentiment when 

discussing pain, describing the power struggle between patients and the doctors treating them 

since pain always becomes a spectacle, putting the patients at the mercy of the doctors present. 

He writes, “Can pain be a spectacle? Not only can it be, but it must be, by virtue of a subtle right 

that resides in the fact that no one is alone [in the hospital]...”139 In other words, why do 

institutions feel as though they can assume control over the body or mind, especially when that 

body or mind is not a normative one? It is out of this stance that Kesey began crafting the novel 

and its general tone was born. Where Kerouac’s On the Road depicts the joys of the Beat 

generation with a somber warning of affective tightening to come. Kesey’s novel is fully 

immersed in new technologies of emotional and gendered surveillance as well as violence, even 

though only five years separate the two novels.   

Kesey divides the central conflict of the novel into two parts. The first occurs on the 

immediate textual level sets the rebellious patient Randle McMurphy versus the megalomaniacal 

Nurse Ratched, a rivalry Kesey does not choose to end in McMurphy’s favor; rather, McMurphy 

is lobotomized for as punishment for a “final battle” that ends in him getting into a physical 

altercation with the Nurse. Despite the other patients viewing this fight as a victory for their 

rights and voices, Kesey is swift to point out the origin of power in the novel from its inception 

remains the same save a few minor moments of McMurphy’s abilities to challenge morale, 

topics I will touch on at greater length later in the chapter. The second conflict Kesey takes on is 

                                                
138 “An Impolite Interview with Ken Kesey,” reprinted in Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Text and 

Criticism, ed. John Clark Pratt (New York: Penguin Books, 1996), 354. 
139 Michael Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic, 84. 
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the philosophical debate regarding the nature of the asylum (or hospital). As I mentioned at the 

beginning of the chapter, Thorazine was considered to be the miracle psychiatric medicine that 

“emptied the hospitals,” bringing patients home for the first time, with sociologist Erving 

Goffman (contemporary to Thorazine’s debut in the 1950s and 60s) wondering if the hospital 

setting was even therapeutic given its history of vast discrepancies in care and the social meaning 

of psychiatric hospitalization. In other words, when considering treatment for mental illness, it 

seems that our routine treatment plans, which have not changed since the novel in many ways, or 

gotten worse given insurance problems, of hospitalization and heavy medication may not work 

for many patients. Kesey’s novel, written at the same time as Goffman’s research and coinciding 

with the first mass use of Thorazine on a grand scale for about a decade, begs all the same 

questions, with many of the patients being hospitalized for extended periods of time, namely the 

novel’s Native American narrator, Chief, who has been institutionalized despite his thought 

processes now being clear and rational even though he does not speak. Therapist Charles Barber 

shares his experiences with the hospitalization of his patients in the 2000s and how 

psychopharmacology always played a role in this. The year is different from the novel, but the 

same principle is being critiqued by Kesey: using patients as experimental bodies, the hospital is 

a place not for healing, but for illness, and lastly, the patient is the one with the least consent over 

their medical care. Barber writes of heavy medication use and sloppy doctors who are resigned to 

a revolving door of mental health care within the United States: 

Under managed care, psychiatric hospitalization came to be used not only as an 

opportunity to work on treatment issues or to arrive at a thoughtful discharge plan, but 

primarily as a place to tinker with medications. Once a medication regimen was arrived 

at, and patients were no longer considered unsafe, they were out, sometimes on the 

streets. My clients were routinely hospitalized and rehospitalized, and discharged and 
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redischarged, always before they were ready. This caused incredible confusion and 

pain.140 

 

As the text moves forward, Kesey not only asks if there is much to the idea of the asylum and the 

medications given there, but he also challenges us to ask ourselves to question our own 

definitions of disease and wellness as we apply these in our own reading methodologies. The 

violence between McMurphy, and Nurse Ratched reaches frightening levels and the institution is 

left in chaos until solutions are created by those on top. A telling narrative decision made by 

Kesey showing his understanding of the biopolitical realities that favor able bodied non-criminal 

people over those who have been marked by society’s darkest marks of marginality.  

Chief introduces Randle McMurphy in the novel’s first pages, on the morning of 

McMurphy’s transfer from a prison work farm to the hospital. Chief was on work duty mopping, 

his assigned chore detail that allows him to slip in and out of  the institution, serving as its eyes 

and ears for the reader, when he returns to the common room, confronted with the novel's brash, 

yet instantly likeable protagonist for the first time. Kesey’s early description of McMurphy’s 

general appearance and energy bring to mind no other than Dean of Kerouac's On the Road, 

down to the attention to his work clothes, even if they are a carefully placed coincidence.141 

However, given Kesey’s relationship with Kerouac and admiration of his work as well as the 

particular set of affects Dean’s character embodies for a reader, this connection most likely is 

deliberate, setting up the contrast of the confines of the hospital with the “freedom” McMurphy 

enjoyed on the outside. Chief describes the introduction of this new personality with cautious 

                                                
140 Charles Barber, Comfortably Numb: How Psychiatry is Medicating a Nation (New York: Pantheon Books: 

2008), xix.  
141 One of the biggest “cons” McMurphy is accused of in the novel is faking insanity to get transferred to the 

hospital because he believes it will be a lighter and easier way of doing his sentence, which later becomes ironic and 

horrible because the power play between he and Nurse Ratched is much worse than the work farm and he ends up 

paying dearly while in the hospital.  
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curiosity and awe, highlighting his masculinity and confidence, both symbolic of the newer 

brand of manhood the Beats created: 

He’s got on work-farm pants and shirt, sunned out till they’re the color of watered milk. 

His face and neck and arms are the color of oxblood leather from working long in the 

fields. He’s got a primer black motorcycle cap stuck in his hair and a leather jacket over 

one arm, and he’s got on boots gray and dusty and heavy enough to kick a man half in 

two. He walks away from Cheswick and takes off the cap and goes to beating a dust 

storm out of his thigh. One of the black boys circles him with the thermometer, but he’s 

too quick for them; he slips in among the Acutes and starts moving and shaking hands 

before the black boy can take good aim. The way he talks, his wink, his loud talk, his 

swagger all remind me of a car salesman or a stock auctioneer---or one of those pitchmen 

you see on a sideshow stage in front of flapping banners, standing there in a striped shirt 

with yellow buttons, drawing the faces off the sawdust like a magnet.142 

  

The similarities between the two characterizations are striking, especially since Chief’s sense of 

intrigue around McMurphy matches that of Sal when first introduced to Dean and the injection 

of both into the worlds of the text are what create the catalyst for action, challenging previously 

set rules for gendered norms and affects. When these two characters, Dean and McMurphy, who 

bear the markers of a working class sensibility, enter the sanitized and emotionally numbed 

environments of others, the effect is profound and sets both stories in motion, for better or worse. 

In other words, Kerouac and Kesey do not create them as magical figures who problem solve 

within the narrative, in fact, many times, they create them due to the stress they put on existing 

power structures. Foucault, in his description of power, classifies it as “everywhere; not because 

it embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere,” a mentality that Kesey certainly 

has in mind when crafting McMurphy, his defiance, and ability to do so successfully or 

unsuccessfully given the overbearing power he faces.143  

                                                
142 Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Text and Criticism, ed. John Clark Pratt (New York: Penguin 

Books, 1996), 12-13.  
143 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Volume I: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New York:Vintage, 

1978), 93. 
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Those who have read both texts will immediately recognize McMurphy as a common 

Beat figure of rebellion or even as Kesey’s own tribute to Dean. However, the stakes of this 

narrative and what it represents affectively and biopolitically with respect to surveillance are 

higher, which drastically alters this new Dean’s fate since politics, medicine, and culture 

aretightening, making Kesey’s ultimate statement about power very serious. Intertextuality 

allows for further reading potential because the books can now be read as a pair, with the original 

Dean and new, speculative Dean as mirrors of one another. Kerouac’s original character fills the 

reading methodology with cautious optimism because we do not want to end up like Dean, too 

manic, too lit up, too much like a yellow roman candle, with the potential of ending up devalued 

by society. If we believe McMurphy is a speculative reimagining of Dean on some level, we can 

read with full on suspicion, with only a slight reparative note when we consider the character and 

his charismatic nature, since Kesey’s position is usefully paranoid: the regime will take your 

creativity, the institution will win, but you might get a great punch in there and relish that 

moment. If a reader is not familiar with On the Road, McMurphy appears as a common and 

recognizable figure of the late 1950s, early 1960s, who is charming and reads as a sympathetic 

character, especially in his early moments. Discovering McMurphy alongside Chief then 

becomes a journey and an exercise in discovering the sanity in those who others have been 

deemed insane, which flips standard reading practice, making the book reparative and paranoid 

at the same time. In other words, the book allows for new access to the psychology of the affects 

of “mental illness” via our narrator that leads us to question what illness even is, but who also 

functions as a harsh critique for the institutions that treat and create such conditions. Perhaps 

McMurphy puts it best when he is first speaking to the other patients, “Now they tell me a 

psychopath’s a guy that fights too much and fucks too much, but they ain’t wholly right, do you 
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think?”144 This is a statement that later becomes ironic when the biggest source of his fights in 

the hospital is Nurse Ratched, the person enlisted with helping get well. This is a perfect 

illustration of what Barber and Foucault have stated--- the hospital is now a place consumed with 

illness, not health, illness that has been created by the conditions and contracts of modernity. 

Horwitz echoes this sentiment citing the pressure for psychiatrists to look for socially 

constructed reasons (which arguably could be fixed with social change), for affective disruption 

versus pathology. He writes, “Yet, a major unresolved (and usually unstated) problems for 

diagnostic psychiatry is that the vicissitudes of social life naturally produce depression, 

dysthymia, or generalized anxiety disorder….Symptoms alone can never distinguish normal 

unhappiness, anxiety, and deviance from mental disorders.”145 Symptoms may never distinguish 

the “normal” from the pathological, but in a biopolitical state they determine access to space, 

systems of confinement, and ideals of behavior, all of which Kesey expertly unhinges within the 

text. 

 In direct opposition to the laidback, attractive, working class charisma of McMurphy, 

Kesey sets up Nurse Ratched, or “Big Nurse,” as Chief calls her, as a ruthless machine, who is 

unfeminine, manipulative, and who will stop at nothing until the hospital runs under her total 

control. Nurse Ratched goes against all common stereotypes held in the American consciousness 

of nurses in that she is not nurturing, kind, loving, or a maternal figure to the patients. Her affects 

are cold and she exudes none of the emotive signs that point to womanhood within American 

culture, which frightens the patients and confuses them since it disrupts the gender binary they 

are used to and understand in their daily lives. Many of her behaviors are horrible on the level of 

humanity, but they are especially bad in light of the gendered betrayals they represent. In fact, 

                                                
144 Ibid., 13 
145 Allan V. Horwitz, Creating Mental Illness, 158.  
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Chief uses frightening cyborg imagery to describe the contents of her purse. He details the 

horrific items in our first encounter with her character moments into the book: 

 She’s carrying her woven wicker bag like the ones the Umpqua tribe sells out along the 

hot August highway, a bag shape of a tool box with a hemp handle. She’s had it all the 

years I been here. It’s a loose weave and I can see inside it; there’s no compact or woman 

stuff, she’s got that bag full of a thousand parts she aims to use in her duties today---

wheels and gears, cogs polished to a hard glitter, tiny pills that gleam like porcelain, 

needles, forceps, watchmakers’ pliers, rolls of copper wire. She dips a nod at me as she 

goes past.146 

 

Reading the critique of institutionalization is easy here, since Kesey begins the text with images 

of cogs and dark smoke billowing, which signals the hospital as a place of no return. There is 

constant fear and threat of surveillance as well as anxiety of being judged for stealing the 

valuable resources of those who Foucault has characterized as being allowed to “let live” rather 

than “made to die.”147 This is an ever-present reminder of our own unstable political value in a 

world that instantly turns human lives into figures on a page in its own attempt at cultivating a 

comfortable sense of moral amnesia,  exactly what Kesey (and Chief) set up at the hospital via 

the imagery in Nurse Ratched’s bag. The men inside the hospital are laid bare and given lives 

without freedom (something McMurphy’s presence stirs within them; he makes them long for 

freedom or a certain conception of freedom that might match what the Beats would call 

freedom). but Nurse Ratched in her own way is victim to her own cogs and gears, as later 

becomes evident when we see that her only pleasure in life comes from dominance and control, 

two affects not only not usually associated with women, but only usually associated with sanity. 

In other words, from the book’s first moments Kesey also starts teasing out a powerful new 

thought experiment and reading method, which is to ask oneself: what if those drunk on power 

                                                
146 Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Text and Criticism, 4. 
147 Michel Foucault, “17 March 1976,” Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the College De France, 1975-76 

(New York: Picador, 1977), 241. 
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were mentally ill. Perhaps Nurse Ratched is the truly sick person in the text, making everyone 

else sane? This is a fairly standard view of the novel and its film adaptation, but I add, what does 

it matter? In the exercise of reading or biopolitical life, are we not all drinking the same water at 

some point? In other words, at what point do the lives of McMurphy and Nurse Ratched 

converge due to the abuse they both face due to the various institutions they inhabit and embody 

daily? That is the radical reading method I would like to take from this point on, since, in my 

opinion, it extends Kesey’s own critique half a century ago, but also builds in new ideas about 

reading, psychiatry, gender, and biopolitics.  

 McMurphy’s first defiance of Nurse Ratched’s protocol appears in the form of his refusal 

to submit to the hospital’s insistence on an admittance shower and physical, which also comes 

with a rectal thermometer. Ratched has other men directly under her control administer the 

thermometer to the patients in a humiliating display of dominance and submission that is not 

overtly sexual, but rightly read as sexual power play in Foucaultian terms.148 Since McMurphy is 

swift on his feet and a smooth talker, he is able to dodge the orderlies charged with the duties by 

chatting with the other patients in the common room even though he is clearly dirty from the 

work farm (as evidenced by the dust on his jeans). When Nurse Ratched finally confronts him 

about this she deliberately gives him a new name to show her power (her most common 

technique of discipline is linguistic, even though she does use both medication and surgical 

intervention as we will see later), “Mr McMurry, I’m sorry to interrupt you and Mr. Bromden 

(Chief), but you do understand everyone must follow the rules.” McMurphy’s response is 

equally sharp and smart. He replies, “Ya know, ma,am….that is the exact thing somebody 

                                                
148 See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Volume I: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New 

York:Vintage, 1978), 90-102, for Foucault’s discussion of sexuality as complex power exchange within Western 

culture. 
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always tells me about the rules...just when they figure I’m about to do the dead opposite.”149 The 

stage has been set for McMurphy to be rule breaker and Ratched to be rule enforcer. The 

breakdown is not that simple since Kesey clearly is using her as emblematic of a broken system 

not as a sexist marker of bad nursing--even though his portrayal of her is not entirely pro woman 

and the Beats are routinely criticized for this literary practice given their masculinist insular 

world. When we read Ratched and McMurphy as two sides of the same coin, the text begins to 

make more sense as a nuanced biopolitical critique versus a one sided screaming match against 

the psychiatric industrial complex. This does not transform Nurse Ratched into a sympathetic or 

good character since we do not have to repair her or even turn McMurphy, who is genuinely 

likeable, into a man who is without criminality. However, it does encourage, like Kerouac does 

with Sal and Dean in On the Road, deeper questions about the nature of American trauma, 

manhood, and how standard responses to these have become either ineffective or simply 

numbing due to too many medications or affective monitoring. If On the Road responds directly 

to World War II, Kesey’s text not only responds to the lingering pain of that via homage to 

Kerouac but also of the Korean War, the stirrings of Vietnam, the Civil Rights Movement, and a 

new counterculture that rejected conformity in general. When reading this novel the challenge is 

not to place the staff against the patients, but rather, to read the novel as an exercise in alternative 

thinking. In other words, how did Nurse Ratched become Big Nurse and the patients become the 

patients? What biopolitical regime made that happen without fail and why is this literary 

unveiling so critical? How do we read Nurse Ratched  without making her a feminist hero, but 

also honoring her in ways previous critics would not with this new reading methodology? In 

other words, why is gender so significant to a biopolitical reading of this novel? 

