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Abstract

This thesis examines a growing cohort of transsapphic writers using extreme horror fiction to
represent experiences with bodily dysphoria and transphobia while defending the subgenre’s legitimacy as
a subject. The relationship between transgender women and the horror genre is historically fraught; while
offering this marginalized population a site for self-expression, horror fiction has simultaneously
participated in the monsterization of transgender bodies in pop culture. Paradoxically, the abject imagery
weaponized against transgender subjects provides a useful tool set for queer transgender women to
articulate their personal experiences with gender expression during moments of crisis. Transsapphic writers
mobilize extreme horror to interrogate the ideal of being physically indistinguishable from cisgender
women, also known as passing, imposed upon their communities. Descended from the transgressive
tradition of 1980s splatterpunk, contemporary extreme horror’s inherent challenge to arbitrary definitions
of normality through its unabashed depiction of body horror provides transsapphic authors a framework to
engage in literary protest their ostracization, uplift their unique perspective, and invite new modes of
allyship through reader engagement. By analyzing the fiction of the queer transfeminine authors May Lietz,
Eve Harms, Allison Rumfitt, and Gretchen Felker-Martin, this project fills gaps in horror media studies
regarding both transgender literature and extreme horror respectively.
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Content Advisory

This thesis contains discussion of sensitive material some readers may find emotionally

distressing, including:

Transphobia/Transphobic Language
Homophobic Language

Substance Abuse

Domestic Abuse

Surgical Procedures

Discussion about AIDS/HIV

Hate Crimes

Fascism and Genocide

Sexual Assault

Childhood Sexual Assault

Unwanted Pregnancies
Suicide/Suicidal Ideation
Murder/Attempted Murder
Guns/Death by Firearm

Excrement, Blood, Vomit, and Other Bodily Fluids
Depictions of Torture and Kidnapping
e  Cannibalism

e  Parasitism

e Necrophilia

Individual discretion is recommended.

v



Table of Contents

DAICALION ...ttt sttt ettt e b e at e et et beees ii
ACKNOWIEAZIMENLS .........coooiiiiiiiiiiieiieiece ettt et eete e e e s e e staessseesseesseessaesssessseensaessaens il
L 001) 11753 (L. N A 11 o USSR iv
INErOAUCTION. ..ccceeeiiiiii et er e e e et s e et e e eeeene s eeeens 1
Understanding Extreme HOITOr ..............oooiiiiiiiiiiiiiieete et 1
A Very Cursory Glance at The Cross-Dressing Serial Killer Trope.............ccoccocenninnene 7
The Cisheteropatriarchal Ideal of Passing .................ccccoooiiiiiiiiiiiin e 10
The Revolutionary Work of Transsapphic Extreme Horror Fiction.................................. 15
CRAPLEE OME ....oooniiiiiiiiiiiiii ettt e e et s e et s e e tanae s e eranneeees 19
I Saw the TV Glow and Transsapphic Becoming in the Horror Genre.................c............ 19
Introducing May Leitz’s FIuids (2022)..........cccooiieiiiiiiiiieieeeeeiee ettt 21
Stuck in the DOITROUSE ............oooiiiiiiiii ettt 27
The Unwilling Voodoo Doll..................coooiiiniiiiice ettt 29
Meeting the DolIMAKEeL .............coooiiiiiiiiiiii ettt 34
Becoming WoOmAN ..........coooiiiiiiiiii ettt ettt st et 38
COMCIUSION ...ttt sttt et b e sbe e sbt e st e eateenbeenbeenbeeeas 44
01 (T2 1] ) G | PP PP 47
The Initial OPeration..............ccooiiiiiiiiiiiiiec ettt et 47
The Second OPeration ............cccooiiiiiiiiiiiiii ettt st e sre e eas 54
The FInal OPeration ................cccooiiiiiiiiiiiiee et e et e e ee e s be e staeesnseeessaeesnseeas 57
COMCIUSION ...ttt et et e e bt e st e et te e st esabaeenateesabeeesaseenn 62
Chapter TRIee ........ccooooiiiiiiiiiiiiii e e 65
Establishing the Gender Variant Apocalypse of Manhunt.......................ccooeeevvvevcrveecnnnnnnnn. 65
Before The ENd ..ottt ettt st et 71
Together During the End of the World..................coooiiii e 74
Separated in the Chaos.................oooviiiiiiiiiii e e eereesnree s 80
Entering the Post-APOCALYPSE..........ccoooviiiiiiiiiiecieeee ettt 88
Chapter FOUN ........ooooiiiiiiiiiiiiii et et 95
Allison Rumfitt and the Cultural Infestation of Shame ...................c..cocoiinn. 95



FranKie. ... 99

SAMANtRA ... ettt n 106
Tories and TERFS ........cccooiiiiii ettt ettt ettt ettt eeeas 111
The SPEAKEYS .....coeeiiieiieeeee et ettt et e et e s te e st e e s bt e ebeeennteeenaeennes 117
COMCIUSION ..ottt st sttt et e be e saaesaee e es 122
001 110 1) L 1) | PP PR PPRPPR 125
Reexamining the Cross-Dressing Killer Trope ...........c.ccooccoiiiiiiiiiiniineceeeeeee 125
Transitioning Into TOMOITOW.............cccooiiiiiiiiiiiiece et eee e 128
Concluding Thoughts...........cccooiiiiii ettt e 131

vi



Introduction

Understanding Extreme Horror
Like its content, extreme horror is one of the messiest categorizations in horror media studies.

What little scholarship exists acknowledges the subgenre’s resistance to tidy terminology. Aalya Ahmad
situates this refusal to be neatly defined within the genealogy of horror fiction, notably through David J.
Schow’s “splatterpunk.” Coined at the World Fantasy Convention in 1986, splatterpunk eschewed
established cultural norms through a weaponization of body horror to create confrontational literature
pushing the limits of gore and sex represented on the page. Countercultural by nature, splatterpunk and
extreme horror have been historically criticized as low substance art. Robert Bloch, author of the great
suspense-thriller novel Psycho, infamously expressed his contempt for splatterpunk, claiming that “there
[was] a distinction to be made between that which inspires terror and that which inspires nausea.”>
Similarly, extreme horror has been ridiculed as literary torture porn. The mainstream derision to both
subgenres is essential to understanding how they operate in conversation with ingrained ideological beliefs
surrounding taste in popular culture.

Audience subversion underlies many splatterpunk and extreme horror texts, a factor made
apparent when considered alongside the historical context of their respective literary movements.
Splatterpunk rose alongside the devastation of marginalized communities born from the militarization of
inner cities and the deadly unresponsiveness to the AIDS crisis by the Reagan administration. Prominent
splatterpunk literature reflected a desire to speak what Ken Tucker describes as “a profound uneasiness into

the world” reminiscent of this political undercurrent.> Gaining online prevalence during the first Donald

! Ahmad, Aalya. “Transgressive Horror and Politics: The Splatterpunks and Extreme Horror.” The
Palgrave Handbook to Horror Literature, edited by Kevin Corstorphine, and Laura R. Kremmel, Springer
International Publishing AG, 2018, pp. 534-552.

2 This quotation was originally accredited to Bloch in: Ross, Jean W. “Bloch, Robert (Albert).”
Contemporary Authors: New Revision Series, vol. 5, Gale Research, 1989.

3Tucker, Ken. “The Splatterpunk Trend, And Welcome to It.” The New York Times, 24 Mar. 1991,
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/03/24/books/the-splatterpunk-trend-and-welcome-to-it.html
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Trump presidency, extreme horror continues splatterpunk’s project of fusing transgression with the taboo to
expose dominant social norms as constructs.

Upon closer inspection, extreme horror reveals an authorial tendency towards discussions of
bodily autonomy staged through a radical reimagining of generic conventions. Body horror and bad death
become the primary vehicles through which both subgenres approach this discourse. Writing under the
pseudonym Poppy Z. Brite, the author William Joseph Martin provides a prominent demonstration of
splatterpunk’s overt body horror in action with his 1996 novel, Exquisite Corpse.? The narrative begins
with lengthy descriptions of serial killer Andrew Compton’s crimes against young men and boys, relayed
intimately in the first person: “I would use a saw to cut him in half at the waist, to separate the arms from
the torso, to bisect the legs at the knee. I would wrestle the segments into bulging bags of wet garbage,
where their odd angles and powerful stench might be disguised, and leave them out for collection” (2). The
visceral detail of Compton’s systematic corpse disposal renders “the body as a site of horror in its own
right” (Reyes 35).

Through Compton’s erasure of young men on a physical and historical level, William Joseph
Martin establishes the novel’s thematic core — the irreparable damage inflicted on queer communities by
federal indifference.’ Martin succeeds at instilling a deeper political message surrounding the validity of
queer lives under Reagan’s administration through unabashed descriptions of “putrescent fluids” and
“shapeless masses of blackened flesh” (Brite 239). While characters introduced later such as Jay Byrne, a
wealthy white man, and Tran, an impoverished Vietnamese teenager, occupy vastly different social
positions, Martin collapses these boundaries in their shared, untimely deaths. In the eyes of governmental

institutions, Jay’s complicity in Andrew Compton’s crimes and Tran’s innocence as their mutual victim

4 What qualifies as body horror is not dependent on scenes depicting physical mutilation. As Kelly Hurley
notes in Body Gothic, terror oriented around the body “seeks to inspire revulsion — and in its own way
pleasure — through representations of quasi-figures whose effect/affect is produced by their abjection, their
ambiguation, their impossible embodiment of multiple, incompatible forms” (13).

3 Martin underscores this dehumanization through the novel’s closing image of Tran and Jay’s
decomposing bodies becoming one mass: “Tran fell out of his binding straps and melted slowly into Jay’s
ribcage. A large, viscous, faintly iridescent stain ate up the concrete floor around them. Their eyes were
black caverns. They gave birth to worms, generation after generation, until their bodies were covered as if
in a living blanket. Soon they were picked clean, their bones an ivory sculpture-puzzle shining in the dark,
waiting to tell their mute love story" (240).



become irrelevant; being queer men, both are understood in the United States as “not-quite-human
subjects” beyond the reach of systemic protections (Hurley 3). Only Luke, as the sole surviving witness,
can preserve Tran and Jay’s memory, yet Martin undercuts the hopefulness of his storytelling. The “rotting
blood under each fingernail” of Luke’s hands reminds the reader of the AIDS pandemic looming in the
background of the novel, suggesting that his hypothetical testimony remains constrained by the governing
systems that have abandoned him to suffer a slow and painful death (Brite 240).

The boundary-crossing of splatterpunk and extreme horror is often accompanied by “a mode of
textuality that is dictated by trends within both the horror genre and cinematic realism.”® Conceptualized by
Phillip Brophy, horrality anticipates audience familiarization with horror conventions, using this self-
awareness to engage in direct conversation with the reader/viewer. Like splatterpunk, horrality is a
portmanteau encompassing a variety of elements characteristic of its function, namely “horror, textuality,
morality, and hilarity.”” The political discourse established between the dominant culture, transgressive
horror, and readers navigating the former spheres is most obvious in the subversive glee born from the
often self-referential, over-the-top gore of 1980s splatterpunk. Earning the moniker “splatstick,” outrageous
physical humor in splatterpunk texts plays with its key components of body horror and bad death through
this concept of horrality in more lighthearted means without sacrificing its countercultural core.?

As noted by Aalya Ahmad in her essay “Transgressive Horror and Politics: The Splatterpunks and
Extreme Horror,” it would be inaccurate to claim these subgenres always utilize humor to enhance the
thematic dialogue underlying their horror. For instance, May Lietz’s extreme horror novel Fluids
exchanges the playfulness inherent to “such social confrontations for a more nihilistic outlook” (Ahmad
544). The narrative follows Lauren and Dahlia, two queer women who meet through an online dating

platform, as their relationship devolves into a destructive obsession. Still reeling from the loss of her father

¢ Brophy, Phillip. Horrality: The Textuality of the Contemporary Horror Film, 2004,
https://www.philipbrophy.com/projects/chapters/horrality/chapter.html

7 See previous footnote.

8The American filmmaker Sam Raimi, renowned for his films The Evil Dead (1981), Drag Me to Hell
(2009), and his most recent horror endeavor, Send Help (2026), is widely accredited as the originator of the
term “splatstick.”
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during the COVID-19 pandemic, Lauren has fully isolated herself from the outside world. Besides the
flimsy sexual connections she can make through the internet, her identity is composed of a self-hatred she
externalizes through her fascination with online shock content: “I learn that there are ISIS beheading videos
in 4K that you can stream online. I learn that a brick fell off a truck on the highway and decapitated a
woman while her family was shooting a home movie” (Leitz 29). In sharp contrast is Dahlia, a queer
transgender woman raised in a deeply conservative environment who uses dating applications because of
the limited romantic opportunities provided in her local community. It is in their collision, facilitated
through Lauren’s violent impulsivity and Dahlia’s desperation to escape her suffocating home life, that
May Lietz can weaponize the dual taboos of sadomasochistic sexuality and body horror to engage with
transgender self-acceptance and gender performativity in the dominant culture.

These themes manifest most clearly in Leitz’s depiction of rape throughout the text. At the
midpoint of the novel, Lauren and Dahlia seduce a man, cheekily labeled as Mr. Right, with the intention of
robbing him. Lauren gravely misinterprets their ability to overpower the man in a physical altercation.
Despite her initial hesitance to approach Mr. Right, Dahlia becomes the primary victim of his sexual
violence. When Lauren wakes from being knocked unconscious, she describes the assault in terms that
dehumanize both Mr. Right and Dahlia simultaneously, stating, “It’s hard to make sense of what I see. I see
a pile of skin on the cold ground, and on top of that pale skin is a violently red creature furiously pumping
its body into the flesh” (Leitz 95). Lauren’s perspective on the rape informs the reader of what has already
been expected from previous chapters: to Lauren, Dahlia is not only less than a woman, but she is also
outside the bounds of human categorization entirely. While suffering one of the greatest traumas that can be
inflicted against another human body, Dahlia is reduced to little more than dead meat unrecognizable as
human, unless she is viewed as Lauren’s living possession.

In Lauren’s eyes, as well as the power structures ingrained in the United States represented by the
violent masculinity of Mr. Right, Dahlia is skin to be claimed by a superior authority. Similarly, Lauren
reduces Mr. Right to a nameless emblem of the social codes she despises, then invokes the biblical Beast
when he replicates the harm she has come to anticipate from privileged white men, further stripping him of
his connection to the human species. While natural that the reader should sympathize with this view of Mr.

Right as a monstrous figure given his weaponization of rape, the shared status as less-than-human allotted



to both oppressed and oppressor is crucial to understanding Lauren’s justification of her gory retributions.
To Lauren, the division between the “flesh bundle” that is Dahlia and the “bloody mess” of Mr. Right is
only valuable regarding its ability to position herself as a victim or a hero (Leitz 84, 87). To envision Mr.
Right as the Devil himself after raping Dahlia allows Lauren to distance herself from her complicity in the
harm brought against the queer transgender woman’s body throughout the narrative while justifying the
brutality she inflicts on him in return. Grabbing the hands that defiled Dahlia’s body, a body Lauren views
as her property to destroy, she makes her move:

I pull as hard as I can, and the Devil screams as its hand splits in two down the middle. The flesh

parts like torn paper. As I pull it more gently, it spreads like a pair of legs. I pull as hard as I can

until I feel meat tear away at the wrist. Before loosening my grip, I throw my remaining energy

into the pull, and in a snap, the arm splits flesh from the bone (Leitz 85).

Through unrelenting descriptions of body horror and bad death, Leitz negotiates a range of
boundaries and limits inherent to the construction of the gendered hierarchy in the United
States. Uninterested with categorizations of female and male, even when said labels uplift the mental
health of her doubly marginalized partner as a transgender lesbian, “human insides become a source of
fascination” for Lauren’s universalizing tendencies (Reyes 66). Her decisions are guided by a desire to
delegitimize the pervasive hatred she believes everyone holds for her. Lauren relies upon the production of
what Elaine Scarry describes as “pain within the body of the prisoner,” no matter the hierarchical position
of the subject according to social norms, to make visible “what is usually private and incommunicable,
contained within the boundaries of the sufferer’s body” (27). In Lauren’s horrific actions, and by extension,
Dahlia’s intensified struggle to navigate the social barriers limiting her identity expression because of those
actions, Leitz highlights the inequities faced by sapphic transgender women inside and outside of queer
communities.” The spectacle of gore signifying her novella as an extreme horror piece is recontextualized
through its political undertones to achieve a response beyond shock in the audience.

While an imperfect interrogation of these themes, Leitz’s novel is indicative of “the political

potency of splatterpunk and extreme horror” vastly ignored by academia (Ahmad 548). To limit scholarly

9 As defined by Oxford Languages, the adjective “sapphic” refers to sexual attraction or activity between
women.



engagement with extreme horror under the justification of tastefulness is to cater towards the social
constructs identified as restrictive by these transgressive subgenres. It is to ignore the usefulness
splatterpunk and extreme horror have as frameworks for approaching identities and experiences marked as
taboo. For Leitz, the warping of our most necessary emotional connections for the maintenance of arbitrary
power structures. For Martin before her, the politics of victimhood and marginalized identity in American
society. In sacrificing an entire boundary-crossing literary tradition to the maintenance of normative
hierarchies, one also silences the many ostracized voices that have found in extreme horror a platform for
representing and uplifting their intracommunity crises for wider discussion. The prevalence of a distinct
queer collective rising against cisheteropatriarchal behavioral codes in this subgenre is my focal interest
where I beseech a reexamination of the value splatterpunk and extreme horror hold to greater horror media
scholarship. '

May Leitz externalizes frustrations with social conditions that render feminine-presenting bodies
disposable while forcing their readers to dwell in the visceral realities of the domination creating that
disposability. She is far from alone in this approach to extreme horror. A niche of women writers
weaponizing extreme horror as a method of representing their marginalized experiences has grown since
the late 2010s into the early 2020s. Using the core elements of extreme horror to their advantage, this
collective explores conflicts unique to their discriminated communities and interrogates the social
hierarchies maintaining the prevalence of said conflicts in cultural discourse. I am most interested in the
extreme horror text that weaponizes its grotesque elements to make visible the ideological architecture that
produces and justifies the very violences depicted in its pages. When the pen is wielded by a pointed
authorial hand, the extreme horror author writing from a position of systemic vulnerability can transform
the genre’s most visceral conventions into vehicles for community connection and political critique. In the
writing of May Leitz and her contemporaries, being transgender women, their efforts are tripled —

deconstructing not only biases present in cisheteropatriarchal and queer communities but also the

10 The term “cisheteropatriarchy” refers to the prevailing socio-political system in the United States
wherein cisgender, heterosexual men hold primary authority, thus reinforcing and perpetuating power
through strict gender binaries and heteronormative, cisnormative expectations. In this arrangement, sexism
and transphobia are weaponized together to marginalize women, non-binary people, and LGBTQ+
individuals collectively.



longstanding, maligned representation of their bodies in a horror genre built by both previously mentioned

spheres.

A Very Cursory Glance at The Cross-Dressing Serial Killer Trope

Nowhere is the unanticipated growth of extreme horror in contemporary media more evident than
the success of director Damien Leone’s slasher franchise Terrifier. Raking in approximately $87 million
from the global box office with its third installment, Terrifier is favored by audiences as a “visceral and at
times nauseating experience, an exercise close to the torture porn of the beginning of this millennium.” !!
This comparison is far from unfounded, as the “gruesome quality” of Leone’s modern horror staple is
rooted in “the fact that it does not cut away from but often zooms in on the moment of mutilation” (Reyes
124). The most infamous moment from the initial film, wherein Dawn, one of the two women hunted by
the serial killer Art the Clown, is strung upside down, stripped naked, and sawed in half, is the result of a
painstaking effort to create as realistic an effect as possible on a micro-budget of around $35,000.'

Unsurprisingly, this bloody spectacle is also cited often in criticism of the series.'3 In his editorial
piece for Cinematic Doctrine titled “Terrifier: A Gendered Look at its Kills and How They Assert its
Inherent Misogyny,” Melvin Benson describes another gory scene:

Our last female kill involves a homeless woman who believes a doll is her living child. She comes

across Art who is swaddling the doll, and the woman makes attempts to draw upon Art’s

‘kindness’, under the assumption he may have some, as well as seeking to impart a ‘mother’s

touch’ to him in the hopes he may rescind...Art scalps the woman and skins her breasts off her

' Sourced from a online review originally written in Spanish: Boetti, Ezequiel. “Estreno En Cines: Critica
de ‘Terrifier 3: Payaso Siniestro’, pelicula de Damien Leone,” Otros Cines Club, 30 Oct 2024,
https://www.otroscines.com/nota-20871-critica-de-terrifier-3-payaso-siniestro-pelicula-de-dam

12 As reported by Damien Leone in an interview with Variety: Moreau, Jordan. “’Terrifier 2° Director
Reveals Sequel Plans, a Dismembered Penis Scene That Went Too Far and Using Raw Meat for
Intestines,” Variety, 28 Oct 2022, https://variety.com/2022/film/news/terrifier-2-sequel-ending-deleted-
penis-scene-1235416008/

13 Melvin Benson critiques the hand-saw scene specifically in his investigation of the film’s kills: “There is
not one inch of a woman it cares to preserve, and even the woman sawed in half later looks like nothing but
hanging meat, all thanks to her blood crusting over her body. It wholly and completely rejects the inherent
value of women apart from their bodies. It isn’t asking for consent; it demands a woman open her legs by
forcing them into a hanging position.”
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body. Art then disrobes, puts on the woman’s scalp, and lays the woman’s severed breasts upon

his chest. He then chases after his next victim, silently cooing and floating around as though he

has become a dainty, pristine, serviceable woman. !4
There is no kill like the skinning of the homeless woman in the second and third films. In a series where a
maniacal clown returns from the dead to continue his demonic murder spree after being beheaded by a
teenaged girl wielding a magical sword, it is the image of Art dancing naked while wearing his victim’s
scalp and breasts that stands out to me. While Art the Clown is no stranger to costuming himself for a grisly
punchline —the Santa Claus apparel of the most recent installment an obvious example —Leone’s decision to
depict the death of the homeless woman in this manner calls upon an antiquated tradition in horror cinema
immediately recognizable to the trained eye.

Mouth split open in a toothy grin, Norman Bates, adorned in a dress belonging to his dead mother,
looms with a blade clutched white-knuckle tight in his hand. Buffalo Bill, wearing a colorful robe and
jewelry, poses and twirls while sporting his victim’s curly-haired scalp as a wig. Leatherface becomes the
laughingstock of his franchise in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Next Generation (1995) as he flails
his chainsaw around while sporting a floor-length black gown, a feminine wig, and makeup to match.
Angela Baker stands mouth agape, bathed in blood that trickles downwards towards the exposed penis
between her thighs. The similarities between these prolific scenes and Art the Clown’s feminized
appearance are undeniable. The implication of a blade sawing through flesh, the perfect curls scalped from
the unnamed woman’s skull, and the decorative blood dripping over Art’s torso are all collaged together in
a singular moment. In critiquing violence wrought against feminine-presenting bodies in Terrifier, one

cannot ignore an homage to the cross-dressing serial killer trope.

141t is important to note that Damien Leone has attempted to address negative feedback around the
representation of female bodies in the series in an interview with IndieWire by positioning his protagonist
of the later films, Sienna Shaw, as a “multidimensional, powerful, and empowering final girl,” as well as
introducing lengthier scenes where male characters are subjected to similar forms of genital disfigurement.

Foreman, Alison. “How ‘Terrifier 3’ Is Defending Its Final Girl: ‘Judge My Misogyny on That Character,’
Says Damien Leone,” IndieWire, 9 Oct 2024, https://www.indiewire.com/features/interviews/terrifier-3-
damien-leone-final-girl-misogyny-1235055247/
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Let us expand briefly on the example of Angela Baker.!* Cael M. Keegan states that the 1983
slasher film Sleepaway Camp has garnered an inappropriate reputation as a transphobic project in its
critical deconstruction alongside more overt examples of the cross-dressing killer in the horror genre.
Rather, Peter/Angela, who has been forced into feminine expression by his Aunt Martha to serve as a
replacement for his dead twin sister, becomes representative of “the horror of being forcibly and incorrectly
gendered by others.”'® What is often dismissed as an exercise in meaningless excess or misogyny. Keegan
argues, may, in fact, be a marker for deeper cultural conversations surrounding hot-button topics of a
specific historical moment.!” The slasher film being the cinematographic sister to splatterpunk in its
thematic goals demonstrates its potential for deeper meaning when the intellectual rigor provided to genres
considered higher brow is extended to it, particularly when marginalized lenses are applied to
reinterpretations of so-called ‘bad artifacts.’

Keegan’s call to read Angela Baker as indicative of the harm caused by unaddressed gender
dysphoria, rather than viewing the character as a transphobic emblem, raises questions regarding
contemporary scholarship around the genealogy of resistance already attributed to the horror genre. The
‘bad transgender object’ becomes reinterpreted as a historical artifact demonstrating the transgender
community’s experience being policed by a cisheteronormative public. In positioning transgressive art as
intellectually and politically vacant, horror media studies fail to address the potential for these subgenres to

serve as frameworks mirroring the social experience of marginalized bodies like the transgender subject.

15 In her study of transgender representation and audience identification in Hiltzik’s 1983 film, Sleepaway
Camp, Lucy Miller noted in Angela’s portrayal a pattern of cisgender filmmakers using transgender bodies
to elicit strong reactions from their audiences. The slasher, seeking to slice through comfortability with its
spectacle, often targeted shifting social expectations through the appearance and behaviors of their killer
antagonists specifically to arouse discomfort in the viewer. Carol J. Clover attests to this in Men, Women,
and Chainsaws, where she states that the questioning of traditional gender roles during the 1980s extended
into the period’s horror filmography, presenting the “killer as feminine male and the main character as
masculine female” to further accentuate this othering in a time of “massive gender confusion” (62).

16 Keegan, Cael M. “Overflow, Special Episode: In Praise of the Bad Transgender Object: Sleepaway
Camp,” Flow, 18 July 2020, https://www.flowjournal.org/2020/07/in-praise-of-the-bad-sleepaway/

I7 Instead of viewing the transness underlying the film as the source of horror, Keegan argues for a
reinterpretation of the Sleepaway Camp series that imagines it as a “covertly transmasculine text,” valuable
in its complicated depiction of “the monstrosity of white cisgender womanhood and its need to police the
genders of others” to assert a higher position within the patriarchal hierarchy.
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In this vein, is it possible to complicate Art the Clown’s cross-dressing in the first film as a
reflection of cisheteronormative surveillance? The answer seems obviously in the affirmative given its
similarity to the aforementioned ‘bad transgender subjects.” Where this certainty is complicated is in
Damien Leone’s casting decisions for the project; notably, the victimized female subject of this cross-
dressing is represented on-screen by the Iranian-American actress Pooya Mohseni — a transgender woman
herself. The position of the film in ongoing discourse about the validity of transgender womanhood
becomes less clear when the archaic trope of the cross-dressing serial killer brushes against the near-
stereotypical maternal femininity ascribed to a cisgender female character portrayed by an actress socially
marked outside that categorization. Blatant is the absence of a transgender perspective in this peculiar kill,

an absence that is felt consistently in its predecessors.