                                                
149 Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Text and Criticism, ed. John Clark Pratt (New York: Penguin 

Books, 1996), 24.  
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 Elizabeth Wurtzel, author of the often cited and famed memoir on depression and 

psychopharmaceuticals, Prozac Nation, has also written extensively on culture’s interpretations 

and treatment of “difficult” women, especially in conversation with the lauded “good girl” 

stereotypes. She writes candidly about women who reject society’s expectations: 

But for a woman, to assume she has to be not nice, it puts her outside of the system, 

outside of what is acceptable. She can be a deeply depressive Sylvia Plath, a luxuriating 

decadent Delilah, a homicidal adolescent Amy Fischer, she can be anyone who decides 

that what she wants and needs and believes and must do is more important than being 

nice. She may, in fact, be as nice as can be, but as a soon as she says catch me if you can 

I’m so free this is my life and the rest can fuck off and die---as soon as she lays down the 

option of my way or the highway, it’s amazing how quickly everyone finds her difficult, 

crazy, a nightmare: a bitch.150  

 

Wurtzel’s analysis and justification for the darker parts of the female personality comes from a 

model similar to the therapeutic model outlined by Cvetkovich that sees the “ambivalent power 

of repeated, and especially ritualized violence to heal and/or perpetuate an originate trauma.”151 

In other words, Nurse Ratched’s experience within the confines of the hospital, surrounded by 

some men from whom she struggles to earn respect (doctors, primarily) and other men (the 

patients, most notably McMurphy) who she struggles to control, is an ongoing traumatic series of 

events, which Wurtzel views as empowerment and a fight against the male controlled affective 

sphere that demands women be kind and have no moods. Yet her role in the biopolitical machine 

cannot be ignored, even if it is her coping mechanism in dealing with the traumatic events that 

surround her daily. Historians and literary scholars within the last ten years have argued that 

even though men of the 1950s and 60s felt post war gendered anxiety, there is still cultural 

evidence that men had multiple options and models for masculinity available where women were 

                                                
150 Elizabeth Wurtzel, Bitch: In Praise of Difficult Women (New York: Anchor Books, 1998), 30. 
151 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexualities, and Lesbian Public Cultures (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2003), 87.  
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still quite limited in their gendered expectations, leading to the rise of second wave and radical 

feminism.152 Women, as I will explain in the final chapter of this dissertation, dealt with a double 

edged sword: they lead lives that are dominated by a number of distinct gendered traumas, but 

had no one with whom to share the experiences, and were thus frozen in silence. Men, on the 

other hand, as we have seen in this chapter, including the writers of the Beat generation, have a 

variety of growing options for their masculine discontent and an audience. This difference in 

experience is crucial in understanding the way Kesey chooses to craft Ratched as antagonist 

within the novel in light of his own gendered sympathies.  

Even though Ratched’s two preferred methods of control, pharmaceuticals and language, 

are not physically violent, Breggin compares their use on patients and damage to physical force. 

Kesey alludes to this sense of power affiliated with the drugs too; not downplaying the fact 

Ratched’s ability to dose patients gives her strength and an unfair advantage. Physical force is 

usually synonymous with masculinity and a male model of authority, but here it is 

metaphorically in the hands of a woman, complicating Wurtzel’s feminist analysis. It also 

indicates psychopharmacetucials’ problematic place within the institution and the confusing 

nature of the character in general. Breggin notes the powerful effect of the drugs and how they 

work within a psychiatric hospital to disarm and stun patients into listlessness: 

Psychiatric drugs stop violence only to the extent that they temporarily immobilize the 

individual. Certainly a shot of Haldol in the emergency room frequently renders people 

so mentally numb and physically stiff---a virtual mental and physical straightjacket---that 

they are temporarily rendered unable to commit violent acts. But the effect is hardly 

therapeutic---no more than a blow on the head or physical restraint. It is a simple matter 

of temporarily knocking the person out of commission.153 

 

                                                
152 See James Gilbert, Men in the Middle: Searching for Masculinity in the 50s (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2005), 1-20..  
153 Peter R. Breggin, MD Medication Madness: A Psychiatrist Exposes the Dangers of Mood-Altering Medications 

(New York: St Martin’s Press: 2008), 279.  
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Further complicating a reparative reading of her character on a feminist level, but highlighting 

the dangers of the institution, it is clear Ratched knows this is the effect of medications and the 

shock treatments she administers frequently as a mechanism to maintain control of the ward. 

Once she gives them to McMurphy three times in one week after he continuously attempts to 

undermine her authority through field trips, talking back, and general mischief. Chief hauntingly 

describes the feeling of numbness after shock therapy late in the text in his reporting of 

Ratched’s increased orders for McMurphy. He says: 

There had been times when I’d wandered around in a daze for a long as two weeks after a 

shock treatment, living in that foggy, jumbled blur which is a whole lot like the ragged 

edge of sleep, that gray zone between light and dark, or between sleeping and waking or 

living and dying, where you know you’re not unconscious any more but don’t know yet 

what day it is or who you are or what’s the use of coming back at all---for two weeks. If 

you don’t have a reason to wake up you can loaf around in that gray zone for a long, 

fuzzy time, or if you want it bad enough I found you can come fighting right out of it. 

This time I came fighting out of it in less than a day, less than any time ever. 

And when the fog was finally swept from head it seemed like I’d just come up from after 

a long, deep dive, breaking the surface after being under water a hundred years. It was the 

last treatment they gave me.  

They gave McMurphy three more treatments that week, As quick as he started coming 

out of one, getting the click back in his wink, Miss Ratched would arrive with the doctor 

and they would ask him if he felt like he was ready and face up to his problem and come 

back to the ward….He insisted it wasn’t hurting him. He wouldn’t even take his capsules. 

But every time that loudspeaker called for him to forgo breakfast and prepare to walk to 

Building One, the muscles in his jaw went taut and his whole face drained of color, 

looking thin and scared.154 

 

Chief’s devastating narrative unmistakingly highlights lost memory, unclaimed traumatic 

experience, what Caruth has called, “its endless impact on a life.”155 In other words, Nurse 

Ratched’s sadistic verbal and medical plans for the men of the hospital have suspended them in 

time, both metaphorically and physically, giving its residents altered senses of esteem, time, and 

                                                
154 Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Text and Criticism, ed. John Clark Pratt (New York: Penguin 

Books, 1996), 275-277. 
155 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
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most importantly, trust in the very people meant to care for them. They now run on a different 

time clock than the rest of the world due to large chunks of time being lost, suspended or simply 

forgotten due to Ratched’s orders. 

 Aptly, in The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault writes about the ever static nature of the 

hospital despite medical theories always changing and the patients being individual people with 

new and diverse needs. He notes, “Medicine had tended, since the eighteenth century, to recount 

its own history as if the patient’s bedside had always been a place of constant, stable experience, 

in contrast to theories and systems, which had been in perpetual change and masked beneath 

their speculation the purity of clinical evidence.”156 In these painful paragraphs of narration from 

Chief we see just this and perhaps more. We see a conscious decision willfully to maintain the 

stability of the patient’s bedside for the betterment of the state. Medicine is using the tools of the 

trade to create an artificial environment defined by affective loss and lack. Their queer bodies 

have become ghosts, haunting the halls of the hospital, waiting for the brief moments of 

consciousness to bless them with memory, emotion, and a reason to stay awake to endure 

another day of discipline and punishment.157 In other words, the halls of the hospital are littered 

with Nurse Ratched’s previous victims, visible and invisible. The goal of a queer reading 

practice is to see those bodies for the first time. Not only through McMurphys’s rebellion, which 

has been the focus of most scholarship on the text since its publication and Kesey’s critique of 

the medical industrial complex, but also in an understanding of Ratched as more than a pure 

disciplinarian but also as a depressed subject reacting to claustrophobic surroundings and seeking 

power in the only ways she is able. This does not excuse her abhorrent behavior as cultural 

                                                
156 Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception, trans. A.M. Sheridan (New 

York and London: Routledge, 1976), 54.  
157 I use the word “queer” here not to suggest any specific sexual orientation, sexual desire, or set of behaviors, but 

more to reflect a general sense of anti-normativity in the lives, bodies, and routines of the men living in the hospital.  
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theorists like Wurtzel would like to suggest (naming it as female empowerment), which would 

be a total reparative reading of the character and in many ways, novel. Instead, I invite us to read 

Rathced’s emotional responses as transaffective and transgender in their existence. In other 

words, Ratched’s emotional responses do not fit the usual and expected patterns of women with 

depression, rather, they fit male ones, including the very ones Beats such as Keroauc and Kesey 

themselves have created and written about in their novels. Therapist Dana Crowley Jack who 

specializes in women with depression describes some of the hallmark characteristics of women 

with the disease versus men:  

Women and men respond with depression to different types of losses. Women most often 

become depressed over disruption or conflict in close relationships, whereas men respond 

with depression to the loss of an ideal or an achievement-related goal, or over 

performance issues. For years one, one prevalent clinical view has been that these 

differences between the sexes indicate women’s greater dependence on relationships, 

their difficulty in achieving individuation and autonomy.158 

 

In addition to the information shared by Jack, men with depression are often described by 

doctors as exhibiting rage or anger before manifesting the commonly known and feminized 

symptom recognized and easily read culturally. That is, the sad isolated beings Kristeva 

describes as those “wander[ing] in pursuit of continuously disappointing adventures and loves; or 

else retreats, disconsolate and aphasic, along with the unnamed Thing.”159 Even though Kristeva 

does not gender this feminine, culturally the image is synonymous with tropes that elevate and 

call to mind depressed feminine cultural iconography. Perhaps Wurtzel is correct in that we read 

Ratched as evil because her affect does not match traditional models of the feminine caregiver 

that we would expect of a nurse. Her intense and frantic behavior deviates so far off from the 

norm that in the final physical showdown between McMurphy and Ratched at the end of the 

                                                
158 Dana Crowley Jack, Silencing the Self: Women and Depression (New York: Harper Perennial), 7.  
159 Julia Kristeva, Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, Trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia 

University Press), 13.  
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novel that we are left almost cheering for McMurphy to injure her. This affect and moment of 

reading is the last topic I will be discussing in this chapter as I believe it to be the most 

significant of the text.  

 The scene begins in the aftermath of McMurphy’s unauthorized overnight poker party, 

which includes sex workers and alcohol. Ratched returns to the ward in the morning, only to find 

it trashed. One of the more submissive patients, Billy Bibbit in the arms of one of the women, 

she unleashes her wrath. She locks Billy in the doctor’s office, shaming him for what he has 

done, making him feel guilty by asking him what his mother would think, a trigger for him. Her 

cruelty, combined with his sensitivity, prompts him to slit his throat within minutes using found 

instruments in the doctor’s desk. Once Ratched is given the news, she reports it to McMurphy, 

screaming in front of everyone in the common room, “I hope you’re finally satisfied. Playing 

with human lives---gambling with human lives---as if you thought yourself to be a God!”160 The 

comment finally pushes McMurphy over the edge and after Ratched retreats to the nurses’ 

station, he breaks in. Chief explains the psychic atmosphere was one that encouraged him to 

break in even if they did not explicitly ask: 

We couldn’t stop him because we were the ones making him do it. It wasn’t the nurse 

that was forcing him, it was our need that was making him push himself slowly up from 

sitting, his big hands driving down on the leather chair arms pushing him up, rising and 

standing like one of those moving-picture zombies, obeying orders beamed at him from 

forty masters. It was us that had been making him go on for weeks, keeping him standing 

long after his feet and legs had given out, weeks of making him wink and grin and laugh 

and go on with his act long after his humor had been parched dry between two 

electrodes.161 

 

Kesey has set up this opposition throughout the text from the beginning by making Ratched so 

unlikable, violent. She is a figure who represents all that is wrong with big pharma. Conversely, 

                                                
160 Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Text and Criticism, ed. John Clark Pratt (New York: Penguin 

Books, 1996), 302.  
161 Ibid.,304-5. 
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McMurphy is charming and looks after the less “street smart” patients, leading them with his 

charismatic nature. However, in reading this final confrontation we must resist simple binaries 

and seek out knowledge in the grey area. There is more than McMurphy as a clear hero and 

Ratched as villain. The act of remembering and acting on those memories is crucial in this 

moment, both for McMurphy in the text and the reader. This is exactly what occurs when 

McMurphy slams himself through the glass of the nurse’s station as he and the collective group 

wake up from years of repetition and attempts at working through, only now self-fashioning. 

Interestingly, we always consider the patients as the ones who have awoken, but what if Ratched 

is also awoken from her own cycle of trauma in the instant she sees the remnants of the party? 

Why have traditional reading methods not endowed her with the same dynamic characterization, 

only highlighting the fact she “deserves” the attack?” 

 Not only does McMurphy physically attack her, grabbing at her throat to strangle her, but 

also he rips open her nurse’s uniform, exposing her breasts. This transforms the encounter into 

sexual assault and implicates any “cheering” readers in the sexual violence, which perhaps is 

Kesey’s greatest feat of activism in the novel, assuming we believe Kesey shortly feels sympathy 

for the attacked nurse. In other words, McMurphy might stand in for brief moments as a hero, 

but at the end of the abuse, he is reduced to bare life, a being capable of degrading and 

humiliating the person who has done the same to him since he arrived. Similarly, Ratched is 

silenced and splayed out and objectified as a woman for the first time in the text, which is 

unmistakably mixed with violence to highlight the brutality of the hospital and I would add, 

gender as it exists there and in the real world for women. For the first time in the novel gendered 

life on the outside of the hospital confronts gendered life inside the hospital, proving that 

McMurphy is just as violent as Ratched and still ascribes to violent male ideologies that place 
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men on top of women, conditions we now see Ratched was working within each day to alter. 

Chief narrates the horrifying scene: 

Only at last---after he’d smashed through that glass door, her face swinging around, with 

terror forever ruining any other look she might ever try to use again, screaming when he 

grabbed for her and ripped her uniform all the way down the front, screaming again when 

the two nippled circles started from her chest and swelled out and out, bigger than 

anybody had ever even imagined, warm and pink in the light---only at the last, after the 

officials realized that the three black boys weren’t going to do anything but stand and 

watch and they would have beat him off of her without their help, doctors and supervisors 

and nurses prying those heavy red fingers out of the white flesh of her throat as if they 

were her neck bones, only then did he show any sign that he might be anything other than 

a sane, willful, dogged man performing a hard duty that finally just had to be done, like it 

or not.162  

 

The scene is tempting to read as McMurphy’s victorious triumph over Ratched---that one should 

cheer when Ratched’s once booming voice is squeezed out of her in front of the entire staff and a 

ward full of patients. It is an easy affective choice to read men against women, and then judge 

authority figures who are women more harshly than male ones. The more nuanced affective 

reading comes from giving Ratched’s assault compassion and a feminist analysis (she does not 

deserve to be sexually humiliated) without losing Kesey’s sharp critique of the psychiatric 

industrial complex. In other words, we cannot read McMurphy’s actions as forgivable or 

justifiable and we cannot forget that Ratched had been drugging and using psychiatric surgery as 

a method of social control to gain power for years. Both men and women must be affectively 

read as real and not archetypes who engage in age old battles on behalf of their genders.  

Similarly, as with Sal’s (and our own) tiring of the constant journey and Dean’s mania at 

the end of On the Road those results in his leaving the narrative, the end of One Flew Over the 

Cuckoo’s Nest sees the demise of our overly zealous protagonist, but a peaceful resolution for the 

                                                
162 Ken Kesey, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest: Text and Criticism, ed. John Clark Pratt (New York: Penguin 

Books, 1996), 305.  
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narrator. After McMurphy’s attack on Ratched leaves her unable to speak and thus unable to 

control the ward in her usual fashion, she has him lobotomized. The choice of a lobotomy is 

especially brutal given that once antipsychotic drugs were introduced in the 1950s, the need for 

lobotomy essentially went to zero since in high enough doses one can give a patient a 

“pharmaceutical lobotomy” with Thorazine and other drugs if they are at high enough doses.163 

In other words, by giving McMurphy the surgery Ratched essentially hopes to “scramble” his 

brain and silence him forever as he silenced her with his attack.164 The other patients eagerly 

await McMurphy’s return from surgery, the announcement for which Ratched has posted for 

them to see in a common area, something Chief believes to be one of the last tactics against the 

men she has left: misbehave and you will be sent in for surgery; no one is safe. When McMurphy 

is delivered back to the ward it is evident that the surgery has left him in a permanent state of 

mental disability, with Chief describing his eyes as “open and undreaming, glazed from being 

open so long without blinking until they were like smudged fuses in a fuse box.”165 Devastated 

by this sight, knowing the vibrancy of McMurphy’s true personality, Chief takes a pillow and 

smothers McMurphy, in an attempt to end his suffering once and for all. The mercy killing 

inspires Chief to escape the hospital. Whereas the first images of the novel are the staff, most 

notably Ratched, entering the facility, the final sentence of the text is simply that of Chief 

asserting his freedom to the reader, “I been away a long time.”166 Kesey’s critique of the mental 

                                                
163  Peter R. Breggin, MD Medication Madness: A Psychiatrist Exposes the Dangers of Mood-Altering Medications 

(New York: St Martin’s Press: 2008), 225. 
164 The use of the verb “scramble” is deliberate as the central tactic for a lobotomy is to insert surgical instruments 

resembling ice picks into the brain and essentially jostle around the frontal lobe in hopes the after the procedure the 

patient’s condition would improve. Like McMurphy, many patients were left nonverbal, or completely paralyzed. 

The most famous example of this is John F. Kennedy’s sister, Rosemary who was left permanently incapacitated for 

her entire adult life after a failed lobotomy at the age of twenty three. Her mental and verbal abilities were reduced 

to that of a two year old child and she could no longer walk.  
165 Ibid.,309.  
166 Ibid.,311. 
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health industrial health complex has come full circle: the staff, who ran the hospital have now 

lost control and our narrator has reentered the world after committing a redemptive act out of 

love for a friend.  