The Cisheteropatriarchal Ideal of Passing

It is impossible to discuss the representation of transness in extreme horror without addressing the

multifaceted role “passing” plays in the policing of transgender bodies.'® Passing originates from

18 In her 2007 publication “Evil Deceivers and Make-Believers: On Transphobic Violence and the Poetics
of Illusion,” a critical examination of the trickster stereotype that has long haunted the transgender
community, Talia Mae Bettcher outlined the blame-shifting rhetoric marking the discourse surrounding the
torture and subsequent murder of Gwen Araujo. Having come out to her mother three years prior, Gwen,
who was only seventeen at the time of her death, “experienced persistent harassment at school” and
“consistent discrimination” in her attempts to find employment because of the presumed discordance
between her appearance and her chosen name. When she was beaten and killed “in front of many of the
partygoers,” Bettcher writes, “Araujo was subjected to forced genital exposure” to prove that “he was really
aman” (43). Among the killers was Jose Merel, whose mother would be quoted defending her son’s actions
saying, “If you find out the beautiful woman you’re with is really a man, it would make any man go crazy”
(Bettcher 44).

Nearly two decades later, Nuelisa Luciano Ruiz, a houseless transgender woman was murdered in
Toa Baja, Puerto Rico. Also known as Alexa Negron, Nuelisa had been questioned by authorities in the
area following an accusation of misconduct in a women’s restroom just hours before her death. While the
woman who initially reported Alexa for allegedly crouching underneath the bathroom door with a mirror
would express no interest in pressing charges, posts made to social media regarding the incident would
result in a much grislier outcome at approximately 3:50AM that Monday. After receiving an anonymous
tip, the police would discover Nuelisa’s body riddled with bullet wounds about a mile from the same
McDonald’s the accusation was called in from. Unlike the case of Gwen Araujo, the details surrounding
Alexa Negron’s death by firearm are unfortunately detailed, as a recording of her death would surface
online. Pursued by her eventual assailants in a vehicle, audio leading up to the shooting itself can be made
out, among them clear threats such as: “We are going to shoot you up” and “You bet I am going to go and
shoot him.”

Despite the temporal distance between both crimes, the similarities between them when compared
within the prevailing societal framework is striking. Jack Noonan and Mark Thorman, attorneys to two of
the men accused of killing Gwen Araujo, would later implement primal response defenses when arguing
for the lowering of the first-degree murder charges to manslaughter. Thorman turned the responsibility for
Araujo’s murder upon herself, claiming that a “sexual fraud, a deception, a betrayal” caused a reaction in
the “heat of passion,” stemming from the men’s desire to protect themselves from violation. This would
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eighteenth and nineteenth century racial discourse, as Black Americans with lighter complexions could
assimilate into environments with greater economic and social opportunities easier by presenting as White.
Anderson et al. provide a broader definition of passing in ““Your Picture Looks the Same as My Picture’:
An Examination of Passing in Transgender Communities” as appearing “to belong to one or more social
subgroups other than the one(s) to which one is normally assigned by prevailing legal, medical, and/or
socio-cultural discourses” (45). Inherent to this explanation of passability are the unspoken power
dynamics that shape our recognition of race, gender, and class. In communities where these identities are
policed and enforced, being recognized as part of the normative sphere can be the difference between
acceptance and excommunication. For Talia Bettcher, both visibility and assimilation carry unique
difficulties that can leave a trans person at risk of “having one’s life constructed as fictitious” by the

dominant culture (Bettcher 50)."° Invisibility can generate “the effect of revelation, disclosure, or the

echo the perspective carried by Zach Calef writing for the lowa State Daily, who argued that Araujo “used
lies and deception to trick them into having sex,” and denounced the consideration of a hate-crime
sentencing as “no one killed him because he was a cross-dresser” but rather because “he” was a “rapist.” It
is important to note, as outlined in Bettcher’s account, that two of the men later found guilty of Araujo’s
murder had been aware of her identity and entered sexual relations with her prior to the crime itself.

In the hours leading up to the execution of Alexa Negron, the presumption that her usage of the
women’s restroom came from a place of twisted sexual gratification, coupled with her interview by police
that evening, painted an image for her attackers of a depraved individual to be snuffed out. Following her
death, Maria M. Charbonier, a legislator in opposition of proposed measures to protect the queer
community in Puerto Rico, condemned the crime with the caveat that she believed that transgender people
should “stick to the bathrooms that match their anatomy.” Two men, Jordany Rafael Laboy-Garcia and
Christian Yamaurie Rivera-Otero, would later be arrested in connection to Alexa Negron’s murder and
sentenced to thirty-three months in prison, followed by three years of supervised release after pleading
guilty to conspiracy to commit of a federal hate crime and obstruction of justice. In the case of Gwen
Araujo, the jury failed to reach a verdict until a second trial where a lowered conviction of second-degree
murder was distributed to two of the men involved, while the third “pleaded no-contest to voluntary
manslaughter” (Bettcher 45). None of the individuals involved with the beating, killing, or disposal of
Gwen Araujo would receive a hate-crime enhancement from the jury.

19 The murderous response to the accusations brought against Araujo and Ruiz are salient examples of these
difficulties in action. In Gwen’s case, questioning the legitimacy of her identity by framing her passability
as a deceptive act provided her killer’s justification through weaponized social norms. The opposite
characterizes Ruiz’s death, as her status as a houseless person left her at an economic disadvantage with
regards to healthcare that would permit her improved passability. Spurned by her breakage of
cisheteropatriarchal binaries surrounding gender expression and her alleged acts of sexual deviancy, her
murderers sought to erase what they viewed as a violation of universally understood social structures. If
there is anything to be learned from the untimely deaths of Ruiz and Araujo, it is that the politics of passing
cannot function neutrally because of its direct contribution to the broader sociopolitical structures
permitting anti-trans violence.
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exposure of hidden truth” onto transgender subjects contradictorily “being held responsible” for the harm
inflicted upon their bodies (Bettcher 51).

Passing is an inherently precarious state of being that requires constant vigilance and self-
surveillance. Transgender individuals can experience a paradoxical effect from their passing status where
anxiety worsens into internalized transphobia. In a cisheteropatriarchal culture such as the United States,
the performance of consistent behavioral markers concurrent with the prevailing gender binary affect one’s
access to job security, productive relationships, personal safety, and even qualification for life-saving
hormone therapies and surgeries, so much so that trans communities have historically framed passing as a
goalpost for a successful transition. Upheld as an ideal, “passing as cisgender and living stealth” -- that is,
presenting as one’s chosen gender identity without disclosing their status as a transgender person --
constructs a gate to social privileges “that trans people cannot access when out[ed] as transgender” (Clark
20). 2° While passing has the potential to alleviate lifelong suffering in trans individuals, it is marked by the
major caveat that said mental wellness becomes tethered to cultural norms that may not be desirable or
available to all transgender people.

In her essay “The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttransexual Manifesto”, Sandy Stone, a longtime
proponent against the idealization of passing in transgender communities, argues for a “counter-discourse”
that rejects the systemic suppression of transness by “reappropriating difference and reclaiming the power
of the refigured and reinscribed body” (14). However, to move beyond the imperative of passing is simpler
said than done in a society that privileges familiarity over authenticity. Fundamental systems that
participate in the continued othering of transgender individuals such as law, healthcare, education, and even
entertainment would require complete gutting and reformation to construct new community expectations.
As Susan Stryker observes, the very presence of trans people can function as an epistemological crisis—

one that is met with anger, disgust, or violence.?!

20 Clark, Lee. “The Pressures of Passing Reinforced by Precedent.” CUNY Law Review Forum, vol. 22,
2019.

2L Stryker, Susan. “My Words to Victor Frankenstein Above the Village of Chamounix: Performing
Transgender Rage.” GLQ: A Journal of Gay and Lesbian Studies, vol. 1, no. 3, 1994, pp. 237-254.
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The cultural demand that transgender people either disclose their identities and subject themselves
to violent correction or disappear seamlessly into the binary through a passing performance of
cisheteropatriarchal gender norms reflects not a social desire to protect our most vulnerable as political
rhetoric painting transgender individuals as predatory may suggest, but rather, a hunger for control over the
boundaries of human identity as a whole. As transgender identity becomes more visible in contemporary
media, the emergence of a distinct vocabulary shaped by generations of marginalization and community-
building has revealed itself. At its core, this lexicon is both a practical toolkit developed to navigate the
constraints of a world that has historically denied transgender people the language necessary to include
themselves in the wider community and a form of cultural expression. The forging of new words,
reclamation of outdated terms, and the adaptation of slang have offered a framework for understanding
complex lived experiences in the absence of institutional support.

To even begin discussing extreme horror fiction in relation to transgender women with proper
depth, one must acknowledge the relevance of this languaging to the narratives explored in this thesis.
Crucial to these texts is that their subversion of generic expectations addresses the violent consequences of
the passing imperative. Extreme horror’s embrace of body horror, bad death, and horrality permits these
authors to illustrate for the unknowing reader what it means to live in a body feared and fetishized
simultaneously. In understanding these terms, one uncovers ongoing intracommunity negotiations over who
belongs, who speaks, and who gets to define what it means to be transgender, deepening one’s ability to
understand the intricacies of topics such as passing ideal as explored in the selected extreme horror pieces.

For MTF women in particular, ‘brick,” emerges from this controversial sphere.?? Like countless
words crafted in LGBTQ+ circles, the birthplace of “brick™ is difficult to pinpoint, though it is likely to
have surfaced from the same underground pageantry circuits as a counterpart to terms like ‘egg,’ ‘clocky’

and ‘fish.’?* ‘Egg’ is a slang term within transgender communities used to describe someone whose gender

22Trans men, people who transition from female to male, will sometimes specify their identity through the
acronym FTM. Similarly, trans women, people who transition from male to female, will sometimes use
MTF.

23 As professional documentation of these slang words and their definitions is scant, the explanations used in
this thesis are sourced from transgender filmmaker and activist Andrea James’s website “Transgender
Map.”
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identity is waiting to be ‘hatched.” The imagery of an incubating chick, unaware of its true nature until the
moment it breaks free of its shell, has become a warm-hearted way of describing what is retroactively
understood as ‘egg moments,” memories positive and negative that unconsciously point towards a hidden
transgender self. While an effective storytelling tool inviting solidarity among transgender people, the term
also carries its critical usages, especially when used to explain the pressure some transgender individuals
feel to ‘crack’ before they are ready. Affirmation within trans communities can unintentionally replicate
normative timelines and ideals, leading to new forms of gatekeeping that add to the feeling of displacement
in a cisheteropatriarchal culture they already interact with as an othered figure.

‘To clock’ or ‘to be clocked’ refers to the act of identifying someone or being identified as
transgender. As the slang term, originating from African American Vernacular English, has migrated
outside its BIPOC-specific queer community, it has adopted a more socially fraught position inextricably
tied to the politics of visibility. The term is weaponized most often in situations where the ‘clocked’ subject
is attempting to pass as cisgender, resulting not just in social alienation but heightened exposure to
discrimination. ‘Clocky,’ the informal descriptor for individuals who are perceived as easily ‘clocked,” has
been co-opted as a transphobic tool in queer communities as a means of shaming those who do not or
cannot conform to these cisheteropatriarchal ideals of beauty. By extension, the fear of ‘being clocked’
reveals the potential danger when visible trans identity is brought under public scrutiny, as the moment of
being clocked is both revelatory and threatening, exposing the performativity of gender and the violent
consequences of that exposure. While the language may have found its beginnings as a neutral descriptor,
its modern evolution has become shorthand for the tensions underlying the passing ideal.

‘Fish’ is a slang term that has circulated in drag and trans communities for decades. The term is
likely a product of subcultural vernacular from the predominately Black sphere of ballroom culture in the
mid-to-late 20th century, used to describe a queen who appeared so convincingly feminine that she was
indecipherable from a cisgender woman. Over time, some transgender women have adopted the term as a
coded compliment in reference to one’s gender performance, often connoting beauty, authenticity, and
desirability. However, the term’s etymology has called into question its reclamation as a badge of pride, as
the humorous undertone of the word’s reference to the scent of dirty female genitalia has led to critiques for

its misogynistic implications.
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Mirroring broader structural norms by punishing deviations from cisheteropatriarchal standards of
femininity, to be called a “brick” as a transfeminine person is to say that one’s gender is illegible,
unattractive, and potentially unsafe in the public gaze. It is a pejorative interwoven with idealized
community aesthetics regarding the softness and elegance unconsciously associated with cisgender
femininity. To refer to a transgender woman as a brick is to call upon the image of a boxy, blunt, difficult
to sculpt block, implying that her features are too masculine to be altered with makeup, hormones, or
surgeries.

The slur expands beyond its categorical role as a marker of performative failure into a queer
adoption of the same policing of trans bodies by the public. Transgender women, existing in a
cisheteropatriarchal world that demands embodied hyper-femininity “because [they] are viewed as male-
bodied people who are trying to be female,” find themselves snared between two assaultive lines: the
transgender woman who does not pass is ridiculed and the transgender woman who passes too successfully
is perceived as a mockery of femininity (Serano 175). And yet, there is a movement of younger
transfeminine individuals arguing for a reconsideration of words such as “brick” for their influence in

highlighting how passing reinforces the very structures queer liberation seeks to dismantle.

The Revolutionary Work of Transsapphic Extreme Horror Fiction
As with many marginalized communities, artistic expression, particularly through the written

word, has provided transsapphic women space to deconstruct the sociopolitical norms affecting them.?*
Extreme horror literature provides transsapphic voices the opportunity for sustained engagement with
topics of trauma and identity that cannot be as easily accommodated through other mediums. Its
disconnection from the structural limitations that have prohibited the prevalence of transgender voices in
academic spheres makes the subgenre an apt playground for these writers. This specific mode of literary
engagement holds a strong political undertone, as the aesthetic investment of these authors in articulating
experiences pushed to the far reaches of cisheteropatriarchal social accessibility becomes a form of
counter-representation through which transsapphic bodies can be rendered not as failed approximations of

cisheteronormativity but as whole, valid beings. With its embrace of the grotesque, the violent, and the

24 Transsapphic is a term employed throughout this thesis to describe transgender women, transfeminine
individuals, or non-binary people who experience attraction to women or other non-men.
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liminal, horror in extremity emerges as a generative terrain for this gender-based subversion as the bodies
of their characters become sites of physical metamorphosis and long-repressed communal rage. Its common
characteristics of body horror, bad death, and horrality provide an affective intensity well-suited for
representing the transgender body under social siege.

Our modern world is one where trans lives are often reduced to hashtags or soundbites, flattened
into corporate diversity metrics, or attacked by fear-based cultural narratives. Literature, especially fiction
situated within horror’s radical traditions, offers these individuals, including those at complicated
intersections of marginalized identity like transsapphic women, a space to mourn, to rage, and to live on
their own terms. Both a mirror and a weapon rendering visible the harm transphobia and the passing ideal
reaps while forging new possibilities for queer becoming, the published work of these authors in the
extreme horror genre snatches the “brick” back into their own hands, demolishing the social acceptability
pushed upon them for a truer version of themselves.

My critical interest in the transsapphic perspective in the extreme horror subgenre stems from the
horror genre’s reliance on ‘bad transgender subjects.” Beyond reframing our attitude towards these flawed
representations of the transgender body in horror media, I am intrigued by the potential for a critically
conscious transformation and continuation of this lineage through the transgender perspective with the rise
of the extreme horror genre. Where the Angela Bakers and Buffalo Bills of early slasher cinema envisioned
transgender bodies as monstrous, contemporary transfeminine extreme horrorists seize these monstrous
metamorphoses to expose the instability of the societal categories that have resulted in their continued
demonization in the horror genre. In representing transfeminine experience through the gory physical
transformations of extreme horror, these authors succeed in not only reproducing community traumas for
audience interaction but interrogate how transness is policed by the passing ideal. Extreme horror, when
read through this lens, ceases to be a genre of empty sensory revelry and instead becomes a mode of defiant
reclamation through which transfeminine authors construct new worlds to articulate their experience as a
marginalized group beneath a domineering power structure.

While the influence of queer theoreticians in horror media studies cannot be understated, extreme
horror remains relatively untouched by their critical lens. The subgenre has fallen victim to the perpetuation

of an arbitrary hierarchy gatekeeping what artistic endeavors are worthy of academic consideration. This
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absence of literary criticism surrounding extreme horror fiction, and by extension splatterpunk, has gouged
a wound in the body of contemporary horror media studies, especially as it relates to marginalized identities
and their representation in the greater genre. As a result, this project serves as its defense. First and
foremost, it positions extreme horror as a subgenre rife with opportunities for academic inquiry and
interrogates the standards that have separated its fiction from scholarly analyses. The decision to study
extreme horror texts authored by queer transgender women specifically centers a perspective often
demonized in mainstream pop culture. Notably, the extreme horror works selected for this thesis point
towards an othering that occurs inside and outside queer and feminist communities concurrently. In
foregrounding the work of transgender women writers operating within an academically maligned
subgenre, this thesis participates in an ongoing effort to democratize the canon and destabilize hierarchies
that have historically privileged certain forms of horror while relegating others to critical oblivion.

The growing collective of transsapphic authors addressed in this project is exceedingly
contemporary. This means the proposed analysis inhabits an uncomfortable liminal space where the pool of
literature to pull key examples from is restricted to what few books have been published at the time of the
project’s conception. Additional novels, novellas, and short stories befitting the dialogue established
throughout that have been announced for publication but are not yet available for audience consumption
provide opportunities for revisiting these concepts in the future. What this narrowed scope affords is a tight-
knit web of transsapphic authors whose thematic conversations about the passing ideal resonate with
shocking similarity. Among the literature are two novellas — May Lietz’s Fluids and Eve Harms’s
Transmuted — and two novels — Gretchen Felker-Martin’s Manhunt and Allison Rumfitt’s Brainwyrms —
united through their mutual interest in the cultural surveillance of transgender women’s bodies by several
communities at once.

Analysis of the highlighted texts is separated into four distinct chapters. Each chapter is devoted
entirely to one of the novels/novellas to ensure discussion of its underlying commentary is allocated the
proper page space. Every section will engage in close-reading of large passages for their deployment of
body horror, bad death, and horrality as extreme horror artifacts. Through these careful deconstructions of
key moments from each text, I will argue that Leitz, Harms, Felker-Martin, and Rumfitt interrogate the

passing ideal as a cisheteropatriarchal standard that serves to limit transsapphic self-expression rather than
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bolster it. As the chapters progress, I will also accentuate how each text approaches engagement with its
reader as a participant in these systems of power. This use of extreme horror as a method of challenging the
passing ideal and audience involvement with its perpetuation serves the greater purpose of these
transsapphic texts in accurately representing the experience of being a transgender woman in the modern
era. Lastly, my close-reading of these texts will argue that this representation also serves as an act of
protest, connecting the reader to the unique struggles of the transsapphic individual through its
implementation of extreme horror’s key characteristics to posit the necessity of an alternative framework to
the cisheteropatriarchal standard.

To interrogate what it means to write what cisheteropatriarchal cultural codes deem unwritable is
the beating heart of this project. Excluded by normative frameworks defining womanhood and frequently
marginalized within queer communities, transsapphic women occupy a position of double abjection. As a
genre already positioned at the margins of literary respectability discourse, extreme horror is uniquely
suited to demonstrating this compounded displacement. In a contemporary era of unprecedented visibility
and persistent precarity, the transgender women explored in this thesis strategically deploy body horror,
bad death, and horrality in their fiction to claim authority over their own narratives. These texts ask us to
reconsider representation and recognition of othered communities by suggesting that some lived
experiences can only be comprehended through the shared discomfort of their harsh realities, insisting upon
the monstrous and the grotesque that has contributed to the ostracization of said authors as the most honest
language available for speaking lives into being that the cisheteropatriarchal works tirelessly to render

unspeakable.
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Chapter One

1 Saw the TV Glow and Transsapphic Becoming in the Horror Genre
The sophomore feature film of Jane Flannery Schoenbrun, 7 Saw the TV Glow, captivated the

independent horror cinema scene in the spring of 2024. The narrative follows two lonely teenagers, Owen
and Maddy, as they develop a peculiar bond over their shared interest in The Pink Opaque, a young adult
television show. Owen repeatedly sneaks out past his curfew to watch new episodes with Maddy as they
air, identifying with the show’s protagonists, Isabel and Tara, in their effort to defeat the reality-warping
threat Mr. Melancholy. One day, Maddy unexpectedly decides to run away from home, inviting Owen to
come along with her, but Owen chooses to stay behind. His mother passes away from cancer, and The Pink
Opagque is cancelled after a five-season run. Life plods in monotony until Maddy returns without
explanation to reveal that she has discovered a horrifying truth - they are Isabel and Tara, trapped in an
alternate dimension known as the Midnight Realm by Mr. Melancholy.

To reawaken their true identities, Maddy tells Owen that they must bury themselves alive, which
will free themselves from their false bodies. Owen is naturally hesitant about this drastic plan, uncertain if
Maddy is telling the truth or if she has lost her mind in her absence. Once again, limited by his anxieties
about the potential negative outcomes of following Maddy into The Pink Opaque as Isabel, he finds himself
unable to join his friend. When Maddy vanishes this time, however, it becomes clear she has no intention of
returning to the Midnight Realm; without his childhood friend by his side to convince him, Owen lives in a
self-imposed purgatory, knowing he wants nothing more than to escape his aimless existence in his
suburban neighborhood but incapable of reconciling with the existential terror he feels when confronted
with the choice of doing what is necessary to free himself. After suffering a mental breakdown at a
children’s birthday party being held at the arcade where he works, Owen retreats into a bathroom to clean
himself up. While hidden, he slices his chest open with a box-cutter and peels the flesh apart to reveal the
magenta glow of The Pink Opaque concealed inside him. The film ends with Owen exiting the bathroom to
continue his shift, profusely apologizing to the partygoers for his sudden outburst.

1 Saw the TV Glow refuses to gesture towards a definitive future for Owen.

Whether his revelation in the bathroom leads to him summoning the courage to bury himself alive,

or if he opts for this vicious cycle of self-destruction he’s paved by ignoring this truth hidden just beneath
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the surface, is left up to the interpretation of the viewer. According to Schoenbrun, however, the concluding
scenes of the film may be less ambiguous than the audience is led to believe. In an interview with Juan
Barquin, she described the film as exemplifying the “pre-egg crack™ and “post-egg crack™ state of being —
Owen’s rejection of Maddy’s offer to reinvent themselves into bodies that correspond with their true
identities reminiscent of the personal discomfort many transgender people feel after recognizing their
gender dysphoria for what it is.2° The aftermath, wherein the transgender subject lingers with uncertainty
into perpetuity, strikes at a deeply ingrained fear of living one’s life to its bitter end without transitioning at
all, forcing themselves to accept a body that does not align with their psychology. In a profile for The New
Yorker, Jane Schoenbrun elaborates on this connective tissue between the transgender community and the
themes underlying / Saw The TV Glow: “[It’s] about something I think a lot of trans people
understand...the tension between the space that you exist within, which feels like home, and the
simultaneous terror and liberation of understanding that that space might not be able to hold you in your
true form.”2¢

1 Saw the TV Glow is not a piece of extreme horror cinema, and yet, in the brief glimmers of
physical horror exhibited throughout the film, the same core tenets relied upon in the transgressive horror
fiction analyzed throughout this thesis are undeniable. The body horror exemplified by Owen slicing open
his own torso to investigate the television screen stuffed inside of him pairs with the implied bad death of
eventual suicide as Owen’s physical and mental health degrades further with time’s passage without the
relief that his transition into Isabel would provide him. Accentuating this horror is the constant looming
threat of observation from outside forces that seek to stifle Owen/Isabel and Maddy/Tara from reuniting
with one another, a relationship that is notably charged with romantic undertones despite never coming to
fruition. Not only does the pair have to contend with longstanding traumas ingrained within gender identity
discourse, but they must also decide if they are willing to acknowledge the secondary television glowing

behind the initial screen buried in their chests. To be transgender and potentially sapphic doubles the

25 Barquin, Juan. “Someday You Will Ache Like I Ache: An Interview with Jane Schoenbrun,” Museum of
the Moving Image, 9 May 2024, https://reverseshot.org/interviews/entry/3226/schoenbrun_interview

26 Seidlitz, Holden. “Jane Schoenbrun Finds Horror Close To Home,” The New Yorker, 10 Jun 2024,
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/persons-of-interest/jane-schoenbrun-finds-horror-close-to-home.
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anxiety of being trapped in an ill-fitting body because of the multifaceted surveillance it instills upon said
corpus. These elements, paired with the horrality of Schoenbrun’s text exhibited through its consistent
glances towards the audience, render it a sufficient filmic artifact within this growing movement of
trans/gender-non-conforming creatives in the horror genre. I Saw the TV Glow, like the texts explored
throughout this paper and the countless bad transgender objects that precede it, utilize these factors to instill
the terror of missed becoming from marginalized subjects into a wider audience’s understanding.

At the time of this project’s conception, extensive academic inquiry into the unique resonance of
gender variant artists with horror media, let alone transgressive fiction, is limited to analyses of singular
works or broader generic trends; most often, transgender identity in horror media studies is framed through
the authorial lens of the cisgender creative contra the lived experience of the trans subject themselves.
Inherent to Schoenbrun’s film in relation to the topics explored throughout this thesis is the glimpse into the
boundary-breakage provided through this evolving niche of transsapphic horrorists. They craft narratives
that disturb and implicate audiences with unconscious discriminatory practices settled deep in the
foundation of our culture that perpetuate the turmoil experienced by trans/gender non-conforming people
daily, representing them through characters that reflect commonplace struggles undertaken throughout the
process of transitioning. The introduction to this project framed the reading experience of these
transgressive texts as being ushered through the storm of transgender being by a guiding authorial hand that
is unafraid to thrust its audience into the roiling downpour, rather than sheltering them within the tranquil
eye. Schoenbrun’s film achieves much the same effect through the metaphorical image of the glowing
television. In welcoming the reader/viewer to gaze into the glowing television screen, witnessing its
clearest technicolor frames and its roaring static too, the transsapphic creative humanizes their
representation in horror media and pushes against the grain of contemporary pop culture that still renders
transgender subjects in an overly simplistic light. It is a celebration of joy and a shared mourning of the
struggles experienced by a deeply marginalized community that surpasses its foundation to become an act

of protest in its very existence.