Similarly, in the final paragraph of On the Road Sal reflects on the specter of Dean, who 

has recently come back to haunt him, reporting, “...and nobody, nobody knows what’s going to 

happen to anybody besides the forlorn rags of growing old, I think of Dean Moriarty, I even 

think of Old Dean Moriarty the father we never found, I think of Dean Moriarty,”167 Sal is never 

fully free of the manic Dean, but, as many authors with bipolar write, mania’s intoxicating ties 

are hard to break, which the entire text shows us. The novel is not an ode to mental illness by any 

means, but it is a potent time capsule of a time before Thorazine and intense mood policing like 

what we see in the Kesey text. By reading them separately and then together in conversation with 

one another as examples of a certain new kind of Counterculture literature. We are able to see 

how both texts serve as memories and warning of affective moments of gendered cultural 

production. In other words, through our own reading practice we see shifting ideas about mental 

illness, health, productivity, medication, gender, and institutions, especially when considering the 

complex affects surrounding the reading of Nurse Ratched’s character and its mirroring of the 

masculinity of the period. Despite the texts being only five years apart, there are vast differences 

in the cultures they depict. Aside from the obvious and overused freedom versus confinement 

trope, Kerouac’s optimistic America full of adventure and “drugs as fun” looks nothing like 

Kesey’s America where drugs will kill you and no one is to be trusted. Yet in both texts 

emotions are given a heavy premium, combined with the gendered anxieties for the men that 

have them. Reading through affect only amplifies the important differences within the texts and 

                                                
167 Jack Kerouac, On the Road (New York: Penguin, 1955), 293.  
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highlights a world that is becoming increasingly based on capital, production, and rigid roles to 

keep it all together. When we read with attention to our feelings a wider variety of affective 

experiences appear both in and outside the text. In other words, Nurse Ratched’s attack finally is 

given the proper name, a sexual assault, but her personality and the institution she represents 

does not change; they are both put in the text to represent systematic violence and the affective 

restrictions present at the time.  

The fourth and final chapter will focus on women’s voices, feminism, and Women’s 

literature, more specifically, on how women have written about the traumas associated with 

reproduction and motherhood in the climate I have outlined in the previous sections of this 

dissertation. Some texts will explicitly deal with women who reject motherhood despite having 

children, others with women who have been assaulted and are recently uncovering those 

memories while attempting to become mothers, other texts deal with mothers of school shooters. 

Each author brings her unique perspective on the body, violence, and sexuality to her text in an 

attempt to express what seems inexpressible, which is where affect becomes a great tool for both 

reading and writing.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

WRITING THE (UN)TOUCHABLE 

 

As I was thinking this, a great unhappiness and sadness welled up in my heart, for I detested 

myself and the entire feminine sex, as though we were monstrosities in nature. And in my lament 

I spoke these words: “Oh, God, how can this be? For unless I stray from my faith, I must never 

doubt that,Your infinite wisdom and most perfect goodness ever created anything which was not 

good.” 

                                                   -Christine de Pizan, The Book of the City of Ladies, 1405.168 

 

Despite its obvious linguistic roots to the word “production,”---the ultimate goal and 

focus in a capitalist society, reproduction and the subsequent responsibilities placed on female 

bodies, including birth control responsibilities, pregnancy, parenthood, are not met with similar 

enthusiasm to that of economic labor. Motherhood does not elicit excitement when one considers 

normative avenues for potential economic advancement, despite reproduction being the chief 

mechanism for securing availability of future generations of workers in addition to providing 

reassurance that the means of production will always be secure. Interestingly, feminist economist 

Nancy Folbre notes that ideas surrounding feminine reproductive labor as anti-productive appear 

to be a more modern invention. She points to census reports in seventeenth century England that 

consider large families to be more productive units of society than smaller ones since larger 

families are able to produce more material items. In other words, pregnancy and labor used to be 

considered economically viable work and vital to the financial livelihood of a household.169 

However, such statistics are not shocking when we consider the industrial revolution as a chief 

contributing factor, which dramatically increased urban living, thus reducing family size due to 

                                                
168 Christine de Pizan, The Book of the City of Ladies, trans. Earl Jeffrey Richards (New York: Persea Books, 1982), 

5. Medieval author Christine de Pizan is considered by many to be one of the first feminists because she addresses 

many issues of femininity, misogyny, and women’s roles in her writing. Particularly of interest here are her thoughts 

that we today would classify as “internalized misogyny,” or women’s socially conditioned hated of themselves, 

biological processes, and bodies, rendering them feeling monstrous, nonproductive to society, and lost--affects this 

chapter will explore at length.  
169 Nancy Folbre, Greed, Lust, and Gender: A History of Economic Ideas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 

27-29.  
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factors like living space and movement from agricultural labor to factory work. Such conditions 

uniquely place women and their labor at the center of a shifting world that began to isolate 

motherhood and question its economic worthiness, circumstances that have had deep 

psychological, social, and cultural repercussions that have followed women into our 

contemporary moment. This alienation, loneliness, and trauma stemming from society’s 

treatment of the material body and its processes as it appears in literature will be the focus of this 

chapter.  

The intersection between the body and capital has been the primary area of interrogation 

for socialist and Marxist feminism.  Scholars in the field question the very nature of work and 

what Alison Jaggar has deemed a unique gendered form of the Marxist concept of “alienation.” 

She writes:  

The genderization of wage labor means that women wage workers experience a special 

form of alienation. They are not alienated simply as genderless (male!); they are also 

alienated in ways specific to their sex. In order to earn a living, they are forced to not 

only exploit their physical strength and skill or their intellectual capacities; but they are 

also forced to exploit their sexuality and emotions.170 

 

In other words, socialist and Marxist feminists’ chief argument remains that women are 

oppressed not only by a patriarchy created by sexual and reproductive injustices that advantage 

men consistently, but also by the system of capitalism itself. Capitalism does not view women’s 

work as valuable or women as a group capable of the same productive standards as applied to 

men. If traditional Marxist theory postulates that alienation occurs when a worker is removed 

from the fruits of “his” labor, this new feminist interpretation of the term implies that women and 

their bodies “have little to no say about when, where, how, or by whom [their bodies] will be 

used because [they] can be appropriated from [them] through acts as varied as rape or ‘standing 

                                                
170 Alison M. Jaggar, Feminist Politics and Human Nature (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 1983), 326.  
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on the corner, watching all the girls go by’….as she works away on her body...her body becomes 

an object for men and for herself.”171 In other words, women’s bodies no longer belong to them. 

They become property of the capitalist state, with every birth representing another opportunity 

for further control, alienation, and a deeper indoctrination of patriarchy into the collective 

unconscious.  

Work done by radical feminist activists highlights the private intensity women face due 

to the oppressive sexual regimes that have contributed to this accepted and anticipated model of 

male dominance and female submission, both public and private. Andrea Dworkin discusses the 

unmistakable parsing of the female body in both literature and real life that reduces images of 

women to hated body parts. She writes of the disgust thrown at female bodies: 

Now, this repulsion is literal and linear: directed especially against her genitals, also her 

breasts, also her mouth newly perceived as a sex organ. It is a goose-stepping hatred of 

cunt. The woman has no human dimension, no human meaning. The repulsion requires 

no explanation, no rationalization. She has no internal life, no human resonance; she 

needs no human interpretation. Her flesh is hated; she is it without more. The hatred is by 

rote, no human individualization, no highfalutin philosophy or pedestrian emotional 

ambivalence. The repulsion is self-evidently justified by the physical nature of the thing 

itself; the repulsion inheres in what the thing is.172  

 

 

Dworkin and other radical feminists clearly point out that these intimate moments of horror and 

objectification directly connect to women’s public lives and identities, which ultimately led to 

the now famous second wave battle cry, “the personal is the political.” Women’s bodies are not 

merely stared at and objectified, they are broken down and rendered as worthless, made to be the 

objects associated with deep fear and disgust in the collective unconscious. Similarly, from a 

psychoanalytical perspective, Kristeva speaks to these deep psychological tendencies and the 

                                                
171 Rosemary Putnam Tong, Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive Introduction, second ed. (Boulder: 

Westview Press, 1998), 125.  
172 Andrea Dworkin, Intercourse (New York: Basic Books, 1987), 9.  
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horrors the female and the body represents, “acknowledg[ing] [the subject] to be in perpetual 

danger. 173 She notes that all humans are constantly battling against the abject (female) and the 

borders it inhabits even before birth because all are housed in the abject womb, as it is the border 

between the known and unknown, comfort and discomfort. There is nothing inherently flawed 

about the abject or female bodily functions, yet they remain taboo due to their associations with 

the uncontrollable and mysterious and the lack of male familiarity with them. In this selective 

rejection of the body, men find order and the structures within which to maintain society, placing 

the unpredictable “feminine” at odds with this stability. Kristeva states, “inspired by ambivalent 

feelings [we] end up restoring paternal authority, no longer as an arbitrary power but as a right, 

thus renouncing the possession of all women in their turn, they establish at one stroke the sacred, 

exogamy, and society.”174 The abject female body becomes the driving force for horror and 

oppression in that it is constantly pushed into the realm of taboo and the male associated with 

cleanliness as well as biopolitical ideas of order. Due to this gender bias, women and their 

representations exist on the borders of acceptable society, relegated to areas only women would 

dare to go and, as I will argue, dare to write.  

Paradoxically, despite the fact women and their reproductive labor are not worth much in 

a capitalist system, the patriarchy has no place for women who do not participate in reproduction 

or reject the dominant narrative of unpaid, yet joyous motherhood. All women are expected to 

give their bodies and emotional labor freely with the expectation they will be willing to become 

mothers at some point in their lives, using the experience as a personal capstone and 

achievement. If they cannot achieve motherhood easily, the expectation is they will retreat to the 

                                                
173 Julia Kristeva, The Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1982), 9-10. 
174 Ibid., 56.  
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mechanisms provided by the biopolitical realm (read: expensive and exhausting reproductive 

technology such as in vitro fertilization or other fertility drugs) to build a family in order to do 

so. Women who do not adhere to this narrative are quickly swept away or shamed by men and 

other women, thought to be selfish. The idolization of motherhood as highest sacrificial vocation 

is still so culturally relevant in our arguably secular western society that an entire subgenre of 

horror films and books has been devoted to narratives that confront the darker side of 

motherhood, tapping into some of our deepest fears and insecurities about the maternal body and 

anxiety it brings. Scholars have speculated on the reason for horror’s wide appeal even in sub 

genres such as the one I mentioned. Gina Wisker suggests, for instance, that “[h]orror is pretty 

much everywhere. Horror is entertaining and educational. Horror is contradictory, paradoxical; it 

combines opposites, destabilizes, and challenges, but often does so in order to restore order, 

however order is culturally constructed at that particular time and place.”175 Wisker’s assertion is 

to the point, i.e., that horror and horror culture have come to define the modern experience, but 

Wisker’s assessment leaves room for many questions. Does horror always have to be something 

that challenges the status quo directly? Or is it simply in the eye of the beholder? Can one 

person’s horror be a personification or reminder of another’s joy or happiness? Is all horror 

universally the same, stemming from the same set of emotions and expectations? More 

importantly, if we are able to consider certain aspects of reproduction and their manufacturing in 

contemporary society as terrifying or traumatic for many women. What forms of literary 

production are in place as a result of this trauma? What do they mean? Lastly, how does this 

affect the unique project of feminist knowledge cultures as well as their unique reading and 

writing methods? The remainder of this chapter will aim to interrogate these questions through 

                                                
175 Gina Wisker, Horror Fiction: An Introduction (New York and London: Continuum, 2005), 4. 
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investigations into several examples of women’s writing where reproduction places itself at the 

forefront of the narrative in “horrifying” ways to highlight the multiple ways women authors 

have made formally unseen traumas seen in order to comment on capitalism, production, 

feminism, and the female body in literature.  

As I stated above, one of the most devastating pieces of cultural scaffolding available for 

women is the myth of uncomplicated motherhood: the ease of reproduction, the pure joy found in 

pregnancy and childbirth, and ultimately, the “organic” nature of maternity as the child grows. 

This narrative cuts differently in the various texts I will explore in this chapter, but the affect is 

largely the same. Women who do not participate in active reproduction because they cannot have 

children or feel as if having children did not fulfill them as promised are left feeling as if they are 

not “real” women; their lives do not matter. Alternatively, that they have failed in the one task 

their bodies have been “built for” despite other markers of person success such as promising 

careers or healthy relationships. Women who choose to not have children are shamed and told 

they are selfish; that any person’s decision for not wanting to engage in reproduction could never 

overshadow a woman’s true purpose of being a mother, enforcing age old gendered stereotypes 

feminists continuously aim to avoid and dismantle. Women who have children but are not 

effective mothers (according to society’s rules) are judged harshly for not living up to the 

cultural ideal of what a mother should be. For example, Sue Klebold, the mother of Dylan 

Klebold, one of the shooters at Columbine High School consistently states that prior to the 

massacre she was treated as an average parent by her peers and strangers but afterward, normal 

events such as going to the hairdresser were heavily scrutinized due to the fact all her actions 

were read in light of what her son had done that day at the school.176 The portrait of acceptable 

                                                
176 See Sue Klebold, A Mother’s Reckoning: Living in the Aftermath of Tragedy (New York: Crown Publishing, 

2016), 42-44, for Klebold’s discussion of her first movements in the world after the tragedy and the shifting 
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motherhood is becoming smaller and smaller as new cultural expectations crop up daily leaving 

many mothers feeling helpless to keep up, especially as popular culture generally is blind to 

issues of race, class, and the additional institutional oppressions they bring. Instead, a monolithic 

white voice is maintained, making female parenting even more challenging. In fact, a common 

trend among African American mom bloggers is the sharing of inspirational quotes of other 

black women with the idea that women can pass the quotes down to their daughters during 

challenging times. In other words, there are limited mainstream resources and the community 

must rely on a combination of social media and oral history to grow and reinvent the 

conversation surrounding motherhood, feminism, and the female body as the dominant narrative 

is ineffective and leaves women feeling inadequate and alone in their experiences.  

Feminist author Judith Warner (who is white) gives another perspective, focusing her 

work on the American way of motherhood and its unrealistic expectations that privilege a 

crumbling boundary between the maternal body and baby, the acceptance of which she finds 

alarmingly traumatizing and damaging for women: 

I found the pressure to breastfeed for at least a year, to endure natural childbirth, and to 

tolerate the boundary breakdowns of ‘attachment parenting’---baby-wearing, co-sleeping, 

long-term breastfeeding and the rest of it---cruelling insensitive to mothers’ needs as 

adult women. And I was amazed by the fact that the women around me didn’t seem to 

find their lives strange. It appeared normal to them that motherhood should be fraught 

with anxiety and guilt and exhaustion. It didn’t seem to dawn on anyone there could be 

another way. I was shocked by the degree to which everyone---feminist or not---seemed 

willing to accept the “choices” given them, even accept the idea that the narrow paths 

they’d been forced into living were choices.177 

 

                                                
perspectives of her actions. Her story about the  judgment she received after getting her hair done in the days after 

the shooting is fascinating as she explains it not only as a way to cope with grief by maintaining routine, but also a 

way to look presentable for her own son’s funeral, which many critics of the act failed to notice. Klebold’s text is 

full of apologies for her parenting mistakes and her own son’s actions but it is also a reminder to all that mothers are 

human, which is possibly the most important characteristic of her writing.  
177 Judith Warner, Perfect Madness: Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety (New York: Riverhead Books, 2005), 15. 
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Much of the argument present in Warner’s text is dependent on what is now a familiar 

comparative feminist analysis on the parental (and marital) difference of conditions between the 

US and Europe, namely France. Warner’s outlook is similar to Pamela Druckerman’s 

international bestselling memoir Bringing Up Bebe that chronicles Druckerman’s life as an 

American new mother living and embracing life in France, which advocates a more “hands off” 

parenting methodology than what is currently prescribed by dominant American culture.178 

Warner writes longingly of European apartments with locks on the doors, separate children’s’ 

dinner times, and a culture that does not devalue the feminine realm of the household and 

women’s spaces. She even goes so far as to connect American families’ obsession with “open 

concept” floor plans to the erosion of boundaries between parents and children. In other words, 

American children and their mothers are to be connected at all times in order to fulfill their 

proper role. Mothers who feel unease about this are pathologized, made to suffer in silence.179 

With maternal expectations at an all-time high, women’s literary production about the female 

body becomes an act of survival. The ability for women to tell these stories regardless of the 

affect or overall cultural solution they provide is a necessarily violent smashing into endless 

biopoliticized time, which has led to our thick cultural wound and subsequent scarring. Even 

though each story and text is not necessarily meant to redeem or save the authors or those that 

read them, these acts of reading and writing become important sites of resistance against 

capitalist, production-based assessments of worth by claiming new spaces of intimacy, desire, 

                                                
178 “Currently” is the key word here as parenting in the US used to be much less hands on, especially during the age 

of the Baby Boomers. It was not until the late 80s that parents became more hands on with their children. This 

peaked in the early 2000s with the term “helicopter parents,” which was coined by Foster Cline and Jim Fay in 1990 

but not used actively until children born in the late 80s began entering college and parents had difficulty separating 

themselves from their children’s lives on a daily basis, causing colleges to see widespread changes in attachment, 

behavior, and effects of parenting style on young adults. This trend has only continued with an increase of parents 

practicing attachment parenting, named by Dr. William Sears, which encourages new parents to co sleep with their 

children and have continuous bodily touch, often leading the baby to be in a sling most of the day.  
179 See Judith Warner, Perfect Madness: Motherhood in the Age of Anxiety, 14-20.  
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and the body. In addition, by writing the unseen and untouchable, these authors beg us to return 

to what Kristeva has said regarding language as translation in relatable to experience. She writes, 

“Language, [is] from the start a translation, but on a level that is heterogeneous to the one where 

affective loss, renunciation, or the break takes place.”180 In other words, these texts and the 

difficult language present represent a unique opportunity to translate the unspeakable into 

something perhaps affectively readable and recognizable on the page. When these moments of 

intelligibility are characterized by complete devastation and sadness they are combatting 

traditional literary themes and the male authors that comfortably reproduce gendered propaganda 

for the state’s benefit. 