Introducing May Leitz’s Fluids (2022)

Hailing from Colorado, thirty-two-year-old content creator, musician, and horror novelist May

Leitz has never shied away from discussions of the human body’s vulnerability. A prime example of this
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fascination was the publication of her video commentary series titled “The NSFL Iceberg Explained.”
Posted under her YouTube moniker, Nyx Fears, the video surfaced in response to a rise in the shock
content niche on the platform beginning in the late 2010s and continuing through the turn of the 2020s.
Adopting the informal title of “goretubers,” creators uploaded content in this community including but not
limited to reactions, commentary, and amateur documentaries about the history of shock material. This
modern construction of paracinema — taboo material embraced by the audience because of its extremity
rather than despite it — renders the contemporary viewer no longer a passive observer but an implicated
participant in the violence due to their proximity to and repeated circulation of said material.”’ From the
beginning of her video, May Leitz acknowledges her discomfort with monetizing material where human
death is discussed, while simultaneously addressing what she believes to be the reason why this content is
so prevalent: “People will do exactly what they believe in their mind that they’re supposed to be doing to
please the people around them, which includes violence. Violence is tolerable when [we] believe we are
meant to be doing violence.”®

This notion underlies the thematic dialogue of her debut extreme horror novella Fluids, published
independently in 2022. Set against the backdrop of a post-pandemic United States, the work is told through
two alternating narrators, Lauren and Dahlia. Convinced she is too damaged for a proper romantic
relationship, Lauren seeks fleeting sexual connections through online dating platforms. One evening, she
stumbles across Dahlia’s profile, drawn in by a passing reference to the infamous serial killer Jeffrey
Dahmer; believing this stranger shares the same morbid fascinations as herself, Lauren sparks a tentative
relationship with Dahlia. While a clear chemistry exists between the pair, both women are impeded in
exploring this desire further by their own insecurities. Lauren hides her self-loathing beneath a thin veneer
of flirtatious confidence, while Dahlia — raised in a conservative Oklahoma town as a fledgling transgender

woman — feels exiled from the world entirely. Both women express this sense of ostracization through their

%7 Jacobs, Ken. “Trashing the Academy: Taste, Excess, and an Emerging Politics of Cinematic Style,”
Screen, vol. 36, no. 4, 1995, pp. 371-393.

28 Leitz, May. “The NSFL Iceberg Explained,” Youtube, 30 Nov. 2022,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=urjGINQY3CU&t=1007s
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consumption of shock content, externalizing this sense of constant surveillance onto true crime, fetish, and
gore.

Impulsively, Lauren crosses state lines to meet Dahlia under the guise of rescuing her from her
oppressive community, but Lauren’s true motives are more possessive than altruistic, as she views Dahlia
as a reflection of herself and an opportunity to fulfill a lifelong power fantasy. Dahlia, already wary of the
darkness inside Lauren, reluctantly agrees to this plan with the intention of killing Lauren when the
opportunity arises. She sets fire to her childhood home with her mother inside of it and leaves, but before
she can gain the advantage of Lauren in a nearby hotel, she is subdued in a violent altercation that solidifies
their relationship as one founded in coercion rather than trust.

While Leitz depicts Dahlia and Lauren’s character arcs in tandem, to describe Fluids as Lauren’s
story is inaccurate. For the novella to center Lauren’s journey requires the complete annihilation of
Dahlia’s mind and body, however valiant Lauren imagines herself to be in doing so. She fantasizes about
killing Dahlia, or at the very least absorbing her until they become “a massive amoeba that grows and
grows together,” because harming her prospective partner allows Lauren to externalize the depressive self-
hatred borne from her father’s passing (Leitz 37). She embraces Dahlia as a fellow lesbian woman with the
catch that she continuously dehumanizes the transgender woman in her care under the same terminology
she assigns to cisgender men, exemplified in the violent sexual exchange between Lauren, Dahlia, and a
potential male victim named Mr. Right explored in the introduction to this thesis. Only through her willing
disconnection from the toxic intracommunity relations embodied in Lauren can Dahlia free herself from the
corrupt metamorphosis promised by the former’s hand.

The working definition of extreme horror outlined by this project asserts that a pointed blend of
body horror, bad death, and horrality are necessary to categorize a cultural artifact within the niche.
Notably, this proffered terminology resonates with preexisting concepts in horror media studies that, when
paired, bolster the thematic missions of the authors analyzed throughout. Beyond the obvious qualifiers of
the extreme horror subgenre, Leitz taps into the notion of body genres as outlined by Linda Williams in her
1991 essay, “Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess.” While the horror genre effectively bristles the
audience when it witnesses the human body beside itself, pornography and melodrama overlap with regards

to their influence on reader/viewer emotional impulses. Represented most often by female characters, cries
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of pleasure, screams, and sobs function as their own language across fiction, and when this language is
weaponized by a fluent author, they unlock new opportunities for questioning our most basic gender
constructs.

According to Williams, participants in the fantasies provided by the body genres oscillate between
“self” and “other” freely; throughout Fluids, Leitz’s dialogue surrounding gender reflects this spectrum of
being. The overarching narrative of physical and emotional abuse between Dahlia and Lauren relies upon a
skillful combination of Williams’s genres beyond the transgressive horror characteristic of May Leitz’s
gory approach to achieve a complex interweaving of audience experience and character development. All
serve the same contradictory goals of humanizing Dahlia for greater audience attachment while also
strategically making her character foreign to accentuate key areas of development and the core issues of the
work. The invitation to identify with the sufferer, no matter the body genre centered in each moment, is
never fully extended for Leitz. When the melodramatic, the pornographic, and the horrific are all in
operation, Fluids engages the reader outside of the contained spectacle of the extreme horror text by
positioning them in an exercise of cultural problem-solving through its thematic undertones, whether the
audience realizes the meaning-making occurring in the background of the work’s most intense scenes.
Leitz’s unconscious understanding of body genres as interconnected experiences, enmeshed with the core
qualifications of the extreme horror subgenre, functions as the entryway into the metamorphosizing process
Dahlia undergoes throughout the work — from innocent to disillusioned, liminal to tangible, brick to doll. %

There is an inherent metamorphic quality to dolls that, when paired with Leitz’s desperate women,
make them an alluring subject of desire. Often, they are exaggerated representations of the social standards
around us, said experimentation with these traits deemed a key part of young girlhood and the development
of feminine identity in the trans community. It is in their very nature to be altered, existing in a liminal
space where their transformation from one idealized version of womanhood to another is welcomed, if not

expected. Just the same, Dahlia finds herself trapped in a between state where her imagined femininity and

PFluids plays with multiple unconscious associations inherent to dolls. It calls upon dolls as objects
stereotypically connected to cisgender girlhood. Similarly, it also taps into the historical use of “doll” as
slang, both as a term of endearment towards an attractive feminine-presenting person and as a derogatory
comment in reference to a mistress. In both the 17% and 20" century iterations, the same
cisheteropatriarchal social codes impacting the acceptance of transgender women are ingrained.

“Doll, Noun. (1)” Etymonline, 2025. https://www.etymonline.com/word/doll
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the realized performance of said femininity seem an impossible distance apart. Instead, she envisions
herself as something incapable of such fluidity. The pieces of her body that remind her of her sex assigned
at birth seem immovable in her current state, leaving her at a loss as to what her future will be.

Both I Saw the TV Glow and Fluids rely upon the discomfort inherent to this crossing between the
imagined and the real to generate terror in the audience when the metamorphosis in question does not
manifest as anticipated. Dahlia and Owen/Isabel share remarkable similarities in this becoming, particularly
their mutual inability to facilitate this transformation into someone new and unfamiliar without another
marginalized figure to serve as the mediator. As threatening as Lauren is, Dahlia requires the community
fostered through their romantic relationship to exit the cisheteropatriarchal sphere of her childhood home
before she can even consider metamorphosis. Owen is restricted to the oppressive mundanity of the
Midnight Realm, permanently separated from his true body, unless he entrusts his soul to Maddy/Tara
through the live burial on the high-school football field. Both characters are hesitant to embark on this
journey to self-acceptance because of the drastic lengths expected from their most cherished partners. The
anxieties that cling to Dahlia and Owen connect them to the audience as relatable human beings, garnering
sympathy when they struggle to reconcile their feelings of isolation in the dominant culture when compared
to the ease in which Lauren and Maddy/Tara form alternative worlds for themselves.

This apprehension is characterized in 7 Saw the TV Glow and Fluids through the appearance of
nostalgic items to evoke the thematic discussion of transgender becoming for reader/viewer interaction.
Where Leitz uses dolls to call upon the comforts of childhood, cisheteropatriarchal expectations around
gender presentation, and transfeminine self-expression through slang, Schoenbrun imagines the television
as the vessel through which marginalized people can sidestep societal norms. The innocence of childhood
play epitomized in Maddy/Tara and Owen/Isabel’s weekly ritual of watching The Pink Opaque blends with
the escapism provided by the alternative world presented in the show itself to become that much-needed
realm of unfiltered gender variant expression both young adults desire. Fluids and I Saw the TV Glow
literalize the importance of these nostalgic artifacts when their narratives blur the boundaries between the
real world navigated by the marginalized characters and the imagined world created through these items.
Dahlia is doted upon, toyed with, and taken apart like a doll subject to the rough play of a little girl and her

friends. Owen/Isabel discovers a television screen playing The Pink Opaque has replaced his innards,
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becoming inseparable from his interior self. In both the film and the novella, dolls and televisions become
emblematic of the self-actualization Dahlia and Owen/Isabel crave. It is through their reclamation of these
artifacts as sources of queer-trans joy in their youth that allows both characters to begin transforming into
the individuals they are meant to be.

These attempts at transsapphic world-making are continually thwarted through the intervention of
the cisheteropatriarchal power structure. Dahlia and Owen/Isabel regulate their desire for metamorphosis
with a combination of depressive behaviors born from the detachment they feel in their current bodies and
the internalization of the cisheteropatriarchal norm. Neither character is comfortable in their own skin, and
yet, the possibility of further ostracization or death should they be identified as cultural others by the
figures most representative of these social expectations like Dahlia’s mother and Owen/Isabel’s father is
too terrifying a prospect to broach. When Dahlia and Owen/Isabel do attempt to achieve this separation
from the dominant culture, it is done through desperate acts of self-destruction. Dahlia welcomes Lauren’s
sadomasochistic punishments if it means she can be perceived as a queer woman. Owen/Isabel thrusts his
head through the glass of the television screen with the hope of climbing through the machinery into The
Pink Opaque only to be stopped by his father ripping him away from the device. If Lauren and Owen/Isabel
are not tempering their transsapphic identities on their own, the cisheteropatriarchal world steps in to
ensure they are properly punished for their transgressions.

How correction is wrought against the transgender individual in 7 Saw the TV Glow and Fluids is
where the greatest departure in their protagonists can be identified. As mentioned previously, Schoenbrun
prioritizes the psychological horror of realizing you are trapped in a body not representative of your
interior. Coupled with this terror is the disquieting knowledge that to be recognized for your difference by
the ruling cultural norm is a social death sentence, raising the question as to whether it is safer to suffer and
be accepted into a larger community or if accepting the potential for ostracization in exchange for a clearly
defined sense of self is a worthwhile endeavor. Because Owen/Isabel cannot summon the courage to risk
the latter as Maddy/Tara did, they are swallowed up by the cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy into a dead-end
job with no hope for social movement; effectively, Owen/Isabel chooses passability over his own happiness
only to suffer still beneath the cisheteropatriachal order because there is no language for him to mitigate his

depressive behaviors regarding his self-expression in a world where he relies on invisibility as a survival
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tool. Existing in this purgatory with the knowledge that Isabel is nestled just beneath the surface is the great
horror of Owen character arc, extended to the audience through the countless questions left unanswered
about Owen/Isabel’s fate with the ambiguous ending of the film.

Fluids, being a work of extreme horror fiction, opts for a more blatant approach. Where
Schoenbrun microdoses her film with brief moments of body horror to enhance the psychological torment
Owen/Isabel experiences, May Leitz weaponizes body horror and bad death as the primary mechanism
through which the discussion of passability and transsapphic self-acceptance manifests. It serves as the
alternative language necessary for Leitz to imagine an alternative to the dominant culture that her
protagonist can thrive within as a proudly transsapphic subject. Sexual assault, torture, and murder follow
Dahlia wherever she attempts to pass according to the cisheteropatriarchal expectation set by Lauren, and
these crimes are inflicted against Dahlia just the same if she dares to step outside of the normative standard.
Like Owen/Isabel, Dahlia must confront the influence of these social norms on her self-expression
forthright if she wants to survive, lest she become consumed by the prevailing systems of power
themselves. I Saw the TV Glow and Fluids are transfeminine horror projects fixated on the notion that
queer-trans joy is a finite resource in the cisheteropatriarchal world; as suggested by both works, should the
transgender woman want to live, not just survive, she must repudiate passing as a cultural ideal in

preference of a uniquely transfeminine world, however difficult such a decision may be.

Stuck in the Dollhouse
Much like Lauren, the reader is introduced to Dahlia as a figure ensnared in a domestic trap. The

key difference between these women being the initiator of said isolation, through which the power
dynamics of the narrative are laid bare. While one cannot erase the impact of Lauren’s marginalized
identity as a queer woman upon her acceptance into the dominant social sphere, her experimentation with
cisheteropatriarchal relationship structures, coupled with her clearly stated choice to remain hidden within
the confines of her dead father’s home, contrasts greatly with the limiting circumstances of Dahlia’s home
life. A transgender woman born to a mother unsupportive of her gender expression, Dahlia is forced to
accept the normative formation of her childhood home as her only sanctuary, and even then, it is a
sanctuary reliant on a strict set of conditions. To be permitted refuge in her own home, Dahlia must present

as her sex assigned at birth, she must be obedient, and most of all, she must never leave of her own accord
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without permission from her warden mother. In Dahlia’s life, the maternal figure has been twisted into a
being of social surveillance that doles out correction in the form of “a living hell” to ensure she remains in-
line with their standards of acceptability (Leitz 46). Thricely marginalized as a queer transgender woman,
Dahlia is presented as the least influential force over her own life.