There is no question miscarriage and other “reproductive traumas” are some of the 

darkest and seemingly most opaque aspects of women’s reproductive lives.181 While the 

contemporary therapeutic trends encourage women to speak out about the associated trauma and 

grief in both group and individual therapies as well as among friends, cultural mythologies 

remain in place privileging the long-suffering isolated mother who carries the weight of tragedy 

on her shoulders privately. Her only freedom from this darkness is to support a viable pregnancy, 

at whatever the cost, mental, financial, or physical, that transforms her irrelevant body into one 

that is productive. The new baby is deemed a miracle and she, a miracle worker, with many 

around her ignoring the struggles along the way in favor of a narrative that supports the state’s 

biopolitical mission. Along this vein, Margaret Atwood writes in her dystopian masterpiece The 

                                                
180 Ibid., 41. 
181 See Amy Wenzel, Coping With Infertility, Miscarriage, and Neonatal Loss (Washington, D.C.: American 

Psychological Association, 2014), 3. Psychologist Amy Wenzel in her citation of leading perinatal psychologists 

Janet Jaffe and Martha Diamond defines “reproductive trauma” as “the profound feeling of despair in expectant 

parents regardless of whether the loss occurs earlier in pregnancy (i.e. miscarriage), later in pregnancy (i.e., neonatal 

loss), or in the short period of time after a baby is born. In many instances, the same set of emotions occurs when a 

couple learns that their fertility treatments were unsuccessful….I also refer to this collective grouping of events as 

reproductive loss because in all instances one experiences the loss of a greatly anticipated addition to the family that 

was expected to add a layer of meaning in life, perhaps like no event could do.” (3) 
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Handmaiden’s Tale, “As all historians know, the past is a great darkness, and filled with echoes.”182 

Atwood’s observation is astute---time before reproduction is slippery and confusion, easily tossed aside, 

just like the maternal body, but its traumas remain, calling out.  

 Feminist historian Leslie J. Reagan has written on the shifting cultural ideas surrounding 

miscarriage in the United States, work that was inspired by her own miscarriage and the massive 

confusion it brought. She writes of the current pressure for women to grieve openly once the 

miscarriage becomes “public” knowledge. She explains this phenomenon has been carefully 

constructed from a long line of developing affects and events surrounding the policing of 

motherhood and women’s bodies:  

 A woman's response to miscarriage is neither purely personal nor universal. Rather, the 

meaning of miscarriage is historically and culturally constructed. Indeed, social 

movements have given miscarriage a variety of meanings and used it as a symbol for 

several political projects. The normative representation of miscarriage has dramatically 

changed during the twentieth century from hazard to blessing to tragedy. At the 

beginning of the century, miscarriage was represented as a cause of physical harm to 

women; in the middle, to miscarry was represented as good fortune; by the end, 

miscarriage was represented as a source of emotional devastation. Today, in the United 

States, women are expected to grieve their miscarriages, a feeling that professionals, 

hospitals, and a social movement nurture. The relationship between miscarriage and 

motherhood has shifted as well. Many women, past and present, share the experience of 

miscarriage; but, at the end of the twentieth century and the start of the twenty-first, some 

mothers claim that the experiences of pregnancy and miscarriage-even if one never bears 

or rears a child-bestows motherhood. Like mother-love, the mourning mother of a 

miscarriage is historically produced. Today, when emotional distress following a 

miscarriage is highlighted, the physical stress of the event tends to be obscured. In 

contrast, childbearing women and health reformers of the early twentieth century could 

not forget that pregnancy in general and miscarriages specifically were physically 

draining and potentially deadly.183 

 

 

Reagan’s brilliant connection of what many would consider the ultimate in private affect to public 

culture and history contradicts commonly held understandings about what women’s trauma should 

                                                
182 Margaret Atwood, The Handmaiden’s Tale (New York: Anchor Books), 311.  
183 Leslie J. Reagan, “From Hazard to Blessing to Tragedy: Representations of Miscarriage in Twentieth-Century 

America,” Feminist Studies 29 (2003), 359.  
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look and feel like, which place the burden solely on an organic mixture of personal pain, loss, and 

isolation. Her characterization of early twentieth century miscarriage as “relief” is undeniably 

related to the inaccessibility of abortion both in terms of unwanted pregnancy and fetuses that are 

unviable. Such an affect is no longer “acceptable” among liberal feminist circles of the later 

twentieth century, as abortion is an option for unwanted pregnancy or pregnancies that do not yield 

viable results. If it were acceptable for a woman to feel relief, the woman would have to fit a very 

specific set of criteria since the expected affective response is utter devastation. She would have to 

be young, have a bright future ahead of her, and likely not have the money for an abortion, factors 

that would make her sympathetic. Alternatively, she could be a woman who was anti-abortion and 

whose baby was diagnosed with a rare genetic condition that limited its lifespan. These are usually 

the only cases where culturally the word “relief” is acceptable for miscarriage, or rape and incest, 

respectively. The fact that there are historically and culturally determined parameters for women’s 

affect at all in relation to their bodily processes proves Reagan’s argument exactly. That women’s 

private bodily experiences are given certain preapproved affective declarations is a testament to the 

idea that reproduction is a carefully built public emotional practice as well as a culture both when 

it is successful and when it is not. In relation to her own miscarriage, she notes the surprising and 

automatic “manufacturing” of affect from medical personnel regarding the loss of her “baby.”184 

She explains the sympathy materials given to her by doctors and nurses and her discomfort with 

them, namely the language used and the use of little footprint imagery on the stationary designed 

to appeal to a grieving mother: 

 The stationery featured baby footprints on each page. Those footprints for an eleven-

week pregnancy still make my stomach turn. This material was not just helpful medical 

material; it was sympathy with a vested political interest. Baby footprints are one of the 

symbols-along with roses and fetuses in jars-of the anti-abortion movement. Here is 

where I began. I realized that the doctor and I were both producing meaning about the 

                                                
184 The quotes are hers not my own.  
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miscarriage. The terms “baby” and “abortion” are value-laden and highly contested. 

What provoked this research project was not that one doctor happened to say the wrong 

thing to me- words that another person might have appreciated-rather, the printed 

materials that the hospital gives to every woman who experiences a miscarriage provided 

the impetus. That folder, and the institutionalization of language that it represented, 

informed me that I was in the midst of a social process that was remaking the meaning of 

miscarriage.185 

 

Reagan’s distinction here is between the motivations for her research about the social meanings 

of miscarriage being not from an individual encounter with one isolated doctor, but rather, 

derived from a series of well meaning, but affectively blistering literature packets that enforced 

the only socially acceptable response to what has occurred. Even Reagan herself is confused by 

the language because she finds it so similar to the language used in the deaths of older children, 

something she personally feels does not compare to a miscarriage in its devastation or expected 

grief pattern. Like Warner, who found motherhood constraining in all its required attachments 

and rules, Reagan argues “failed” reproduction must abide by the same rules. There is a 

dominant culture surrounding miscarriage encouraging women who lose pregnancies to identify 

as mothers and even in some instances to hold funerals for their fetuses. Patients who do not 

wish to go along with these cultural norms are read as non-compliant by nurses and doctors in 

hospitals. The medical staff does not understand why they are not participating in what Reagan 

very clearly has shown to be a carefully crafted narrative of alternative motherhood driven by the 

prescriptive affects of grief and sadness. The goals of these seem to enforce patriarchal notions 

of the reproductive female body as objective and submissive to male power.186 Amy Wenzel, a 

psychologist (and reproductive loss survivor) who specializes in reproductive trauma also argues 

against this type of prescriptive model. Oe of her first words of advice being that just like each 

prospective parent has a unique “reproductive story” for their child, each grieving person will 

                                                
185 Ibid.,258. 
186 See Ibid., 258-270. 
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have a distinct way to grieve, that there is not a uniform methodology a therapist can give to 

make the pain go away. She outlines the goals for her book and how she believes care must be 

personalized in nature as women (and those who are grieving in general) know best, not health 

care providers. She writes:  

What this means is that not all the material covered in this book will be right for 

you….Keep in mind you are the expert on your own tendencies, preferences, history, and 

reproductive story. And, all things being equal, I fully recognize readers already know 

how to take care of themselves. The issue at hand, however, is that all things are not 

equal at the moment---the reader will have likely experienced a devastating loss or 

trauma and many of her adaptive coping and self-care skills may have gone out the 

window. It is my hope this book can serve as a concrete resource for people who have 

experienced reproductive loss to consult when they can’t imagine, or can’t remember, 

how to take care of themselves and make sense of their recent life events.”187 

 

 In other words, providers like Wenzel are there to guide in order to facilitate healing but not 

rewrite affect. Wenzel, much like Caruth and other more conservative trauma theorists does not 

believe one simply “gets over” a traumatic event of this magnitude. However, there is the ability 

to fashion a “new normal” if one allows themselves to feel a wide spectrum of emotions and 

honor them. Knowing life will never return to the state previous to the loss, but that once one 

does not expect to feel elated after a period of mourning, the process of healing truly begins on 

the survivor’s own timeline.188 

The radical element of writing the maternal body and its affective life out of the private 

sphere and into public is remarkable as Reagan asserts, so Wenzel’s therapeutic suggestion of a 

patient centered healing process is a call to arms that gives agency back to women, especially 

over the way their moods are constructed by the biopolitical regime. In demanding a certain type 

of mourning and grief, or elation at the thought of a child, women’s bodies become tools simply 

                                                
187  Amy Wenzel, Coping With Infertility, Miscarriage, and Neonatal Loss, 10. 
188 See Ibid., 12-15 for her discussion of this topic and practical strategies to cope and construct an emotional reality 

in this way.  
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for mass production of war (soldiers) or capital (general workers) since their actual labor is not 

valued.  In addition, to argue that grief processes surrounding motherhood are just as socially 

constructed as those associated with positive feelings gives an entirely new perspective on the 

reproductive body and the limited role allotted to women and cultural attitudes about means of 

production, capital, and affect.  

 Although many novels written by female authors tackle the complex issue of miscarriage 

and its devastating consequences for women, marriage, and family, I chose to focus my attention 

on Jane Smiley’s A Thousand Acres due to the novel’s fidelity to and exploration of both 

catastrophic and everyday gender based trauma in a variety of ways. Additionally, the text is 

now considered canonical among feminist critics in its treatment of incest, serving as the model 

for and against later works on the topic, an issue that I will explore as well. Smiley, using 

Shakespeare’s tragedy King Lear as the skeleton and inspiration, sets up the text with a familiar 

conflict for readers who know the root drama: a wealthy Iowa patriarch with three daughters has 

a large piece of farmland he has decided to split and leave portions too each of them in his 

retirement. In true Shakespearean fashion, the youngest, Caroline (Cordelia), the only daughter 

who no longer lives locally, shunning her farming roots to become a lawyer, rejects the land 

offer, spinning the family and its affairs out of control as in Lear. Narrated by the family’s 

middle daughter Ginny (Goneril), the novel’s focus becomes the traumatic aftermath of 

Caroline’s denial of the family inheritance. Additionally, new conflict and trauma brings about 

the resurfacing of Ginny’s repressed memories of sexual abuse at the hands of their father as she 

continually processes her grief over her own infertility and multiple miscarriages. In this way, 

the reproductive body is tied to both every day and catastrophic trauma. Trauma and pain are the 

air Ginny breathes and narrates to us. They are almost so normal to her at this point she does not 
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realize their existence alongside her, but there are also earth shattering occurrences that leave her 

breathless as she begins working through the traumatic past. And interestingly enough, it is 

through Ginny’s “failed” reproductive body that Smiley creates a type of corporeal feminist 

knowledge production, allowing for a seemingly impossible transition from affect into lived 

material reality of both horror and, later, peace.  

Like King Lear, the catalyst of A Thousand Acres’ characters’ descent into madness is the 

patriarch's decision to divide his land between his three young daughters and their subsequent 

disagreements regarding that decision. Smiley chooses to not retell the classic tale, merely using 

the frame as a base to begin her text, understanding that this writing methodology of speaking 

from within the constraints of a deeply patriarchal culture while using the first person narration 

of a suppressed woman gives the opportunity for new forms of affect to emerge. For the sake of 

this chapter I identify such activities as feminist literary practice. Even if a particular author may 

not call herself a feminist this formal practice has the potential to reframe and recast the way we 

read and write gendered ideas or the reproductive body itself. Smiley’s immersion into the 

cultural miscarriage narrative begins immediately in the book’s initial pages, with the reader 

learning Ginny’s chief identification as a woman comes from her sense of lack in terms of the 

fact she cannot get pregnant despite years of trying. Ginny’s devastation over her failed role of 

mother is only made worse by the fact she constantly compares herself with her older sister Rose 

(Lear’s Regan), who has two healthy daughters. As the novel unfolds, Ginny’s never ending 

competition with Rose is the source of the former’s unraveling. In adulthood the core of it lies in 

the idea that while Rose has been able steadily to fulfill her role as wife and reproductively 

viable mother, Ginny has not. In order to psychologically cope with her inaccessibility non 

fertility, Ginny does exactly what Reagan (not to be confused with the Regan of Shakespeare’s 
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Lear, of course) reports women who suffer miscarriage are culturally prescribed to do; she views 

herself as a mother, but fascinatingly, it is not to her unborn children, it is to Rose’s very alive 

daughters. This is perhaps the first indication of the family’s complex and heartbreaking battle 

with broken and perverse boundaries.  Early in the text, these gestures appear hauntingly benign, 

the seeming product of old fashioned oppressive Midwestern family values, especially since the 

girls were raised motherless. Only later do this come full force as a symbol of the vastness of the 

Cook family trauma. Ginny tells the reader in an almost sweet way of her close relationship with 

her two nieces, but changes tone when she notes how her miscarriage eviscerated this bond, 

saying, “Linda was just born when I had my first miscarriage, and for a while, six months 

maybe, the sight of those two babies, whom I had loved and cared for with real interest and 

satisfaction, affected it like poison. All my tissues hurt when I saw them, when I saw Rose with 

them, it was as if?  My capillaries were carrying acid into the furthest reaches into my 

system.”189 Smiley takes miscarriage within the text to both the affective and bodily level, 

making the subsequent traumatic reworking of Ginny’s loss seen and unseen to those around her, 

a rhetorical move that reflects the common “personal is political” trope often present in radical 

feminist discourse. The miscarriages are very real signifiers to Ginny, denying her the promise of 

reproduction and the transformative full body affects brought by motherhood to women and their 

marriages. In other words, as the severe volume of Ginny’s physical and psychic traumas expose 

themselves to her and the reader,  the need for her contention with her own “untouchability” 

becomes apparent due to a double helix of trauma that is intertwined in both body and 

emotion.190  

                                                
189 Jane Smiley, A Thousand Acres (New York: Anchor Books, 1991), 8.  
190 Ann Cvetkovich, An Archive of Feelings: Trauma, Sexuality, and Lesbian Public Cultures (Durham: Duke 

University Press, 2003), 67. 
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Smiley endows Ginny with painful and inescapable infertility that she shamefully hides 

from her seemingly gentle and understanding husband Ty, to whom after several miscarriages, 

she stops revealing subsequent pregnancies, making her reproductive life seem like a never 

ending nightmare and not worth his emotional investment or time. Smiley writes, “Ty only 

knows about three. He couldn’t stand it after that, so I’ve sort of kept the fact that we’re still 

trying to myself “191 The experience of grief and the disgraced maternal body belongs to Ginny 

alone. It is not a community problem or systemic, it is framed as private and internal, much like 

Reagan’s assessment of real life miscarriage culture that puts the majority emphasis on the grief 

of the mother. The assumption is she will grieve in a certain socially prescribed way that laments 

the potential for lost life in the no longer viable fetus. In these circumstances, Smiley writes the 

reproductive body is both a trap and a liberating force in a variety of ways, turning Ginny’s 

tragic affect into something more complex than mere mimicking of social expectation. Ginny is 

technically still “free” to keep trying for a baby since her body is the one with the ability to get 

pregnant, but intrinsically she knows that all her attempts will fail. She as reproductive agent has 

choice, but is in the repetitive cycle of bodily and psychic trauma due to her body's failure to 

maintain a viable pregnancy and her inability to give up her reproductive story and the 

implications of this within her marriage and social conditions. This is done not as a way to 

reparatively read miscarriage or “miscarriage narrative” as a positive life building moment as 

much miscarriage literature attempts to do, but as a way to view women’s bodies in conversation 

with trauma in new directions that disconnects them from the means of production due to the 

restraints of heterosexuality and various heterosexual traumas. Ginny’s miscarriages do not allow 

                                                
191 Jane Smiley, A Thousand Acres, 164.  
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her to emerge as a better or freer person within the novel. In fact, they are signs of her toxic 

environment and her body’s own silent shouts for escape as it reads the empty Iowa landscape.  