So restrained to her mother’s home is Dahlia that the doll imagery associated with the beginnings
of her metamorphosis manifests in the deceitfully soft tones of childhood play. “When I was a kid, I would
imagine myself as a giant puzzle. I didn’t like any of the pieces, so I imagined myself without those pieces.
Even the blank spot where those pieces were made me happier than feeling altogether. I would have instead
just been broken than fixed if fixed meant I was designated the wrong way round..." (Leitz 55). The
puzzle metaphor borrows from the exact language used to illustrate her physical connection to dolls. When
completed, her puzzle/appearance constructs the ideal painted by her mother and the general observing
public that denies her existence. Made dysphoric by these demands that she passes as the cisgender male
identity that does not reflect her inner world, Dahlia lays the first hints towards her desire to be other
without limitations.

Dahlia does not deny her liminality in the pursuit of acceptability; in fact, the inner world she
conjures for herself is defined by its in-betweenness. Her insecurities are contrasted by a notable self-
awareness regarding the tension between her idealized self, her current self, and the self molded by societal
expectations. Dahlia becomes a being separate from the name she was born into, a title she despises so
greatly that she supersedes her role as a fictional character to redact it from our viewing. The masculine-
presenting clothing she burns in her escape from her domestic prison are referred to as “someone else’s
clothes,” distancing herself from a version of her body that she cannot physically escape from through a
literal destructive act.

Even still, Dahlia slides along a scale of disassociation with her former self and emotional
connection to these origins. In the same moment of righteous anger at the discrimination she has already
faced in her brief life, she claims ownership and expels rejection all at once:

I sneak into the garage, and I find the gas can we keep for lawn mowing. I take it upstairs and

open up my bedroom closet. I dump the contents of the gas can on my clothes. On someone’s

clothes. No. Not Dahlia’s clothes. Someone else’s clothes. Fuck these clothes and fuck you. Fuck
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the world. I will go somewhere no one can find me. I light my lighter and toss it on my clothes.

It’s begun now (Leitz 51).

The clothing used for her performances of dress-up with her mother is intertwined with her active
exploration of identity and desire, whether she wishes for it to be so. At the beginning of her arc into
womanhood, Dahlia is inseparable from the beloved childhood doll, the belongings thrust upon that role
simultaneously “hers” and “someone’s” that the world uses to ascribe her a set of conditions. When she sets
them alight, effectively taking apart the childhood doll for good through a final act of eradication that
betrays the standards set by the shadow of a domineering mother, the clothes miraculously become hers
once more. Dahlia is so unstable in her sense of identity at the outset of Fluids that the boundaries between
self and other have blurred into an undefinable “you” that she curses. This “you,” a combination of several
gender expressions, her mother, the cisheteropatriarchal norm, and the reader themselves watching on and
taking entertainment in her journey to self-discovery, becomes an integral piece to her deconstruction of the

passing ideal throughout Fluids. Her dollhood, in this mind, is the culmination of several social codes in

one body, indistinguishable from one another without proper dissection.

The Unwilling Voodoo Doll

The ambiguity associated with Dahlia’s personhood when viewed through the novella’s reliance
on doll imagery is further complicated by Lauren’s supplanting of the childhood toy connection with a
voodoo doll motif. Upon her violent entry into Dahlia’s life, Lauren enacts a forceful separation from the
upbringing Dahlia knew and encourages her to sever all ties to her oppressive childhood in exchange for
her control. The reader, observant of thought processes Dahlia has no access to in her limited perspective,
is spurned by the dramatic irony imposed by Lauren’s malicious desires to explore the inevitable corruption
promised in the pair’s collision. While it is impossible to exonerate May Leitz from her participation in the
negative stereotypes surrounding vodou practice with the limited information provided from her text, its

presentation as a symbolic tool carries much more nuance than this harmful portrayal implies.*® For Lauren

30 Consider the zombie; a staple of the horror genre, these creatures find their origins in Haitian Vodou
culture not as flesh-eating beasts but as human beings tragically placed into a comatose state by a sorcerer.
During this process, the sorcerer steals the portion of the soul responsible for personality and agency, thus
rendering the victim a mindless shell that is then forced into servitude as a mindless laborer. The
connections to chattel slavery are unsurprising. African spirituality merged with the growing brutality of
plantation life under French occupation to create a folkloric representation of an eternal, dehumanizing
servitude feared by the discriminated Haitian community. These mournful ties were ignored in preference
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to appropriate the voodoo doll from its historically benevolent origin and reshape it as a goalpost for
Dahlia’s destruction based on the false belief that they are objects associated with physical harm elucidates
much about her character in relation to Leitz’s commentary on intracommunity relationships and the
complicated experience of those living with intersectional identities.

One cannot deny that Lauren is socially impacted by her marginalization as a lesbian woman — this
has already been represented to the audience bluntly through her isolation during the first section of the text
— though what the reader can infer through the ease of which she claims this false image of the voodoo doll
is that the privileges of her white womanhood loom in the background of this dialogue. Lauren can ignore
certain injustices that those from other walks of life cannot based on factors outside of their control, such as
the color of their skin or, in Dahlia’s case, their birth sex. The choice to impose upon a fellow white woman
an image of a cultural artifact she fails to understand because of the limitations in her perspective allows
the reader to better comprehend where Lauren fails to comprehend Dahlia’s own marginalized experience.

Alongside Lauren’s inability to take Dahlia’s feelings into account beyond what best mirrors her
own wishes, Lauren fails to consider the emotional depth of Dahlia’s experience as a transgender lesbian
woman throughout the violent tryst encompassing the novella’s plot. Lauren talks in circles, convincing
herself to dehumanize Dahlia whenever the latter steps outside the confines of what she has deemed
acceptable until she views her as nothing more than a human pin cushion to be toyed with, except Dahlia’s
voodoo doll is a reflector. Lauren’s continued demeaning is a looking glass into her own self-loathing —
every cruelty inflicted upon Dahlia’s physical body under the guise of entertainment an unconscious call
for retribution to the world she believes hates her. The schadenfreude intrinsic to the uniquely transsapphic
extreme horror of Fluids is always twofold. Firstly, the revelry taken by Lauren as a cisgender lesbian in
stripping power from bodies she believes hold influence, even when this thought is unfounded, such as the
case of Dahlia. Always following in quick succession is the revulsion instilled from the repeated harm
brought against the narrative’s transgender subject to limit her experience with womanhood.

To hearken back to the language proffered by Schoenbrun’s I Saw the TV Glow, Dahlia is made to

change the channel of her illuminated television screen to one termed passable by Lauren’s

for racist stereotyping in popular culture like the 1932 film White Zombie, wherein Vodou is portrayed as a
primitive and evil practice weaponized by a white master controlling a dark-skinned workforce as sub-
human property.
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cisheteropatriarchal view through acts of violence. Lauren offers Dahlia entry into her world not unlike
how Maddy/Tara presents Owen/Isabel with the exact methods of returning to their real bodies in The Pink
Opagque, but the process of being accepted into Lauren’s queer world is characterized by a nonconsensual
undertone absent in the willing live burial posited by Maddy/Tara. Disconnecting herself from this
corruptive force requires her to endure this suffering, defying even the finality of death itself, and through
the weathering of this storm, she finds stability in her own definition of womanhood not restrained by
Lauren’s boundaries of legibility. At the risk of sounding trite, Dahlia must search inside of herself for the
glowing screen she has been desperate for all this time. Should she fail in enacting this reconciliation with
the self as Owen/Isabel cannot, she suffers the punishments of the cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy until she
bends.

May Leitz posits rape, literal and metaphorical, as the predominant corrective measure Lauren
weaponizes throughout the text. Depictions of rape are not uncommon in extreme horror literature. For
Julia Kristeva, the “criminal with good conscience...the shameless rapist” embodies well the rejection of
respected borders, identity constructions, and social codes inherent to the abject (4). Underlying rape is a
corrupt power that forces a physical and psychological removal from the acceptable into the abject — often,
victims of rape navigate an emotional minefield in the aftermath of their assault where their status as a
survivor is reaffirmed while being confronted with troubling cultural dialogues that have historically
stigmatized the raped body as defiled ground, particularly if the victim in question is feminine-presenting.
For Fluids to explore such taboos as sexual assault and rape adds another layer to the complex
metamorphic journey of self-discovery undergone by Dahlia as a character, interweaving real-world
intricacies of transfeminine sexuality and intracommunity harm.

Of the novella’s four scenes defined by forcefully penetrative acts, Dahlia is positioned as the
victim in three occurrences — the initial encounter following Lauren’s unanticipated arrival to Dahlia’s
hometown under the pretense of rescuing her. Staying overnight at a hotel while both women get their
bearings, Dahlia realizes the danger she has put herself in by getting involved with a person as
psychologically volatile as Lauren, and after much mental gymnastics, convinces herself that she must kill
Lauren with the anonymity of their lodgings acting as her flimsy alibi. She tries and fails to smother Lauren

with a pillow; a physical altercation breaks out between the two that results in Lauren biting Dahlia — her
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“tecth pass[ing] through her skin like jello” and “grind[ing] against her collarbone” (Leitz 60). Even when
faced with “preparation for annihilation,” Lauren is enraptured by the prospect of becoming one with
Dahlia, exemplified by the pointedly sexual image she conjures of Dahlia “wanting to grip onto [her] when
she felt [her] insides absorb her back™ (Leitz 59).

Through bodily fluids such as blood and spit falling into one another’s mouths in a grotesque
swapping of genetic material, both characters are marked in their distance from acceptability. “Covered in
blood, sweat, and phlegm” and now the victim of a brutal penetrative act situating her firmly in the position
of the objectified submissive woman, Dahlia finds herself presented with the affirmation of her
womanhood she has always craved in the most repulsive way (Leitz 61). To be accepted into this gory
pocket world, Dahlia must place herself in a position of subordination to Lauren’s cisgender womanhood
by becoming the student to her teachings. Straying too far from the boundaries Lauren upholds as necessary
components to a successful sapphic relationship would be to betray the savior she has conjured herself as,
resulting in exclusion, and apparent through the animalistic lengths she was able to reach when Dahlia
attempted her first escape, eradication too. Underlying this social contract outlined by Lauren is the finer
print Dahlia smartly acknowledges with her references to the voodoo doll — she must be willing to be
prodded, disassembled, and changed irreparably, no matter the harm it may cause to her, to be welcomed
into the cisheteropatriarchal fold.

“I can teach you how to like it,” a refrain that appears three times throughout the text,
encompasses Lauren’s personification of the normative structure that is the passing ideal (Leitz 63). Not
once does she obscure her malintent to Dahlia or the audience. As the latter screams and begs, Lauren
remarks: “...I’'m fixated on her blood now. And something in her blood makes me not care. I don’t care if
she is hurt. I don’t care if she wants me to stop. I can do anything I want to her now. She’s mine. I’ve tasted
her insides” (Leitz 61). Dahlia’s body “appears as a canvas for the sadistic fantasies of others” to be
“abused” and “reduced to its capacity for suffering” (Reyes 130). Lauren acknowledges Dahlia’s purpose
as an outlet for her internalized hatred from the beginning of their relationship, and she is keen on
restructuring her body, her mind, and her world until she is forcibly reliant on this dynamic. Out of
survival, Dahlia becomes an unwilling participant in the bloodshed Lauren perpetrates throughout the

novella, and Lauren takes great pleasure in monsterizing Dahlia through these acts. Not unlike how the
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prevailing cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy punishes the visible transgender body through life-endangering
systemic barriers such as poverty, healthcare disparities, and notably, a lacking response to hate-fueled
criminal activity brought against this marginalized community, Lauren promises to destroy Dahlia for
existing outside “the mercantilist logic fueling this system” (Reyes 130).

A similar exchange of blood, vomit, and saliva is depicted throughout the rape at the casino hotel
outlined in the introduction, a physical unity formed between Mr. Right and Dahlia that extends beyond the
nonconsensual conjoinment of their flesh. These bodily fluids serve as markers reminding human beings of
the flimsy separation between the self and the other. Julia Kristeva addresses this in her paramount work,
Powers of Horror, stating, “Refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to
live...There, I am at the border of my condition as a living being” (3). As these substances move from
outside of the body to breach another, they force a confrontation between Dahlia as a subject who has lost
control of her humanity because of Mr. Right restructuring the boundaries of what delineates his victim
from himself. As the jarring oscillation between consciousnesses and trading of fluids exhibited in the
previous hotel room scene demands a reorganization of Dahlia’s womanhood according to Lauren’s
desires, this mixture of abject substances between victim and rapist makes apparent an uncomfortable
revelation for both Dahlia and the reader experiencing this infraction through her. “He shares a similar
demon with me at this moment,” she says. “We’re the same” (Leitz 81).

For Dahlia to identify with her rapist is to reaffirm the cisheteropatriarchal structures Lauren has
pushed upon her. Similar language to Lauren’s paranoid belief that Dahlia would take pleasure in
assaulting her is used to describe Mr. Right’s raping. Dahlia envisions herself as “a ball of flesh at the end
of three demons playing tug-of war...pulled and torn and then bisected” (Leitz 82). In her own eyes, she is
dehumanized through her rape at the hands of a cisgender man, but she is simultaneously one of the three
demons participating in the greater game. Lauren has manipulated Dahlia into believing that she identifies
closer to the individual positioned at the top of the power structure than her queer fellows, even as she is
presented with irrefutable evidence to the contrary. Rather than envision herself as a victim of an
impossible standard set by Lauren, she maintains its dominance over her identity construction; in her
attempt to “pass” for Lauren to ensure her continued survival, she lends these prejudiced perceptions of her

othered body as not-woman influence. To Lauren, she is little more than “a pile of skin lying on the cold
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ground” subject to the carnal whims of “a violently red creature” (Leitz 83). Both cisgender man and
transgender woman are indistinguishably abhuman in her worldview. Dahlia becomes “simultaneously
male and female, masculine and feminine, heterosexual and homosexual...indiscriminate as to both
gendered behavior and object-choice,” and it is through her recontextualization as an abhuman entity that
Lauren weaponizes Dahlia’s transness as justification for the dominance of her eerily cisheteropatriarchal
view of sapphic relationships (Hurley 150). To continue living, Dahlia is forced to accept these sex-based

definitions at the expense of her mind and body.

Meeting the Dollmaker

Before discussing the third and final occurrence of a sexual assault used as a means of controlling
Dahlia in relation to her metamorphosis, one must acknowledge the outlier among them. There are
moments in Fluids where the narrative is nearly impossible to understand. The line between fantasy and
reality becomes indistinguishable as Dahlia is enveloped further into Lauren’s world, and it is rare that May
Leitz will clarify this boundary for the audience. One such scene shortly follows Dahlia’s rape by Mr.
Right, wherein she describes her flesh as “dying,” before slipping into a “wonderful dream” (Leitz 82).
Whether or not the reader is intended to interpret this as a literal death or the dazed confusion of a
traumatized young woman falling into unconsciousness is left open-ended. What follows when the
narrative returns to Dahlia’s perspective is an extended vision where Dahlia appears to be in the presence of
other human souls. This sequence culminates in a peculiar meeting with a genderless entity she believes to
be God that “extends a celestial arm” to “pierce” and “burn” Dahlia into resurrection (Leitz 108). The sole
moment of reprieve she is provided until the novella’s close, this interchange between Dahlia and God
marks a pointed shift between the voodoo doll commanded by Lauren’s definition of legible womanhood
and the young girl guided by her own sense of self.

When presented with the opportunity for reincarnation, Dahlia begs with God to let her be
nothing. This desire for annihilation is to be expected. Every attempt at being something for someone,
whether this be the woman Dahlia knows herself to be or the ideal inhuman victim Lauren demands she
become, has inflicted harm. Unable to survive as her mother’s son, as a woman, or as Lauren’s pile of
flesh, it is easier for Dahlia to opt for “disintegration and dissolving” than attempt to redefine herself in a

world where she is constantly positioned on the outside of any community she tries entering (Leitz 108).
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God refuses to let this happen. Instead, with a single touch, It sets the body that has served as a marker for
her otherness aflame: “I burst outward, and I glow. I shine and burn, and my being heals, and the burning
becomes the feeling of love. The love of the universe holds me in its invisible little hand” (Leitz 108).
Dahlia is given another chance at life. The literal creator of the universe, if you take the events of Fluids as
gospel, commands Dahlia to reconsider her positionality in the world by granting her yet another body to
navigate it in. When she wakes, her consciousness is rooted in a body she does not recognize as her own —
not that this is unfamiliar territory for her as a transgender woman.

Dahlia’s rebirth is preceded by the only occasion of sexual assault not perpetrated against her.
Knocked out during the previous physical altercation, Lauren wakes to discover Mr. Right abusing Dahlia’s
body. She subdues and interrogates Mr. Right for the pin number to his bank account before leaving him to
bleed out in the hotel room. Initially, Lauren intends to withdraw as much money as possible from the
man’s account before abandoning Dahlia’s body in the hotel to ensure her escape. That is, until she
discovers that the cards have been locked. Furious, Lauren returns to the casino hotel to find, much to the
confusion of the audience and herself, that the gory mess she left behind has disappeared without a trace,
including the bodies of Dahlia and Mr. Right. She panics and rifles through her belongings before
remembering that among the credit cards stolen from Mr. Right, who she learns from his identification is
named Daniel Lorre, is also the keycard to his hotel room where his wife was currently staying. Infiltrating
the hotel room, Lauren finds the woman, nameless outside of her role as Daniel’s spouse, and holds her at
knifepoint demanding to know where he has disappeared. When the wife is unable to provide the
information due to her own lack of knowledge, Lauren decides to take out the revenge she reserved for
Daniel Lorre on the next best thing. An eye for an eye. What ensues is arguably the most graphic scene in
the novella, wherein Lauren mutilates and rapes this unnamed woman for nearly eleven pages. When the
wife pleads for her life after slipping and splitting her face open against a wall, Lauren responds to her
submission with the same mantra she reserved for Dahlia when she first assaulted her: “I can teach you
how to like it” (Leitz 105).

Most obvious are the normative attitudes Lauren espouses during the wife’s mutilation. A queer
woman unmistakably aligned with the cisheteropatriarchal standard, her internal monologue reflects the

domineering thought process that preserves this power structure: “It isn’t enough for me, and I deserve
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more than anyone can give me. I deserve everything. I deserve the end. I deserve their demise. If someone
loves me, they’ll give me that willingly. When someone dies for me, and they beg me for it, then I’'ll know
they love me” (Leitz 112). In her attempt to create a world where she controls the narrative by detaching
herself from the social sphere she believes hates her intrinsically, Lauren recreates the same oppressive
systems as the cisheteropatriarchal realm she regards with such disdain. For her own entertainment, she
participates in “the reduction of the body to a luxury commodity” so often wrought against her fellow
women (Reyes 147). She pushes down those she views as lesser, predominately women, because she
benefits structurally, emotionally, and sexually from their subjugation. Lauren positions her unique
expression of queerness and womanhood as the moral superior over every other body she interacts with in
the text, and in doing so, belittles those belonging to the same marginalized communities as her in the same
vein as Mr. Right would. Her thought process is encapsulated succinctly in the moments before mutilating
the unnamed wife’s genitalia for her amusement: “She’s had her lesbian experience, and that’s great for
her. But what do I want? The only thing pretty about her now is her pussy” (Leitz 114).

The near absurdity of Lauren’s evil throughout this scene serves multiple purposes to Dahlia’s arc
of self-discovery, even though the latter does not appear in this sequence of extreme horror. It further
accentuates Leitz’s interrogation of LGBTQ+ communities as complicit in the perpetuation of toxic
behaviors normalized by the oppressor class. Indiscriminate of their sex assigned at birth, Lauren predates
on young women for the same sexual gratification exhibited in the cisgender men she exploits. When a
woman can no longer provide the satisfaction Lauren craves, she ceases to be useful and is stripped of
human categorization entirely. She becomes “a thing...a body that is at best imperfectly animated by a
‘human mind’ and a human spirit’...bounded within the grossness of the material world” (Hurley 120).
Lauren reduces her victims to the base function of their sex organs, which she reorganizes within the
cultural hierarchy as othered through her mutilation. The unspoken parallels to be drawn between the body
horror and bad death of this scene with the fetishistic fascination of what lies hidden beneath transgender
women’s pants that has long served as the punchline to jokes and as the subject of revulsion is pointed. In
the cisheteropatriarchal arrangement, “genitalia play the role of ‘concealed truth’ about a person’s sex,” and
exposure of said sex organs can be weaponized as a last resort to reassert who is included in the dominant

community and who is exiled (Bettcher 48). This choice to characterize Lauren so brutally runs the risk of
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falling into the trappings of psycho lesbian and depraved homosexual tropes — another common negative
representation in the horror genre hearkening back to the Hays Code era of filmmaking.3' The horrality of
Fluids anticipates this, and by extension, reader recognition of the trope in moments such as the butchering
of Daniel Lorre’s wife when Lauren’s queerness appears to take center-stage in the commentary. Fluids, as
an extreme horror text, functions as though “it knows that you've seen it before; it knows that you know
what is about to happen; and it knows that you know it knows you know.”>?

Were it not for the delicate balance struck by the generic self-awareness of extreme horror
alongside the visceral descriptions of the woman’s torment, the corruption of so-called safe spaces by
dominant cultural standards and the intricacies of transfeminine experience outside and inside the queer
community outlined as integral parts of the novel’s thematic discourse would collapse on themselves. It
nudges the reader to correlate these archaic depictions of queer women with Lauren’s behavior to
underscore the corrosive quality of intracommunity relations in an oppressive system like the social
hierarchies commanding gender expression in the United States. Dahlia’s lesbianism is contrasted with the
cisheteropatriarchal hatred that has consumed Lauren over the course of years spent in self-imposed
isolation without proper human contact. The transsapphic, existing in a doubly marginalized sphere as these
identities interact with one another, cannot benefit as Lauren does if she cannot pass according to
traditional models of legible femininity.

Despite the lack of connection she experiences, Lauren can infiltrate cisheteropatriarchal spheres
through performative acts bolstered by her privileged cisgender femininity, and where Dahlia desires this
assimilation into the whole as a method of validating her gender expression, Lauren views it as an
opportunity to masquerade her cruelty until the proper moment to strike. The predatory homosexual trope
becomes a language appropriated throughout Fluids to urge the audience to question what bodies are given
greater power over others when they demonstrate their ability to perform in accordance with arbitrary

social standards. Lauren is not horrific because she is a lesbian; rather, she is horrific because she

31 More about the historically repressive use and subversive potential of the homicidal homosexual trope is
detailed in: Schildcrout, Jordan. Murder Most Queer: The Homicidal Homosexual in the American Theater.
The University of Michigan Press, 2014.

32 See note 6.
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recognizes how her marginalization as “the embodied female, with her troublesome sexual desires”
interacts with other elements of her identity, and she manipulates these intersections to her advantage for
the specific purpose of subjugating those she deems as lesser than her (Hurley 140). She threatens the
stability of the current social makeup for little more than an orgasm.

It is between this extended torture sequence that Dahlia’s reincarnation inserts itself. The
interruption Dahlia poses against Lauren’s sadistic fantasy given life is a strategic authorial move on
Leitz’s part. While the narrative has not shied away from bouncing between consciousnesses as much of
the horror garnered from these exploitative scenes stems from the intimate view into the psychologies of
both victim and violator provided to the reader through this head-hopping, perspective changes rarely
remove the audience from a gory spectacle entirely in the novella’s first half. Dahlia’s initial attempt at
killing and escaping Lauren is described in explicit sensory detail from both parties, the altercation
unraveling further with each shift from one point-of-view to the next. The same occurs during the failed
extortion of Daniel Lorre. And yet, it is the long-awaited moment wherein Lauren’s character achieves
sexual and narrative climax through a complete acceptance of her darker fantasies made stilted through the
intrusion of Dahlia’s second coming. The reader is not permitted that initial glance at “the female body in
the grips of an out-of-control ecstasy that has offered the most sensational sight” (Williams 4). This is not
to say that Leitz forbids Lauren from savoring her monsterization into the creature of decay Dahlia will
envision her as for the remainder of the novella’s plot; on the contrary, the wife’s destruction is provided
more page-space than any other moment of extreme horror in the text. Rather, the disturbance in flow
created by Dahlia’s presence is a destabilization of the control Lauren has exerted over the progression of
the narrative until this point exhibited on a structural level. Dahlia’s rebirth is an awkward metatextual

reclamation of Fluids as her story following its cooptation by Lauren’s violent hand.

Becoming Woman
The final time Dahlia is subjected to sexual violence by Lauren is the straw breaking the camel’s

back that is her willingness to withstand her lover’s cruelties for the connection she has been persuaded to
believe she is dependent on. Dahlia is lulled into a false sense of security after her reintroduction to the
mortal world when she is nursed back to health by a woman in the hotel who introduces herself as Stacy,

taking her under her wing as a mother might her daughter. It is in this sanctuary that Dahlia renames
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herself, opting to call herself Chelsea instead of the name readers have been familiarized with until this
point. Things appear to be looking up for Dahlia/Chelsea with Stacy serving as an ideal replacement for the
mother who never accepted her identity, but the tranquility is shattered upon the realization that Stacy is
little more than a ruse performed by Lauren to coax Dahlia/Chelsea into her clutches once again.

Lauren seduces a cisgender man named Ethan at the bar and welcomes him back to the hotel room
Dahlia/Chelsea is occupying with the promise of playing into his perversion of sleeping with a mother and
daughter simultaneously. It is clear from the outset that Lauren intends to kill him. Expectedly, Lauren
forces Dahlia/Chelsea to participate in sex acts with the stranger before placing the onus on Dahlia/Chelsea
to kill him. Unlike the two previous rapes Dahlia/Chelsea has endured, there is a notable separation
between the two women. Lauren’s desire for Dahlia/Chelsea to “give [her] her whole life” is crushed by the
blatant disinterest the latter has for the sadomasochistic play (Leitz 144). For the first time, Dahlia/Chelsea
succeeds in stripping away Lauren’s influence by rejecting the notion that she holds a greater hierarchical
position over her. Her unwillingness to be brought to heel once again under Lauren’s intimidation tactics
removes what limited power the woman could weaponize. As alluded to from the opening pages of Fluids,
the insecurities that have haunted Lauren since the passing of her father are the catalyst for her downfall as
she fails to reconcile with Dahlia/Chelsea’s rejection. The glass pedestal Lauren has held herself to shatters
under the pressure posed by her former lover seeing through the facade of control she has constructed.