About halfway through the text, the story makes the important transformation from a sad 

(affectively, not pathetic) pastoral tale about the shifting economies of farm life and family 

dynamics to an incest survivor narrative, complete with flashbacks, confrontations, and 

revelations of unresolved trauma. This takes place through events that cascade rapidly after Larry 

Cook has a disruptive drunken meltdown (one of the book’s more egregious nods to its 

Shakespearean roots), complete with an insult to Ginny’s ineffective reproductive body, calling 

her a “barren whore.”192 Make no mistake, Larry has been rude, sexist, and cold to his two older 

daughters since their youths, reserving all affection and overt love for the youngest, Caroline, 

but, this outburst represents a crucial twist in the text. Larry Cook now becomes the antagonist 

and Ginny the battered tragic hero for a clear reason. As Ginny’s memories crystallize with the 

help of Rose, who has never repressed the abuse, her own ability to unearth it appears, now that 

she has dethroned her father in her own mind. Janice Doane and Devon Hodges, in their 

sweeping analysis of father-daughter incest texts, which begins in the late nineteenth century and 

ends in the early twenty-first, point to this dynamic as a common thread in many novels with this 

theme: the black and white good versus evil of a patriarchal father who violates his victimized 

daughter continuously. They assert that it makes the boundary blurring nature of incest and the 

corrupt family dynamics behind it easier to understand for readers who never have been 

confronted with such issues, especially with the infusion of feminist theory. They write: 

 It universalizes the incestuous father, who comes to represent all men, and the victimized 

daughter, who comes to represent all women. The powerful feminist critique of father-daughter 

incest thus squeezes as well as expands the allowable range of male and female identity and 

subjectivity. Yet the feminist understanding of incest is nonetheless persuasive. Using incest as a 

paradigmatic example of the sexual exploration sanctioned under paternal rule, feminists explain 

                                                
192 Ibid,.181.  
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not only why the patriarchy must be challenged but why such change is difficult. In a 

paternalistic system, the ruler is also the provider.193 

 

The narrative twist in making Larry the complete object of disdain to the reader as a result of his 

comments falls directly in line with the strategies outlined by Doane and Hodges when crafting 

the feminist frame to highlight the victimization a woman has had at the hands of her father. To 

have come from a patriarchal root mindset, or have been victimized by the patriarchy in general 

is a circumstance that certainly applies to Ginny (and the other women of the book). The trauma 

associated with her inability to maintain a pregnancy has been a shadow over her throughout her 

reproductive years, which is why the violence of this moment, when it comes from Larry, brings 

forth a truth everyone knows, but rarely admits: in the Midwestern farming world reproductive 

power is a crucial status symbol. Not only is their link to femininity gone without a mother in the 

house, but also this left them alone with Larry who became a violent sexual predator when given 

full patriarchal control within the bounds of his farm and house. It is interesting that Larry wants 

the women to grow up and take on his land to grow crops as a means of production when due to 

his assault on them they are stunted and cannot grow themselves. Repression does not save the 

girls from their father, but it allows them to interact with him on a daily basis until this peace is 

jostled by the land dispute. More intensely for our narrator, this conflict only arrives when Ginny 

demands the working through of the trauma, vividly reminding the family of its poisonous roots 

and foundation much like mold snaked around a tree trunk looking to infect all the plants around 

it.  

 Ginny is not the only woman of the family with a “marked” body or a body that has been 

altered by its existence on the Cook farm or at the hands of their abusive father. Rose, despite her 

                                                
193 Janice Doane and Devon Hodges, Telling Incest: Narrative of Dangerous Remembering from Stein to Sapphire 

(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press: 2001), 48-49.  
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ability to have two daughters, has not come out unscathed. Smiley attacks her body from the 

inside out with breast cancer, forcing the surviving and selfless Ginny not only to become her 

caretaker, but also a surrogate mother to Rose’s children during treatment and after her death late 

in the novel.194 Caruth writes extensively on the psychology of survival and trauma, even posing 

the question, “What does it mean to survive?” in light of traumatic experiences. She notes, 

summarizing and expanding Freud, “Indeed for consciousness, survival does not seem to be a 

matter of known experience at all. For if the return of the traumatizing event appears in many 

aspects like a waking memory, it can nonetheless only occur in the mode of a symptom or a 

dream…”195 In other words, so much of trauma is not just the traumatic event itself, it is the 

aftermath. This is what Smiley’s book deals with on a variety of levels, the doing and undoing of 

the trauma on the mind. Doane and Hodges argue similarly, saying that much of the work of 

trauma is working with fantasy, memory, and effects of things that occurred long periods of time 

ago. However, that a hard line of truth may not matter if the lived reality of a person is impacted 

and that is what needs to be worked through.196 Here were see the childhood sexual trauma of the 

Cook women transposed onto their physical selves via Ginny’s unproductive maternal body and 

by having Rose’s site of maternal production, her breasts. The very places that produced 

sustenance for her daughters, destroyed with cancer. The novel’s universe gives a practical 

theory for why this is the case: the run off from the farms in the area, including the family’s own, 

                                                
194 This is Ginny’s external affect at the novel’s beginning, which contrasts with Rose’s more “selfish” and 

indulgent affect painted by Smiley, which is complicated by her reoccurring cancer and sense of entrapment within 

her marriage. These moods directly relate the women’s relationships with their father since Rose remembers her 

abuse and therefore openly cannot stand Larry whereas Ginny serves him at the novel’s start since she cannot 

remember the abuse and feels it is her duty to serve him. Caroline, on the other hand, was never abused and does not 

share in this affective environment at all by moving away so she cannot bond with her sisters over this trauma.  
195 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1996), 60.  
196 See Janice Doane and Devon Hodges, Telling Incest: Narrative of Dangerous Remembering from Stein to 

Sapphire, 79-98, for their discussion of incest, memory, and trauma and the various theories that dominate the field, 

some of which advocate truth based solutions and others that seek out affect as the main driving factor in therapy.  
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has poisoned the water and led to staggering numbers of birth defects and cancer. The patriarchal 

means of production has destroyed the feminine in a very real way in a tradeoff for capital and 

financial success. We see a tradeoff that favors the masculine biopolitical plan. Ginny’s starts to 

remember years of sexual abuse at the hands of her father, the same wealthy farmer who at the 

beginning of the text offered her the same farm whose chemical runoff has eaten her body. She 

also learns of her father going into Rose’s room too, but never Caroline’s. Caroline never has any 

health problems and is the first to refuse the land, given that she is the only one of the three that 

does not live locally. She also refuses take care of their father in an abusive arrangement dictated 

by him. She remains his favorite.  

Given these circumstances, an alternative reading places the incest at the center of the 

women’s lives as the defining bodily trauma, not the run off from the farm. However, given 

trauma’s cyclical and frozen nature, the women’s reproductive bodies are stuck as children. 

Ginny cannot sustain a pregnancy and Rose’s breasts will never be healthy because both are 

bodies that will always be suspended in the moments when Larry first shattered their lives into 

fragments. Even when Rose first confronts Ginny about the abuse, Ginny cannot face the truth 

simply because she does not remember the incest taking place, a common occurrence for 

someone with a traumatic repressed memory. Smiley details their first telephone conversation 

about the abuse in which Rose alerts Ginny of the events that took place during their 

adolescence: 

‘Ginny, you don’t remember how he came after us do you?’... 

‘Came after us?’ 

‘When we were teenagers. How he came into our rooms.’... 

‘Well of course I remember us having separate rooms. I don’t remember why.’  

‘He went into your room at night.’ 

‘What for? I don’t remember that at all.’ 

‘How can you not remember? You were fifteen years old!’ 



146 

 

‘I’m sure I was asleep. Grandpa Cook used to prowl around looking at everybody. It was 

like checking the hogs with Daddy.’ 

‘It wasn’t like checking the hogs with Daddy.’ 

‘What are you saying, Rose?’ 

‘You know.’ 

‘I promise you I don’t know.’ And I didn’t. But I was afraid anyway. I was captive of her 

stare, staring back.  

Rose inhaled, held her breath. Then she said, ‘He was having sex with you.’ 

‘He was not!’... 

I said, to the room, because I was afraid to look at her just then, ‘Why are you saying 

this?’ 

‘I realized that you don’t remember the other day in Daddy’s living room.’ 

I caught my breath in a little surge of angry frustration. ‘But it didn’t happen.’  

‘But it did.’ 

‘Well, why don’t I remember? Do you think I’m lying?’ 

‘That’s what happened with me.’ She might have been reciting a pickle recipe, her tone 

was flat. I was certain I hadn’t heard her clearly.  

‘What?’ 

‘Because after he stopped going in to you, he started coming in to me, and those are the 

things he said to me, and what we did. We had sex in my bed.’ 

‘You were thirteen!’ 

‘And fourteen and fifteen and sixteen.’ 

‘I don’t believe it!’197 

 

To Ginny, in the present day of the phone conversation, there is no possibility of her being 

abused at the hands of their father.  Her mind has been wiped clean so many times in accordance 

with the preservative measures of repression. In other words, Ginny’s ability to repress the incest 

and Rose’s to remember such familial atrocities instantly unlocks the reason for so much of their 

tension beyond standard sisterly fighting. They have been living in two distinct realities and sets 

of time for over twenty years due to their differing responses to the events with constant 

miscommunication. Only now finally are they arriving at the same temporal moment where they 

have the choice to continue the cycle of abuse begun by their father or heal. Speaking and the act 

of remembering give way to healing in that the traumatized person is able to unlock themselves 

from repression’s frozen notions of time. In this case, Ginny finally would be able to move from 
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her unhealthy family of origin and forge new beginnings, which becomes Smiley’s chief goal for 

the character. This represents a psychological turn the reader aims for through a manipulative 

crafting of a narrative structure that Doane and Hodges note to be characteristic of what they call 

“canonical” incest stories, or incest stories that predominantly feature recovery as the end goal 

after recovered family traumas bubble to the surface.198   

  Trauma theorists themselves are torn on the role of trauma in art and if representation 

should be exact in order for it to be productive, or what the role of art should even be. Not all 

women are victims of incest like Ginny and Rose, but most women have had toxic encounters 

with men if even on the micro-level, creating small, everyday traumas that break into the 

collective female subconscious, creating traumas that become so accepted women do not even 

think or speak of them. The creation of art like Smiley’s book shows catastrophic and horrific 

gendered events like incest. It calls our attention back to not only the horrifying events that some 

women endure simply because they are women in a world that endows them with less power 

than men. It endorses the collective experience of traumatized women writing and reading as a 

method of knowledge production and consumption in their own terms. Women reading and 

writing about trauma becomes less about the objective truth in their reporting than the subjective 

affect behind the fact they are no longer silenced or repressed, with a central reading method 

emerging, colored by its ability to simply accept words on a page readily and gratefully, much 

like a therapist does in session, rather than with judgement.  

                                                
198 See Janice Doane and Devon Hodges, Telling Incest: Narrative of Dangerous Remembering from Stein to 

Sapphire, 63-78, for the authors’ full explanation into what constitutes a canonical incest story and why this 

classification is important in the genealogy of criticism about the subject, namely its strict form of repression, 

discovery, and recovery, which appears consistently in most incest narratives and has become one of the most easily 

recognizable trauma tropes in literature and cinema despite the silence it faces in everyday life.  
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 In his third book about trauma LaCapra attempts to enhance and widen the scope of his 

previous research on the Holocaust (where the first work on trauma studies was done and 

remains concentrated) and cultural memory to create a “critical perspective on trauma, notably 

with respect to major historical events,” and eventually art.199 He chooses to open this new 

theoretical frame with an interrogation of the role of writing at the “limit of history and the 

beginning of fiction.”200 In other words, LaCapra contends with the swift moment of fleeting 

intelligibility surrounding trauma and its depictions in culture, history, and the personal moments 

they inhabit as a result. This “limit of history” produces an affect of confusion for both the author 

and her reader: an endless circling of events, names, and places with little to no resolution with 

regard to what proves to be true and what proves to be fabrication, which is exactly what we see 

in Smiley’s fictional incest narrative. Additionally, as Christine Moulder, another scholar of 

miscarriage and trauma, points out, no woman experiences grief events in the same way. Each 

experience is a mixture of both fantasy and reality for the woman who has lost the baby, as there 

are the facts of the event but the emotional fantasy life of how she has imagined and continued to 

interpret the event continuously after it has happened.201 Confusion surrounding a blurring of 

truth and fiction is especially prevalent when art is a non-historical work, but based on very real 

and identifiable feelings, creating a place where fact and fiction are permitted a final meeting 

place in the pursuit of the ultimate effective reader response: a reliving and reminder of traumas 

and hidden knowledges. Foucault also speaks to the possibility and potential of this buried 

knowledge and the power exercised by those monitoring it. He notes, “What was at stake in both 

cases, in both this scholarly knowledge and these disqualified knowledges, in these two forms of 
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knowledge---the buried and the disqualified? A historical knowledge of struggles...And the 

disqualified knowledge people have contained of the memory of combats, the very memory that 

until then had been confined to the margins.”202 This practice becomes especially crucial when 

considering trauma, which has long garnered a reputation as unspeakable or, at the very least, 

unfathomable. The stakes for this become even higher when we consider the sexual traumas 

noted by Rose that occur late at night behind closed doors and are so personal, already grounded 

in the female body, which historically is shamed and soiled by both capitalism and the 

patriarchy's consumption of it. Under Foucault’s guidelines, trauma begins to appear as not only 

a common occurrence in contemporary society that has been silenced by repressive regimes, but 

perhaps a hidden arena of truth. This is especially important when we inject feminism into this 

conversation as feminism’s key mission is unearthing these unseen daily traumas, as other 

theorists such as Ann Cvetkovich carefully outline. We must take note of LaCapra’s 

apprehension regarding “art as truth.”  He believes art to have powerful affective capacities in 

relation to trauma, but he does not want to rely solely on them as beacons of truth. 

Queer theorist Cvetkovich shares similar views to LaCapra on the affective value of 

objects, noting the “memory of trauma is embedded not just in narrative but in material artifacts, 

which can range from photographs to objects whose relation to trauma might seem arbitrary but 

for the fact that they are invested with emotional, and even sentimental, value.”203 Memory, 

affect, and emotion, according to both LaCapra and Cvetkovich, are responses to trauma, but 

whereas LaCapra focuses more on cultural memory surrounding unfathomable events such as the 

Holocaust, Cvetkovich hones in on the everyday, calling to our attention the importance of 
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consistent and barely noticeable traumas that define our daily lives such as the abusive 

conversations Ginny shares with her father. These affects in a feminist context would be the 

many microaggressions between men and women that slip by day to day but add up to 

considerable psychic strain. For LaCapra, catastrophic events bestow upon victims a “fidelity to 

trauma” that continuously connects them to the past, creating a “more or less conscious desire to 

remain within trauma,” a concept Smiley integrates into the novel by ensuring Ginny is devoted 

to Larry for reasons even she is not quite sure of; it is if she runs on autopilot, serving him 

despite his abuse and disregard for boundaries even in her adult life.204  

Trauma has the ability to become a part of an identity, as I stated in the previous chapter. 

This is what happens to Rose. She becomes obsessed with her trauma and cannot separate herself 

from the events of her childhood to the point of maliciously breaking into her sister’s repression 

to get her to join in the self-destructive model of hatred, anger, and rebellion that have formed 

the core of her personality since the time of the abuse. She does this in order to feel less alone, 

yet superior to their father and Caroline. Smiley gives no proof in the book that Rose’s disclosing 

the incest to Ginny is out of goodwill or love. Rather, the act appears to be out of frustration over 

her sister’s lingering submission to their father, and was triggered by the family blow-out where, 

despite Larry’s continuous abuse, she makes excuses for him again. Both women are deeply 

affected by the traumatic aftermath of sexual violence and violation, but Rose’s active “fidelity 

to trauma” motivates her in ways Ginny does not understand. This displacement of identity is 

also a major concern of Cvetkovich, who views this fusion of trauma with identity as a 

potentially reparative and positive practice, especially with regard to incest (LaCapra does not). 

Rose’s deeply flawed character and the chaos her actions cause are a testament to the mixed 
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nature of such a hypothesis, but since the text favors traditional recovery this is not surprising. 

Cvetkovich describes how a queer healing practice of acknowledging and owning trauma would 

look. It would ultimately shift the affect toward a renewed, more positive feeling and thus away 

from the traditional understandings of trauma as an affect of entrapment and entanglement. To 

repeat Cvetkovich’s words I used in the previous chapter as I feel they are necessary here, “A 

queer healing practice would turn negative affect or trauma on its head, but by embracing rather 

than refusing it. Furthermore, such a healing practice would challenge the repressive hypothesis 

so central to self-help and therapeutic discourses.”205 In other words, trauma has potential as a 

redemptive force according to Cvetkovich. Interestingly, in A Thousand Acres we see both 

models working within two traumatized female subjects and their poisoned bodies: Ginny 

eventually becomes a  prototype for what Cvetkovich calls for by working through her past and 

then moving on, even if the process is extraordinarily painful via using her trauma as a learning 

tool for a better, new identity. Rose is immobile, unable to move on, and eventually succumbs to 

her cancer at the end of the novel, literally and figuratively eaten alive by what has been done to 

her. But the feminist brilliance and beauty of Smiley’s narrative is that is does not judge either 

woman’s reaction or approach to grief or sway the reader’s; they are free to “side” with either 

woman.  She simply raises the story there for the reader as a reality they know too well. In other 

words, women are abused subjects in a world run by male capital and this is another story that 

happens to be about sexual boundaries in family. However, in this instance of writing and call for 

reading, there is no judgment, just unearthing unseen, unheard, and unspoken affects or fantasies 

that become lived realities. That is the tiny revolution in her writing. It merely exists as a 

representational act despite its truth or not. Reading, then is the consumption of these newly 
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raised affects, creating constellations for new possibilities of identification and feminist 

ideologies. 

 This difference in thinking represents an important crossroads in conceptualizing the 

forms and functions of trauma within a narrative. In other words, the understanding of trauma as 

recuperative versus trauma as repression becomes one of the first sides one must take when 

beginning to conceive of trauma in its own terms. The theoretical split, it seems, between schools 

of thought, that is, those who understand trauma to be mainly about painful silence and others 

such as Judith Herman, who also believe in the potentiality for women to find their voices 

through articulations of pain, lies in their choice of focusing on two distinct sets of experiences---

the catastrophic versus the everyday---and how these both inform trauma in victims.206 While 

what I am discussing in my work is in no way comparable to the mass genocide of the 

Holocaust, LaCapra’s views on excess and fidelity to trauma are valuable here because they 

gesture to a problem that is no longer confined to individuals, but has come to define entire 

institutions, like marriage and the daily gendered traumas that come to define it. When one 

begins to notice the anticipated and expected traumas of relationships, particularly those 

occurring prior to the national passing of domestic violence law and rape legislation, 

heterosexual trauma begins to look more like a condition that defines lives and a group 

consciousness rather than a single reparative moment or possibility. In other words, we begin to 

see institutional trauma on a large scale that must be treated as such, rather than as a series of 

isolated incidents that happen to match up in their intensity or events. It is here where we notice 
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the need to extend our model of analysis beyond ways many authors write about psychosexual 

abuse. It is important to explore the physical realities of living a subjugated life in the material 

conditions of the world. In the section that follows I will do just that. I will examine two texts: 

We Need to Talk About Kevin and Quicksand in terms of their relationship to the physical 

realities of motherhood within capitalism, especially with regard to women who potentially 

never wanted to be mothers in the first place, but felt there was no other option due to societal 

and gendered pressures. I will discuss as well why the role as women as author (and reader) is so 

critical given these themes.  

 Countless theorists, beginning with Freud and continuing into the feminist tradition, have 

attempted to understand why trauma’s affects and tendencies manipulate a normalized sense of 

time within its bearer and replace it with an endless cycle of repetition. In trauma’s collision with 

the female body and its reproductive processes, it is important to note that the cultivation of these 

depend on the heteropatriarchy’s declaration of time’s structure in order to exist or become more 

vivid in the lives of many women, namely when considering abortion, miscarriage, and birth, 

which are all culturally treated according to the lengths of time they “happen” to a woman’s 

body, not according to her feelings about them. In other words, in order to grasp traumas within 

the female body and its memory, feminist writings must grapple to unhinge ideas of time. We 

need to consider trauma’s effects on language, decide the function of writing, and question if 

language is the proper tool for articulating trauma, especially if that trauma has rendered the 

victim lost and speechless (which is how Ginny feels), particularly if they are depressed as a 

result. Kristeva discusses this loss of language and creative motivation:  

I am trying to address an abyss of sorrow, a non-communicable grief that at times, and 

often on a long-term basis, lays claim upon us to the extent of having us lose all interest 

in words, actions, and even life itself. Such despair is not a revulsion that would imply 

my being capable of desire and creativity, negative indeed but present. Within 
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depression, if my existence is on the verge of collapsing, its lack of meaning is not tragic-

--it appears obvious to me, glaring and inescapable.207 

 

To Kristeva, depression often times results in a melancholic paralysis where language is locked 

away and inaccessible. This is further complicated by the notion that “language, from the start 

[is] a translation, but on a level that is heterogeneous to the one where affective loss, 

renunciation, or the break takes place.”208 Similarly, when discussing the affect of trauma, 

Caruth notes this possible linguistic loss in the inability to recount each distinct traumatic 

moment, “What returns to haunt the victim, these stories tell us, is not simply the reality of the 

violent event but also the reality of the way that its violence has not been fully known. The story 

of the [train] accident thus refers us, indirectly, to the unexpected reality---the locus of 

referentiality---of the traumatic story.”209 Not only does trauma result in the constant replaying of 

past events in an attempt to revive and experience the event in hopes of increased intelligibility 

but in an effective linguistic silencing. What the familiar cultural narrative of miscarriage 

attempts to break away from with unsuccessful results---it encourages women to replay what 

activists believe is the worst day of their lives over and over in the form of public storytelling to 

reaffirm their motherhood---only resulting in further trauma and a re-ignition of the cycle. 

Language, then, becomes the necessary tool to record and then work through trauma, a method 

for escaping the endless cycle of repetition that ensures survival, but not thriving. It is language 

in the form of letter writing that does exactly this for Eva, the traumatized mother and 

protagonist of We Need to Talk about Kevin who finds her only solace in writing letters to her 

deceased husband, Franklin. Similarly, Larsen, the author of Quicksand sharply uses language to 
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capture the horrors of forced maternity in a once vibrant and thriving protagonist, Helga, 

pointing out the frozen nature of gendered trauma. Additionally, language does hold this power 

for Ginny once she accepts the trauma of her past and decides what language will do for her 

within her own narrative, both within the confines of the text and her own greater life. 

The act of writing trauma serves as a double translation, especially when it is a feminist 

act of resistance used to uncover hidden traumas of the gendered body or the patriarchy. The first 

of these, in Kristeva’s sense, sees all language as an exercise in translation, the second, uses this 

existing translation to relay a partially unknown or unrecoverable experience. LaCapra aptly 

explains writing’s relation to trauma and provides us some room with which to discuss their 

interplay. He writes, “Writing trauma is a metaphor in that writing indicates some distance from 

trauma (even when the experience of writing is itself intimately bound up with trauma), and there 

is no such thing as writing trauma itself because trauma, while at times related to particular 

events, cannot be localized in terms of a dated, localized experience. Trauma indicates a 

shattering break or caesura in experience which has belated effects.”210 In other words, we can 

never fully write the trauma itself because that would claim full knowledge of an unknowable set 

of conditions, but we can use the metaphorical exercise as a way of exploring trauma’s affects, 

which LaCapra argues are not “fully owned by anyone and, in various ways, affect everyone.”211 

Authorship then becomes a public action and force, a powerful act that preserves moments via 

linguistic attempts to reveal (many times) private affects by thrusting the unseen into the world. 

This is crucial in feminist writing and reading practices because it gives ownership to not only 

the intimate experiences written by authors within texts, but also renders the productions of the 

authors as real as well as the reading practices brought to them as legitimate even if they are not 
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traditional or normative. Arendt writes of the importance of speech in The Human Condition as a 

method of remembering, and in many ways, creating public spaces, which is hauntingly 

predictive of second wave consciousness raising and “all women” spaces. She notes, “...without 

speech to materialize and memorialize, however tentatively, the ‘new’ things that appear and 

shine forth, ‘there is no remembrance;’…And without power, the space of appearance brought 

forth through action and speech in public will fade away as rapidly as the living deed and the 

living word.”212 Along this vein, Cvetkovich’s opening up of trauma’s definition speaks to the 

possibility of increased public creation of new histories and literary works, which becomes the 

work of some types of women’s literature about the body and unspoken maternal conditions such 

as those noted in this chapter (but not in all literature written by women). She writes, “I often 

cast a wide net by considering trauma as a category that embraces a range of affects, including 

not just loss and mourning but also anger, shame, humor, sentimentality and more. I do not 

presume in advance a particular affective experience associated with trauma, but open up a way 

to examine historical and social experience in affective terms.”213 In other words, when we 

consider a broader definition and understanding of trauma we are able to work through 

Kristeva’s linguistic paralysis and achieve new moments of linguistic power by examining the 

strength and value of affect even when it is hidden or conversely. Even Kristeva herself notes, 

“The excess of affect has thus no other means of coming to fore than to produce new languages--

-strange concatenations, idiolects, poetics.”214 Perhaps the language of trauma is not a known 

language in the sense of being familiar to a non-traumatized person, or even the world at large. 

Writing trauma in a broad sense would mean that it is an act of remembering and forgetting at 
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the same time. Remembering the affect of an unknown situation that repeats constantly, the story 

of one’s psychic wounds, only made worse by the institutional and biopolitical conditions of the 

world. One in turn aims to forget the material conditions of this corporeal existence through 

writing it down. By locking it away from the mind and onto the page, the author opens the safe 

and creates a testament that makes the trauma “real” to the public cultures that aim to ignore and 

hide its existence. The author also has the revolutionary capacity to rewrite methods of reading 

traumatic situations from the culturally prescribed norm, such as those previously discussed 

pertaining to miscarriage grief and the crafting of incest narratives. By deviating from such 

comfortable and seductive scripts, women’s writing becomes a source of feminist knowledge 

production based not on biopolitical needs that privilege the state, but rather, the internal lives of 

those engaged in undervalued reproductive labor.   

I must be clear, though, that I do not believe the act of writing trauma (if it is even 

possible) or its associated language to be an automatically recuperative or reparative way to read 

trauma.215 In other words, we must resist the urge to normalize trauma and pain by attempting to 

make it a “productive” site of growth; but I do believe there is value in making the unseen, seen, 

which is a major project of much feminist writing and its reclamation of the traumatized 

maternal body. It does not seek to give positivity to the horrors endured by women, rather, it 

offers a critique of certain public affective cultures that have pushed women and their emotions 

into the shadows. Just as LaCapra refuses to view the Holocaust as a place to find redemption or 

universal truths about humankind, we need to approach trauma and pain as not conditions to 

remedy, but situations that are the results of what Foucault has called a “normalizing society,” 

which is “something that can be applied to both a body one wishes to discipline and a population 
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one wishes to regularize. The normalizing society is, therefore, not, under these conditions, a sort 

of generalized disciplinary society whose disciplinary institutions have swarmed and finally 

taken over everything...The normalizing society is a society in which the norm of discipline and 

the norm of regulation intersect along an orthogonal articulation.”216 This is a society that 

functions at the intersection of discipline and regulation, especially with regard to reproduction, 

in an attempt to produce the most effective workers and seeks to eliminate those whose value 

does not fit into this geometric model. However, there is a noticeable tension between what 

Cvetkovich has called “queer healing practice,” that is, a radical acceptance of trauma by 

“turning negative affect or trauma on its head, but by embracing rather than refusing it,” and a 

normalizing impulse that is heavily invested in erasure and rehabilitation.217 Cvetkovich calls for 

an embracing of the pain, many times publically through testimony and a refusal to remain silent, 

with the general idea being, “this trauma has made me who I am and that person is acceptable 

even if they do not fit the society’s ideal model of functionality.” This type of speech act is also 

illustrative of Judith Butler’s critiques of Foucault in that she tests the limits of normalization to 

include the psychic practices that may also create individuals, rather than simply focus on the 

reactions to disciplinary forces that Foucault views as the chief sites of identity production.218 

Language, then, comes to the forefront of the infusion of psychoanalysis with biopolitics. The act 

of writing trauma and radical self-articulation in the face of normalization both point to the 

power of a language and authorship in the face of gendered trauma, especially when one 

considers the Arendtian notion that one must speak and write in order to be remembered. Given 

this, we are able to see writing as an act of transference that moves between pain and language. 
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Even if one is not able to have the words, or even the desire to speak them (as we saw in 

Kristeva’s analysis of depression) we are left with the affect of trauma, a space that may be 

defined by its inherent unintelligibility, but more importantly, lays claim to its existence in a 

gendered world that banks on its mindless acceptance and anticipated violence through rules and 

discipline of bodies. The relationship between an author and the text they produce in this 

normalized society then becomes one of necessity and survival. It is an act of bravery that leaves 

behind a relic and illustrates that certain traumas are real, especially when the authors and 

victims of trauma are women and gender nonconforming people. However, as the below texts 

will show, writing negative affect or laying bare trauma for display, may share affect or 

experience but it does not offer easy access to redemption or therapy. In fact, Doane and Hodges 

largest critique of A Thousand Acres goes as far as to call it a “fairy tale” in its construction of 

recovery and sharing as the way to solve trauma for women when it is never that simple or fair 

.219 

Lionel Shriver’s We Need To Talk About Kevin provides a multi layered environment in 

which to explore this theoretical frame of forced writing, maternity, language, and trauma. The 

novel and its jarring epistolary form tells the story of Eva, a once affluent and famous travel 

writer who now lives in hiding after her teenage son’s rampage killing at his high school where 

he murdered seven of his fellow students and several staff members. The novel’s structure 

consists of Eva writing letters to whom the reader assumes is an estranged husband who has left 

due to the strain of the legal case and Kevin’s subsequent incarceration. Only at the text’s 

conclusion does the reader learn that Kevin also during the spree murdered Franklin (his father 

and Eva’s husband) as well as his younger sister, leaving Eva alone to deal with the trauma, 
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personal and community wide. Shriver’s core questions in the novel are clear early on through 

Eva’s letters, which detail Franklin and her relationship from the moment they meet until the 

massacre. The text addresses many dark ideas regarding maternity, love, and the creation of 

sociopathy in adolescents, yet answers none of these inquiries, although Shriver pushes several 

to the forefront in order to advance feminist discourse about motherly obligation and women’s 

roles in general. 

Perhaps the largest culturally unspeakable question that hangs over the text throughout 

the novel remains: is it possible for a mother to not love her child? Secondly, does Kevin’s 

homicidal behavior stem from his complex and cold relationship with his mother, one that began 

from birth? Dave Cullen writes, in what is considered the most definitive and comprehensive 

study of the Columbine High School massacre, that the earliest polls and public opinion stated 

that the real perpetrators had to be the parents of the killers Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold, a 

sentiment that echoes throughout Shriver’s novel.220 Cullen’s argument taps into a deep sense of 

sexism and dread that makes the novel effective: if a child commits an unspeakable crime of this 

nature, it must be the fault of the mother. In the case of Columbine, what has ultimately made the 

Klebolds more sympathetic than the Harrises is a constellation of circumstances. Namely, Tom 

Klebold’s immediate going to the police when he suspected his son’s involvement in the 

shooting and full cooperation in later investigations. Sue Klebold has also been open about her 

experience, which I will compare to the novel, first publishing a lengthy essay about it in 

Oprah’s O Magazine and later a memoir. She also speaks about the subject, doing TED talks and 

interviews in the media, even though in the years immediately following the tragedy she was less 

in the public eye. Conversely, the Harrises initially refused to participate with the police, despite 
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Eric’s extensive evidence of tapes, public websites, and journals, which eventually gave law 

enforcement the theory that Eric Harris was the ringleader of the project and Dylan was a 

depressed follower who was manipulated by his clever and angry friend. The public’s 

consumption of parenting style, fault, and the eventually creation of blame is instrumental to 

school shooting culture and trauma. Andrew Solomon who extensively interviewed parents of 

child and adolescent criminals for his landmark study on parent-child difference, notes in his 

introduction that parents are always different from their children, but culturally the myth of 

sameness or combination perpetuates. He writes, even critiquing the word “reproduction” for 

family building, “There is no such thing as reproduction. When two people decide to have a 

baby, the engage in an act of, production, and the widespread use of the word reproduction for 

this activity, with its implication that two people are all put braiding themselves together, is at 

best a euphemism to comfort prospective parents before they get in over their heads.”221 Deep 

down we know he is correct---no child is a complete mixture of their parents, but when tragedy 

strikes the origin story becomes devastatingly crucial for cultural healing. Solomon, in his 

foreword to Sue Klebold’s own memoir about Columbine, notes that one of the oldest societal 

beliefs is that if we get deep enough into the secrets of a family we will understand what the 

parents did wrong to create a serial killer, thus making sense of a crime and providing a sense of 

peace. But the Klebolds’ story is unique because there are no glaring mistakes; they were a 

normal upper middle class family.222 Sue Klebold herself addresses her own confrontations with 

this affect as she writes in her essay of this early assumption from the beginning of the events at 

Columbine. She describes the unimaginable idea of going home to the notion her child was 
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responsible for such atrocities, and later, how she was treated by association: 

My office was 26 miles from our house. All I could think as I drove was that Dylan was 

in danger. With every cell in my body, I felt his importance to me, and I knew I would 

never recover if anything happened to him. I seesawed between impossible possibilities, 

all of them sending me into paroxysms of fear. Maybe no one knew where Dylan was 

because he'd been shot himself. Maybe he was lying in the school somewhere injured or 

dead. Maybe he was being held hostage. Maybe he was trapped and couldn't get word to 

us. Maybe it was some kind of prank and no one was hurt. How could we think for even a 

second that Dylan could shoot someone? Shame on us for even considering the idea. 

Dylan was a gentle, sensible kid. No one in our family had ever owned a gun. How in the 

world could he be part of something like this?... 

...Members of a SWAT team in dark uniforms with bulletproof vests had arrived. I 

thought they were coming to help us or to get our assistance in helping Dylan; if Dylan 

did have a gun, maybe they were hoping we could persuade him to put it down. But it 

seemed that in the SWAT team's eyes, we were suspects ourselves. Years later I would 

learn that many of their actions that day were intended to protect us; fearing that we 

would hurt ourselves or that our home might have been rigged with explosives, they told 

us we had to leave the house. For the rest of the afternoon, we stayed outside, sitting on 

the sidewalk or pacing up and down our brick walk. When we needed to use the 

bathroom, two armed guards escorted us inside and waited by the door....223 

 

 

Klebold describes the variety of affects one could associate with being the mother of a child who 

has unleashed such wrath and fury on his peers: disbelief, fear, and panic. She also highlights the 

knee jerk reaction of almost every person to come across such a situation: to blame the parents 

and treat them as suspects, despite being miles away at the time of the events. Because, what is 

being someone’s parent but the same warm blood running through familial veins? How different 

are family members, especially mothers and sons? Such extensive questions grounded the 

investigations into Columbine and continue to plague Shriver’s novel.  

  Sue Klebold builds her real life maternal narrative (and memoir) around themes of 

apology for Dylan’s actions, beliefs that she had no idea of the true character of the killer hidden 

within her son, and she endorses activism for mental health awareness that remains grounded in 
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suicide prevention. She firmly asserts Dylan is a victim of death by suicide and if his mental 

illness would have been discovered there is a possibility his life would have been different. 

Klebold writes of the provocative way she introduces herself at conferences, saying, “These days 

when I introduce myself at a conference, I say, ‘My son died by suicide.’ Then I say, ‘He was 

one of the shooters in the Columbine tragedy.’ I’m accustomed by now to the jaw drop. Almost 

invariably, the person says, ‘I never thought about it that way, but I guess it was a suicide, wasn’t 

it?”224 Eva’s fictional tale is much different, yet similar, with the glaring commonalities of 

wealth, the nature of the crime, and possible mental illness present within the real Dylan and 

“fake” Kevin forcing our own understanding of school shootings and the maternal body to 

become more nuanced. For example, when lawyers implore Eva to remember if Kevin was given 

toy guns as a child, she says he had only one, a seemingly innocent small squirt gun, temporarily 

alleviating our growing anxieties about any sociopathy resulting from her potentially poor 

parenting. A comparable situation occurs when those studying Columbine learn that the Klebolds 

were famously anti-gun and did not permit them in the house, a stance Sue Klebold returns to 

over and over in her memoir on traumatized repetition, reminding the readers that the conditions 

for gun violence “should” not have occurred in their home due to their vigilance. However, when 

Eva elaborates on a heavily gendered situation Kevin created with the gun, (much like Klebold 

does in retrospect with a number of Dylan’s actions), knowingly, even as a toddler, these 

anxieties return and begin to form the beginnings of patterns of Kevin’s alarming behavior and 

his mother’s reactions to it. Eva recalls in a letter to Franklin her sadness and disappointment that 

came with the family’s move from their Tribeca loft to a sleek, yet suburban house that she did 

not want. In an attempt to own the space and feel less isolated, Eva uses antique maps to 
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wallpaper her study as a reminder of her successful career and identity before motherhood, two 

identities she refuses to merge, which form the majority of the conflict within the novel. Eva 

describes telling Kevin about customizing her room for herself to make it feel special using maps 

from the locations she has been: 

 

Meanwhile I was burbling to Kevin, something all very Virginia Woolf like, ‘Everyone 

needs a room of their own. You know how you have your room? Well, this is Mommer’s 

room. And everyone likes to make their room special, Mommer’s been to lots of special 

places, and all these maps remind me of the trips I’ve taken. You’ll see, you may want to 

make your room special someday, and I’ll help if you want.225 

 

Kevin is not pleased with her articulation of self and fights her on the concept of “putting junk on 

the walls,” a comment she takes in frustration, but mostly jest, since he is a toddler and presumed 

to be innocent, as she goes to answer a business related phone call in the next room, leaving 

Kevin alone. We can speculate that Kevin is jealous of Eva’s inability to focus all her energy 

solely on him and at this point begins plotting vengeance on his mother for this. When the call 

concludes, the boy is silent and nowhere to be found. Eva calls out to him and he does not 

answer. Soon, she is horrified; devastated to find him standing center stage in her study with the 

toy gun, which he has stolen silently from the kitchen. In her absence, the boy had taken the toy 

gun and filled it with fountain pen ink, covered all the rare maps on the walls, antiques in the 

office, and carpets, effectively destroying the office and Eva’s only solace in the house. The 

shower of ink becomes a biopolitical shower of devastation reminding her the walls of her 

former self are figuratively and physically closing in on her due to her body’s new occupation as 

mother. Kevin, a metaphor for the patriarchy and the biobolitical regime, has decided she cannot 

have both spaces and the home is a maternal area, not to be invaded.  Shriver describes the bone 

                                                
225 Lionel Shriver, We Need to Talk About Kevin (New York: Harper Perennial, 2003), 155.  



165 

 

tingling confrontation: 

He was still draining the last of the red ink into the barrel of the squirt gun. Just as he’d 

posed in the process of retrieving the gun from the top of our kitchen cabinet, he seemed 

to have saved this last tablespoon for my arrival. He was standing on my study chair, bent 

in concentration; he did not even look up. The filling hole was small, and though he was 

pouring intently, my burnished oak desk, was awash in spatter. His hands were drenched.  

‘Now,’ he announced quietly, ‘it’s special.’ 

I snatched the gun, flung it on the floor, and stamped it to bits. I was wearing pretty 

yellow Italian pumps. The ink ruined my shoes.226 

 

Moments like this punctuate the entire novel, not only allowing Eva to make sense of why Kevin 

might choose to commit an act of violence against his classmates, but also asking the reader to 

contend with her status as an unreliable narrator and if this status as “fact giver” is important 

when we consider the importance of the affect conveyed within the text. Like the forced 

narrative placed on women who have had miscarriages where public grief and identification with 

enthusiastic motherhood has become the anticipated norm, women are expected to love their 

children no matter what abuse these children inflict on others, even if that other is the mother 

herself. Where capitalism demands productivity from workers, it demands a negative trade off 

from women. They are taught to love without condition or be bound to the point of self-

destruction. Klebold writes extensively about contending with the pressure and love her child 

puts on her and the trauma he has given her. She spends her entire memoir talking about her 

undying love for Dylan and her hatred for his actions. In the immediate aftermath she separates 

them as a form of repression for the sake of her own grief and for her survival. She says it was 

not until she took steps to accept that the son she loves was the murderer who acted at 

Columbine that she began to break the glass that held her in the traumatic cycle. She writes, “I 

had to face the magnitude of Dylan’s actions, and accept how his terrible, violent choices had 
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affected others. Each time I recovered from an uncomfortable encounter, I took another step 

toward accepting the totality of what Dylan had done.”227 Klebold does not mindlessly love her 

son, a bold rereading of the maternal model that demands obedience; she makes the active 

decision to do so, which comes after accepting his willingness to plan the attack and murder his 

classmates. Similarly, Eva describes her unhappiness and unfulfillment at being a mother, 

struggling to articulate what motherhood means to her, and she wonders if it has poisoned Kevin, 

“Every time I forced myself to smile, he clearly knew that I didn’t feel like smiling, because he 

never smiled back. He hadn’t seen that many smiles in his lifetime but he had seen yours 

(Franklin’s), enough to recognize that in comparison there was something wrong with 

Mother’s...In prison, that marionette smile, as if pulled up by strings.”228  In other words, Eva is 

beginning to find the promise of universal happiness through motherhood a lie. Shriver’s 

feminist writing practice brings this to light through a flawed and unreliable protagonist, just as 

we find Klebold’s memoir a powerful rereading of motherhood in light of trauma. 

 Psychoanalytic feminist Barbara Creed has written extensively about gender norms, 

horror, and maternity. Creed writes that to men there is no problem in stereotyping or creating 

large categories of women and that the practice stems from a desire to compartmentalize and 

conquer what they cannot understand.229 According to Creed, all is well as long as social norms 

are maintained and women remain complacent and silent. The trouble (and I argue, horror) 

begins when these models and stereotypes are dissolved and women begin to exist outside the 
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roles created for them, especially with regard to their sexualities and bodies.230 When women are 

expected to act in a certain way and suddenly begin to act out, as Creed describes, horror 

becomes a norm that has been subverted. The horror created in We Need to Talk About Kevin lies 

in the actions of Kevin throughout the novel, but also in the rejection of stereotypical maternal 

behavior and affect by his mother. Shriver further extends this by making Eva unlikeable, 

unreliable, and never giving a clear answer to whether her parenting is the reason Kevin acts on 

his sociopathic fantasies. The book lives in the grey areas, forcing the reader to form their own 

opinions on both Kevin and Eva, leading different readers to come to alternate conclusions about 

the text, which makes it an excellent study in the ambiguity of child-parent relationships, which 

remain deeply fraught until adulthood. Shriver never condemns Eva for not being more gentle or 

loving with Kevin, even going as far as giving him a sister, who Eva adores, proving that she is 

capable of being a doting mother. Instead, she shows the boy to be more and more like her as he 

grows up: brilliant, stubborn, and icy. In their final interaction in the novel, when Eva visits 

Kevin in jail on the second anniversary of his killings, the two of them finally reach a sort of 

closure, with Kevin admitting he does not know why he killed his sister and father. Both of them 

apologize for what happened to their relationship, which they have little words for since it lies so 

entrenched in the world of everyday trauma that neither of them can fully speak it. Soon Kevin 

will be transferred to an adult prison and he is afraid. Fear, not maternal warmth, proves to be the 

final motivating factor to pursue some type of ongoing relationship, which is interesting, since 

negative affect is the connecting feeling that finally brings the two together. She has decided to 

not cut him out of her life nor proclaim herself innocent or guilty in the creation of whatever 

Kevin has become. It is the most closure she is permitted in the novel’s entirety and it remains 
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bare. She notes their ongoing contentious relationship and its potential future: 

Since that moment (when he was born) we have fought one another with an unrelenting 

ferocity that I can almost admire. But it must be possible to earn a devotion by testing an 

antagonism to its very limit, to bring people closer through the very act of pushing them 

away...I can finally announce I am too exhausted and too confused and too lonely to keep 

fighting, if only out of desperation or even laziness I love my son.231 

 

The horrifying component of this final monologue and earlier exchange is that the reader would 

expect Eva to cut off contact with the murderer of her husband and daughter in this last meeting, 

especially given the entirety of the narrative where she has spent a great deal of time detailing 

Kevin’s rise to homicidal monster and her disconnect from the role of active mother. Shriver’s 

feminist victory with the text is to defy standard conventions of femininity and maternity and to 

argue that motherhood is more nuanced, traumatic, and violent than anyone would have ever 

imagined, psychologically and physically. This is something Sue Klebold captures well in her 

memoir too. Eva does not have to denounce Kevin, much like Sue does not have to mindlessly 

worship the good her son has done and forget the bad: culturally we demand mothers follow this 

particular set of rules. Noel Carroll outlines several components of the horror experience that 

also point toward this subjective response: 

In horror fictions, the emotions of the audience are supposed to mirror those of the 

positive human characters in certain, but not all, respects... .Our responses are meant, 

ideally, to parallel those of the characters. Our responses are supposed to converge (but 

not exactly duplicate) those of the characters; like the characters we assess the monster as 

a horrifying sort of being (though unlike the characters, we do not believe in its 

existence). This mirroring-effect, moreover, is a key feature of the horror genre.232 

 

In other words, we fear Eva (and Sue) and the metaphor of the school massacre because it is not 

like us: she appears at first to be a “bad mother.” However, as Klebold and Shivner have shown 
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169 

 

us, there are no bad mothers, only different ways of writing and reading the traumatized maternal 

body that allow for more affective space to breathe.   

Nella Larsen’s Quicksand, is no exception to this horror as mirror effect in depicting the 

maternal body. The novel follows its young African American protagonist Helga through a series 

of unsatisfying and cyclically miserable life events, culminating in her ultimate fate: that of 

paralyzed mother. From the early portions of the text where Larsen portrays Helga’s 

dissatisfaction with life as a teacher to her later troubling travels to Denmark, and finally her 

simultaneously promising yet deeply devastating marriage, there is a consistently underlying 

sense of both misery and inevitable defeat. This is built upon the tension between the life Helga 

desires and feels she deserves (read: one characterized by agency and happiness, similar to the 

devastation that comes to Eva with the relinquishing of her office space to Kevin’s destruction, a 

metaphor that she can never really escape the inevitability of motherhood) with the life that 

dominant society believes to be acceptable for her. The result is, in the end, tragic. She becomes 

a horribly paradoxically dual model of pregnancy and empty shell, her body laid bare and 

ravaged by her husband and the pregnancies he thrusts upon her sick form for the sake of what 

Lee Edelman has called “reproductive futurity,” that is, the obsession with and commitment to 

heterosexual reproduction at all costs.233 Foucault and Agamben’s ideas regarding bare life and 

biopolitics are especially useful in an exploration of the liminal space that Helga finds herself at 

the novel’s conclusion, which is similar to the broken and lonely Eva who longs for an 

incarcerated Kevin. In other words, her constant movements toward and away from death at the 

hands of her own reproductive capacity become a crucial location of suffocation and release. 

Using both Foucault and Agamben as a point of reflection and departure we are able to unpack 

                                                
233 See Lee Edelman, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive (Durham, NC: Duke Univ. Press), 2004 1-40.  



170 

 

why the maternal body is such a frequent and easy target of oppression and vast confusion. Why 

it is that motherhood is a bare condition in a world that requires population growth in order to 

thrive in a capitalist state? And what is it about Larsen’s use of the suffocating nature of natality 

and the pregnant body that makes it so poignant a commentary on such conditions? In this final 

textual example of the chapter, I will attempt to touch upon these questions through careful 

attention to the maternal body as a symbol for women’s oppression, which is its function in the 

novel’s conclusion.  

First published in 1928 to much celebratory press and acclaim, Quicksand easily lends 

itself to discussions of modernism, race, and gender. Larsen brilliantly molds these three 

categories to create a text that is both complex and rich as well as provocative. The novel, which 

centers on middle class African Americans, a group that had never before been a topic of much 

literary production, highlights the problematic and violent conditions present during the earlier 

portion of the twentieth century: lynching, sexual assault, career discrimination, but most 

importantly, intimate questions of personal happiness and achievement of that happiness. Larsen 

unapologetically constructs her protagonist Helga as a character who, in the first two thirds of the 

novel, refuses to settle for anything less than excitement and a hopeful future. For example, when 

the reader first meets her she is preparing to leave her job teaching at a prestigious school for 

African Americans and her boring, yet dependable fiancé. Where many other authors would keep 

Helga geographically, socially, and intellectually limited in favor of depicting an easy story 

extolling the virtues of education and conformity, Larsen does just the opposite, sending Helga 

on a journey of self-discovery that takes her out of  the constraints of both temporality and 

location. In other words, Helga travels vastly and the author, in a commitment to shaping those 

journeys, relies largely on flashbacks, memories, and stream of consciousness to form the 
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narrative and intensify her protagonist’s subjectivity as well as her trauma. These are choices in 

form that Smiley and Shriver also made with like affect. The female body becomes an artifact of 

maternal and reproductive trauma in all four texts (if we include Klebold’s memoir) through 

deliberate nontraditional storytelling that deviates from the dominant male norm by allowing for 

the manipulation of time, amplification of a wider range of affects and stories about the female 

bodied experience, and encouragement of new reading methodologies that privilege affect over 

“fact.” Deliberate and strategic intensification of affect becomes most visible in Quicksand’s 

conclusion. The conclusion features Helga, a woman whose character has been defined until now 

by fierceness, in a position of extreme compromise---she is married to a preacher and living in 

the rural south, a far cry from the loud, busy streets of Harlem and the exotic avenues of 

Copenhagen, where most of the novel’s beginning action takes place. It is here in rural America 

where Helga begins to lose her battle for happiness due to the breakdown of one of her last 

mechanisms for survival, the strength of her body---the same dynamic body that the reader has 

followed so carefully in its motions toward a new life. She now remains paralyzed in her 

pregnant sickbed, the primary location of Helga’s new life. Rural isolation and its intimate 

connection to pregnancy is the enemy of this particular mode of feminist writing, in which 

isolation breeds despair and loss of self, as this condition does in the glossy suburbs of Shriver’s 

novel or the vast midwest farms of Smiley’s. Some working class feminist authors such as 

Dorothy Allison work to redeem southern and rural landscapes through painful but redemptive 

narratives of female empowerment. However, the writers I have focused on in this chapter 

highlight the pain and sadness of suburban and rural existence for women, painting a stark 

contrast that casts urban life as the ultimate in freedom (similar to the Beat Generation). Helga is 

now a mother, symbolically and physically tied to her home, not only by way of her husband and 
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children, but also in her maternal body’s refusal to allow her the luxury of movement. Helga, 

who for essentially the entire novel remains dynamic and in motion, is now horrifyingly still, 

made that way by her reproductive duties under capitalism. Ann E. Hostetler notes this 

increasing downshift in characterization, which she ties to Helga’s inability to articulate her own 

wants:  

Helga's illusion in the beginning of the novel is that she can create herself through a  

careful arrangement and selection of artifacts: clothes, furnishings, the books with  

which she surrounds herself. But as the novel progresses, it becomes clear that her  

aesthetic sense is passive: perceiving herself as an object of desire, Helga cannot  

express her own desires.234 

 

Although Hostetler is correct in her assertion that Helga does indeed craft her identity through 

material objects (much like Eva does with the experience of travel and Ginny does via her role as 

daughter to her abusive father), particularly those that are beautiful or provocative, she fails to 

note any possibly empowerment Helga may receive from the ability to make such choices 

regarding them. It is important to point out that throughout the novel Helga takes steps to make 

decisions she feels will benefit her and provide comfort. However, Larsen, and the other writers I 

have discussed, are careful to not allow for shallow circumstances to dominate the text. As in 

non-literary life for many women, Helga’s universe is marred by discontent, sadness, and 

disappointment, making it realistic. Ginny’s experience of being the victim of incest on a 

Midwestern farm and Eva’s identity crisis with motherhood are tragic and believable because 

they happened to so many women. Where some (male authors) might call such storylines 

clichéd, I would say they are simply true and common, and are happening every day to countless 

women who are suffering from larger scaled gendered traumas. Nina Baym’s now famous 

assertion about the creation of American literature and women’s troubled role as writer/subject in 
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its cultural mythology demonstrates literature’s uncanny ability to ignore these traumas as 

important stories, favoring what she names “melodramas of beset manhood.” She frankly writes, 

“There you see what has happened to the women writer. She has entered literary history as 

enemy...The certainty here that stories about women could not contain the essence of American 

culture means that the matter of American culture is inherently male.”235 Boldly working against 

the type of narrative Baym classifies as favored by the literary establishment, Larsen militantly 

rejects any inclination towards an overly positive tale that subscribes to the mythology of the 

American dream or its expectations for the maternal body of happy reproduction. Such skill 

culminates in her ability to give the reader the most powerful image and statement of the novel: 

an image of a female body broken by maternal obligations and of the institution that allows for 

this to occur: heterosexual marriage working in conjunction with capitalism. Birth and death are 

not just two sides of the same violent coin, they are co- conspirators in the tearing down of 

female bodily autonomy and identity, which we have seen in all three texts.   

Foucault also makes much of this birth-death connection in his discussions of biopolitics, 

writing, “This biopolitics is not concerned with fertility alone, it also deals with the problem of 

morbidity, but not simply as had previously been the case…Death was now something 

permanent, something that slips into life, perpetually gnaws at it, diminishes it, and weakens 

it.236 Here we are able to see death as an ongoing condition that exists alongside life, with the 

sovereign (not the involved individual herself) determining when the balance between the two 

will be disrupted. Like a woman who suffers from a miscarriage and is told she must identify as 

a mother in order to access societal acceptance for her intimate trauma, or a woman who 
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236 Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, 243-244.  
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discovers she may not love her child (or love him according to her own terms), the mechanics of 

birth, death, and their politics as they flow through the female body are not decided by that body 

herself. They are determined by the state that governs the environment that body lives in. The 

personal details of women’s bodies and their affects, while simultaneously devalued by 

capitalism due to its dependence on wage work, are of tremendous importance to the state in 

order for it to conduct surveillance on its citizens and their lives by asserting women’s value 

since they raise the next generation of workers. Although both Foucault and Agamben are vital 

to any talk of biopolitics or biopower, we must turn our primary attention to Agamben’s addition 

of personal connections since most of the conflicts surrounding the maternal body within 

Larsen’s text (and Smiley’s, where we also see the presence of a strong patriarchal figure in 

Larry Cook, even though that is not the focus of my analysis) are directly related to the power 

exercised over Helga by her husband. Larsen writes of Helga’s disgust with her own marriage 

despite the popular beliefs expressed by Christianity (her religion):  

The thought of her husband roused in her a deep and contemptuous hatred. At his  

very approach she had forcibly to subdue a furious inclination to scream out in  

protest. Shame too, swept over her at every thought of her marriage. Marriage, This  

sacred thing which parsons and other Christian folk ranted about? So sanctimoniously, 

how immoral---according to their own stands---it could be!237 

  

Here we observe the author’s attention to the suffocating affect of natality. As Helga seamlessly 

delves deeper into illness and longs for death, Foucault’s description of death as “something that 

slips into life” is hauntingly accurate. Both personal and institutional powers have allowed 

Helga’s body to become weak and merely an incubator for children who she does not want in 

order to fulfill a role she does not want (mother). Mental and physical suffering have become the 

normalized conditions with which she must “live.” Agamben describes the homo sacer in his 
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Prologue, “The life of homo sacer (sacred man), who may be killed and yet not sacrificed, and 

whose essential function in modern politics we intend to assert.”238 Larsen’s Helga comes to 

represent a type of homo sacer, that is, if she dies, she will not be seen as a martyr for maternal 

struggles and her husband would not be seen as a murderer despite his hand in her destruction 

and death, just as Eva would not be a martyr for suffering mothers if she were to kill herself. She 

would be the mother of a murderer, a homo sacer representing seemingly bad parenting. This 

tension between the will to live, desire to die, and the ultimate struggle to be in control of both 

conditions, defines Foucault’s discussion of shifting ideas of the sovereign’s rights over bodies. 

He writes, “The right of sovereignty was the right to take life or let live. And then this new right 

is established: the right to make live and to let die.”239 Helga’s stream of consciousness at the 

novel’s conclusion speaks to these shifts and begs the question: what were the limits of her 

freedom to begin with, both as a woman and as an African American? In some of her final 

thoughts we are given her mixed feelings about leaving her children as well as her thoughts on 

the current state of her life: 

She wanted not to leave then---if that were possible….But to leave them would be a  

tearing agony, a rending of deepest fibers. She felt that through all the rest of her  

lifetime she would be hearing their cry of ‘Mummy, Mummy, Mummy, Mummy,’  

through sleepless nights. No she couldn’t desert them. How then, was she to escape  

from the oppression, the degradation that her life had become? It was so difficult.240 

 

Helga remains stagnant in the liminal space between choice and oppression. She can force 

herself to live in isolated conditions that corporally and psychically injure her for the sake of her 

children or she can die and leave them to be solely cared for by their father.  

Her body, ravaged by illness and tragedy is laid bare, an example of the ongoing, 
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accepted, and almost anticipated traumas inflicted by heterosexuality that affect women in 

literature, physically and mentally. Larsen describes Helga’s intimacy with death, yet her 

inability to control any aspect of her life, “There was that day on which they told her that the last 

sickly infant, born of such futile torture and lingering torment, had died after a short week of 

slight living. Just closed his eyes and died. No vitality. On hearing it too Helga had just closed 

her eyes. Not to die.”241 The infant, thus, becomes a metaphor for Helga’s own slow death at the 

hands of both her husband and children. While this infant is not strong enough to live on its own, 

Helga remains alive, reluctantly. The reader, who has been intimately following Helga and her 

journey, now mourns the possibility of her physical death and accepts the tragedy of psychic 

death, bringing herself closer in alliance with both Larsen and Helga. Helga’s splayed out 

maternal body is not a spectacle or self-indulgent display, marking a woman who clearly wants 

too much out of life when she should know her limitations. It is the sign of yet another female 

casualty in the literary canon. It is a metaphorical drowning and suffocation within the choppy 

waters of modernism in which only men seem to have life jackets. As African American poet 

Audre Lorde brilliantly notes in her poem, “A Litany For Survival,” “For those of us/ who were 

imprinted with fear / like a faint line in the center of our foreheads/ learning to be afraid with our 

mother's milk/ for by this weapon /this illusion of some safety to be found/ the heavy-footed 

hoped to silence us /For all of us/ this instant and this triumph /We were never meant to survive.” 

Given what is happening at the end of Quicksand, we are led to a similar question. Is Helga 

meant to survive the story? Or is that Larsen’s strongest move, Helga’s graphic fate as “walking 

dead”, showing the unspoken and forced horrors of maternity?  

 In these final moments of the novel that deal directly with the death of a physical body 
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we begin to wonder about the right to access one’s own body. Helga does indeed have a nurse, 

but the nurse remains fundamentally on the side of reproduction, rendering Helga alone. She 

lacks the skills to heal herself beyond sleep, which she attempts to control to the best of her 

ability. Agamben echoes such sentiments, explaining that the possibility for bare life exists in 

each individual:  

Every society sets this limit; every society – even the most modern –decides who  

its “sacred men” will be. It is even possible that this limit, on which the  

politicization and the exception of life in the juridical order of the state depends, has  

done nothing but extend itself in the history of the West and has now – in the new  

biopolitical horizon of states with national sovereignty moved inside every human  

life and every citizen….It now dwells in the biological body of every living being.242 

 

 According to Agamben, Helga’s bare life and body are not necessarily dependent on her status 

as an African American women, which only makes the novel’s final lines more devastating. The 

possibility for such tragedy is present in the biology of everyone, albeit the risk is higher in some 

than in others, but it is not a simple issue of sexism or racism (even though these are not simple 

at all). As both Foucault and Agamben have pointed out, this type of situation is institutional and 

extends into and beyond the family, as is the case with Helga. She is a victim to a society that 

does not value the maternal body as a means of production even though without childbirth and 

reproduction the human race of laborers would die out. Helga has no political significance within 

the context of her family and, in some ways, within the novel. If she were to die, her death would 

not be regarded as surprising or extraordinary. This only makes Larsen’s final words on her 

protagonist more heartbreaking, “And hardly had she left her bed and become able to walk again 

without pain, hardly had the children returned from the homes of the neighbors, when she began 

to have her fifth child.”243 Helga’s life has become an endless cycle of illness and existence, not 

                                                
242 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer, 81. 
243 Nella Larsen, Quicksand, 106. 
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a testament to vitality, but a physical manifestation of inner trauma. When viewed through a lens 

that concentrates on biopolitics, bare life, and forced reproduction, Larsen’s text tells us 

simultaneously everything and nothing about gender and race. Everything, in the respect that we 

are personally invested in Helga by the novel’s ending and have in many ways come to view her 

as a companion and friend. Nothing, when one considers that to thousands of women around the 

world, this story is business as usual, a reminder of the omnipresent (male) authority that creates 

a hierarchy of lives and their values.  

 In this chapter I have brought together three distinct novels, as well as a memoir, to serve 

as examples for an argument about the ways female authors use language and storytelling to 

resist, critique, and bring to light certain traumas of the reproductive maternal body under a 

capitalist system. As demonstrated in these texts, women whose affects and behaviors deviate 

from the norm are either silenced into trauma, as is Ginny, ostracized like Eva, or paralyzed in 

the manner of Helga. In all instances, their minds and bodies are punished by the system they 

have fought consistently.  I have not outlined a specific reading methodology, instead I argue 

that the stories themselves stand as their own reading method because their authors have lived as 

female bodied people and used that reading skill to make seen the unseen or accepted traumas 

women endure on a daily basis shine through their works. This allows others to read more openly 

about new affects or traumas.  Being a writer and reader of these stories in the age of 

reproductive surveillance and affective monitoring is a feminist act. It is a refusal to participate 

in the cultivation of the traditional male literary canon. Instead it is the articulation of alternative 

literary futures that may not imagine a better or gentler world, but that reflects women’s genuine 

fears, lives, and affects in a multi-dimensional way. Perhaps this is the marker of revolution; not 

rewriting history or reparatively reading it to scrub away the pain, but quietly bringing these 
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traumatic and real stories out from the darkness and laying them out  for spectators to say: “This 

is the state. And this is what the state has done to the female body in pursuit of power and 

capital. You cannot look away any longer.” 
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AFTERWORD: 2/14/2018 

 

On February 14, 2018, Valentine’s Day, a former student of Marjory Stoneman Douglas 

High School in Parkland, Florida took an Uber ride to the school and killed seventeen people in 

what is now being called one of the most deadly school shootings in history. After he did this, he 

went to two fast food restaurants to get snacks before calmly surrendering to police. As I write 

this, he remains in custody awaiting official trial for seventeen counts of premeditated murder. 

To put the number of seventeen in perspective as it relates to the phenomena of school shootings, 

seventeen people is two more casualties than the number killed at the infamous tragedy at 

Columbine High School, but fifteen less than at Virginia Tech, which currently has the highest 

number of fatalities for a school related shooting. Seventeen is fairly close to the number of 

elementary school students (twenty six) killed in Sandy Hook, Connecticut. On Valentine’s Day 

2018 I was editing this dissertation, which is about trauma, including the trauma of school 

shootings, and someone decided to commit another school shooting. I am at a loss for words 

because I am devastated, but here are some.  

Death has become a material reality of the postmodern institutional landscape, leaving us 

traumatized and numb to the chaotic news that swirls around us on a daily basis. School 

shootings, which were unheard of in the past, are a common occurrence in the years after 

Columbine and a reminder of many conditions that plague a world driven by capitalism and 

biopolitics. Places that formerly represented safety, free thinking, and intellectual advancement, 

like the school or university, are now infiltrated by paramilitary influences and a fervent desire 

for governmental surveillance under the guise of public safety. Even in arenas where guns do not 

traditionally show themselves, there is a push to allow for guns to caress the body intimately, 

hidden from public, outside the view of the eye in a paranoid reading of the world, just in case 
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someone should open fire. In a school. In a supermarket. On a playground full of joyful children 

who know nothing of Columbine and Dylan Klebold’s infinite sadness in the months before he 

died. The armed body becomes the authority on truth, on desire, and on pain. This armed body 

should not get the final say on any time. Following this line of discourse is perverse and it 

distorts our understanding of culture. It fetishizes violence and paranoid vigilance and, it does 

not allow for the opening of positive affect. This dissertation has advocated reparative reading 

for this very purpose: such a reading allows to let love into a space of hate. Additionally, it 

allows for the silence to be broken in times where silence has been the rule. Reading and writing 

are important because they allow us to share affects through language rather than to drown them 

in silence or repress them, even if they are horrific. Those who break the silence are the ones 

who are left behind. Those who loved so deeply they blocked bullets in front of students. Those 

who wrote memoirs about their children who killed other children. Those who had the courage to 

feel pain or joy we as a culture have deemed too inappropriate, bad, too intense, erotic, or 

pathologized. In the days following the shooting, I was standing in my office with my student 

assistant discussing the tragedy in Florida. She explained to me how she was gradually feeling 

less and less safe at our large state school in New York, despite the laws that prevented people 

from bringing guns onto campus. I tried to give her some words of calm about our own 

university policies, which seemed to help. However, her final question, which continues to haunt 

me, was, “What about the family of the shooter?” Some of the material I worked through for this 

dissertation can lead me to speculate what could happen, but we will never know. Only time will 

tell.  

Reading and writing are open therapeutic practices that contrast with the standards of 

psychiatry and a biopolitical regime that favor standardization. Reading through different affects 
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unfolds the kaleidoscope of emotions we has humans possess that allow us to be compassionate, 

loving, and most of all, open to communication with those who are different. Not only does 

reading give us the chance to identify with others who may writing about similar experiences or 

shared emotions, but it causes our affective range to be wider and more explosive. This 

explosion maps itself onto reading traumatic cultural moments with more astute rigor in times of 

uncertainty. We have seen this clearly from the teen survivors from Marjory Stoneman Douglas 

who are demanding gun control reform and accountability from politicians who take money from 

gun lobbying groups. These young activists represent the changing tide of affective activism and 

reading.  

 Throughout this dissertation I have argued that reading, writing, and emotions are 

intimately connected to the body and its various experiences of culturally sanctioned gendered 

trauma. As illustrated by the violent events of Valentine’s Day 2018, maintaining this therapeutic 

connection and refusing to become numb in the face of horror will only become more necessary 

as death increasingly and alarmingly inserts itself into the mechanics of daily life. As I stated in 

the introduction, reading is a way to speak and find action in a practice  that was thought to be 

passively at least removed from politics; it is a way to source fire from within and bloom from 

seeds that were buried so deep no one knew there were there. Now is the time to shout and find 

revolution. The world is waiting and there are stacks of books. Go read.  
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