Beyond the apparent fetishization of the incest taboo shared between Ethan and Lauren, the scene
is also characterized by the desire of these figures, representative of the prevailing power structure, to
reproduce. For Ethan, this want originates from a craving to put both women into submission; to him,
Lauren is a body molded for his pleasure, and conquering her, despite her lesbianism, reaffirms his position
in the patriarchal hierarchy. He benefits from Lauren’s willingness to play into the role of “the sexually
active ‘bad’ girl...knowingly arranged to endure the pain that earns it” (Williams 8). Similarly, when he
discovers Dahlia is a transgender woman, he is thrilled by the prospect of humiliating and controlling her
rather than seeking genuine pleasure from her body. As a transgender woman, Dahlia is “vulnerable to
sexualization on the pretender side of the [double] bind” outlined in the introduction as the oppressor class
constructs a “sexual fantasy” of the “pretense” by representing the forcefully uncloseted transgender

woman as “sexually available and disposable” (Bettcher 52). Her othered status makes her useful to him
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only for the amusement the historically embedded social taboo of her marginalized body can provide,
otherwise ignoring her in preference for the familiar cisgender feminine. Lauren, on the other hand,
indulges in the same impregnation fantasy as Ethan with the added sexual gratification born from forcing
Dahlia to conform. The cisgender male is nothing more than a model from which Lauren expects Dahlia to
learn from, made evident in her repeated claims that she wants Dahlia, not Ethan, “to have a baby” with her
(Leitz 146).

This is her final slight against Dahlia. To subject her transsapphic victim to another violation, then
demand she assume the position of the traditional masculine by making her a mother, is to disrespect
everything that encompasses Dahlia’s womanhood. The intracommunity relationship promised by Lauren
is tainted by a cisheteronormative expectation that Dahlia pointedly says she does not want:

Lauren takes his orgasm because she’s a fly. She’s receiving his eggs so that she may give him

hers. She has to populate the Earth with more flies to make everything decay. I pick up the glass

shard and stand over Ethan, and I ask myself the worst question an organism ever has to ask: am I

a fly too? Can I be like them so I can erase them? Can I really become that horrible to save the

whole world from flies? (Leitz 148).

No matter if Lauren could apologize for the harm she has inflicted against Dahlia and improve herself on
an individual level, her philosophy is rooted in its privileging of the cisgender masculine and the power that
entails, whether she is the person exuding this power or she is expecting said treatment from her romantic
partners.

Throughout Fluids, flies become associated with the growing darkness festering in both women.
Lauren sees herself in flies and worms, beings associated with the inevitable festering of a corpse. The
ultimate abject, “a decaying body, lifeless, completely turned into dejection, blurred between the inanimate
and the inorganic, a transitional swarming, inseparable lining of a human nature whose life is
undistinguishable from the symbolic—the corpse represents fundamental pollution” (Kristeva 109). As
Dahlia envisions Lauren as an opportunistic predator that will consume whatever is provided to her easiest,
that Lauren, and in tandem, the violence she inflicts on innocents, be rendered as scavenger animals, is
logical. However, to limit the symbology of the flies to the murderous intent burgeoning within Lauren is to

sacrifice engagement with the dialogue posed through its relation to the deeper themes of the text. Flies
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also become inextricably bound together with cisheteronormativity in Dahlia’s worldview. Creatures
associated with death and rot that multiply in the millions — the connection made is obvious. Lauren and
Ethan are flies when they copulate because they are reflective of the oppressive structures that have killed
Dahlia before. By calling Dahlia into their reproduction, they are unconsciously attempting to do so once
more. Lauren’s pleading for Dahlia to impregnate her and Ethan simulating the act as the cisgender male
conduit for the insemination implies the decay of Dahlia’s femininity in the eyes of the woman who has
claimed to love her in preference for the biological function of a form Dahlia does not desire. In this
arrangement, Dahlia is made impassable by force yet again.

However, her separation from Lauren in the events leading up to her reincarnation as Chelsea has
provided Dahlia the necessary distance to spot these predatory cisheteropatriarchal behaviors in action.
Lauren fails to convince Dahlia that there is no possible alternative to the power structure she upholds
because the latter has already been exposed to said alternatives through the reinvigorated body provided to
her by God. She counteracts her ex-lover’s demands for obedience with malicious compliance, as boredom
is far more threatening to the obscene pleasure Lauren takes in the suffering of marginalized women than a
vicious rebuttal could ever succeed in doing. In Dahlia’s refusal to participate, she begins to recognize the
version of her girlhood that can exist without acceptance of Lauren’s voodoo doll vision, one where she is
not subject to the murderous whims of a toxic sapphic partner: “I can’t. I look into his eyes, and I see the
eyes of a savage. A monster of monsters in this wasteland. But he isn’t a fly; he’s only the worst of
humanity. I can’t kill him, so I let him go, and I look up at Lauren and say, “Kill him yourself” (Leitz 153).
She abandons Lauren’s performance of the cisheteronormative until the only participants are a cisgender
woman now painfully aware that she has unconsciously rendered herself desirable to no one else but the
cisgender male subject she despises. She refuses “the fantasy of the meeting with the other that is always
too late” customary of the horrific body genre underlying the extreme horror of the text, forcing Lauren to
engage with her participation in her own othering through her unspoken privileging of the
chisheteropatriarchal power structure (Williams 12).

Ethan’s fatal mistake is attempting to reassert his domination over both marginalized figures when

he perceives his cisgender masculine control is slipping from him:
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As she recoils in fear, he gets a firm grip on her wrists and throws her across the room. He sits up
and finds the shard of glass on the ground and jams it into my leg. I recoil and scream out in
agony. I look down, and the glass sticks directly through my leg. He looks up in pride at finally
penetrating me. It’s my first stabbing, and he’s taking my virginity, and he’s so proud.

Lauren sits up and huffs before throwing her hair to one side, standing and rushing to

Ethan’s side. She kicks him in the face with her high heel and he ragdolls. She kicks him again in

the side of the head, and it hits the floor. He rolls over onto his back just in time to see Lauren’s

heel come down and push on the top of his skull. She pushes gently and hears a light crack, and
then he screams, and his hands come upon her heel, and he’s pulling her. But she presses, and the
heel slides gently from the tiny crack it formed in his skull and down to his eye socket. It slides in

with no effort (Leitz 150).

For the briefest moment, both Lauren and Dahlia are a united front in their marginalization and
weaponize this connection as queer women to disconnect themselves from a distinctly cisheteropatriarchal
threat. The reader can almost imagine a world where Lauren can see the transsapphic perspective unique to
Dahlia in this exchange, were it not for her continued reliance on the aforementioned hierarchical model as
a method for understanding her place in the world. Ethan’s death does not predicate possibilities for
reinventing her selfhood through means not confined to the patriarchy; rather, Lauren views his erasure as
an opportunity to reinstate herself as the dominant figure subjugating Dahlia as her underling. When Dahlia
does not bend to Lauren’s will as easily as she once did, she leans on emotional appeals to their
intracommunity connections as queer women with the intention of weaponizing said relationship once
more. Once again, Dahlia, reborn as Chelsea, recognizes what Lauren is doing from the moment she is
reminded how much the latter presumably loves her. Lauren cannot live in a world where she is not the
most important thing. Every act of violence she inflicts on women regardless of their sex assigned at birth
stems from a desire “to be the best person anyone ever loved,” not in the sense of an egalitarian partnership
but as an authority figure worshipped as an ideal (Leitz 153).

At last, with her newfound identity as Chelsea providing Dahlia a clean-slate for transgender
world-making once limited through Lauren’s focus on passability, Dahlia can detach herself from the doll

imagery that has marked her throughout the narrative by rejecting Lauren entirely: “I don’t have to share
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her sentiment. I don’t have to share in her love. I am the love of her life, but she’s not mine (Leitz 154). In
Dahlia’s transsapphic world, the cisheteropatriarchal institution of marriage, and by extension, the social
expectation of reproduction, cannot touch her. She transcends easy categorization as the othered
transgender woman and the reductive conceptualization of biologically male procreator Lauren attempts to
force on her, becoming her “own love” and her “own mother” and negating the influence of “anyone” and
“anything” but herself (Leitz 154). Put simply, Dahlia embraces the abject once used to dehumanize her as
a productive tool for reimagining herself outside of the confines of the cisheteropatriarchal passing ideal to
become a legible woman as she sees it. She is her own creator, she is her own hierarchy, and she is her sole
participant in this construction, reaping every benefit shown from its implementation. “Nothing is more
fearfully disturbing than experience that seem to call in doubt the whole scheme of known distinctions by
which we live,” David Pole writes in “Disgust and Other Forms of Aversion,” and this is the exact fear
Dahlia realizes in Lauren to finally disconnect herself from the cisheteropatriarchal arrangement (227). For
her to be capable of thriving in “the process of disavowal of the social and personal aspects” of the
dominant culture is to conflict with everything Lauren has constructed as the truth regarding womanhood
and power in her mind (Reyes 135). It reaffirms how little influence Lauren truly holds over those she
views as beneath it, how little she is needed for the maintenance of this social system.

Lauren cannot reconcile this complication Dahlia poses to her worldview without it collapsing on
her entirely. So, instead of facing a life of liminality with her gaze fixed to the freedoms it could provide
like the transsapphic subject succeeds in doing, she takes her own life to avoid confronting it at all. “When
I look at her,” Lauren says, “I just see her elegance and beauty and her radiance and ability to warm up a
room, and I just want to kill her” (Leitz 157). She slits her wrists and her throat while Dahlia is unconscious
in the bed beside her, willing to accept death before she could ever imagine a world where her transsapphic
partner does not exist as her living possession. When she wakes, Dahlia weeps in a long-awaited release of
her bottled-up emotions upon realizing that Lauren is dead before she exits the casino hotel to start her life
anew. Fluids ends on a remarkably hopeful note —its final lines speak not to a transsapphic woman
irreparably damaged by a power structure she was taught to believe as superior to her but to a fledgling girl

unafraid of the betweenness once perceived as revolting. It is this self-acceptance of her impassability
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within the cisheteropatriarchal definition of legible womanhood that allows for the cultivation of
transgender joy for the first time in her adult life:

I’m less human than I’ve ever been, and yet my fear has turned to resolve. I think I can do this. I

think I can make it out of this. I think I can live... Everyone tries to stop me. Everyone tells me

that I can’t take care of myself. Everyone thinks they know me better than I know myself. But I

know myself, and I know I like the heat on my face. I don’t think I ever want to leave it again

(Leitz 160-161).

Fluids ends with a refusal to invite the reader into the aftermath of Dahlia’s becoming through an
ambiguous ending not dissimilar to the uncertainty audiences are left with regarding Owen/Isabel’s journey
in Schoenbrun’s I Saw the TV Glow. Dahlia exits the hotel into the sunlight without informing the audience
what will happen to her next, and Owen/Isabel returns to his duties at the arcade after sawing open his chest
to reveal the television screen within with nothing more than profuse apologies to the partygoers on his
tongue. Whether or not Dahlia will be found responsible for the crimes Lauren forced her to partake in is
not disclosed, and where Dahlia intends to travel given her newfound freedom remains hidden from the
reader. And yet, as Schoenbrun suggests the ending of I Saw the TV Glow may implicate a hopeful future
wherein Owen/Isabel recognizes the unsustainability of their current existence, Leitz represents Dahlia’s
emergence as one rife with possibilities. Through body horror and bad death, Leitz has carefully
constructed a new body and a new language in which Dahlia has confronted the cisheteropatriarchal for its
corrupt qualities, and having successfully disconnected herself from its influence symbolized in Lauren,
Dahlia can use these tools from her metamorphosis to create the alternative framework she needs. As I Saw
the TV Glow implies that forcing the transfeminine body to pass only compounds the internal and external
suffering of the individual, Fluids conjures a cisheteropatriarchal world that weaponizes social taboos like
rape and murder as regulatory measures against the marginalized — a sphere that must be escaped through

an unabashed denial of its passing demand in order to ensure trans joy prevails.

Conclusion
In the author’s note to Fluids, May Leitz describes the novella as “a story that communicated how

the gay experience in 2021 is hellish” (162). The narrative itself exists as an amalgamation of “what the

world taught her” as a survivor of abuse to “spend [her]| days worrying about” (162). As exemplified by

44



Dahlia/Chelsea’s tumultuous journey towards self-acceptance, the social faux pas and taboos depicted
through the extreme horror of the work function to critique these anxieties beyond the limitations of the
personal sphere by delving into their structural implications. Leitz’s authorial pursuit to create a piece of
transgressive horror “that was almost erotic until it really, really wasn’t” provides the clearest
implementation of the core tenets that define extreme horror as a niche — the appearance of which highlight
the thematic dialogue of queer transfemininity, mental health, and domestic violence under a microscope
(Leitz 162). The core refrains of dollhood and subsumption that tie Dahlia/Chelsea to the pattern of
objectification and exploitation Lauren inflicts against her as to restrict her potential for metamorphosis are
emblematic of a wider cultural fixation with the passability of transgender women. An even finer-toothed
comb through the graphic content of Leitz’s debut work reveals a more specific focus on the influence
intracommunity politics among LGBTQ+ populations has on the deadly combination of social issues she
points towards with her transsapphic protagonist. More than the katabasis of a fictional transgender woman
or the narrativized account of the real-world traumas experienced by its author, Fluids is a horror story that
demands its audience recognize the implicit participation it plays in the discourse it directly addresses.

Its boundary-pushing proclivities are essential to the effectiveness of this dialogue. The body
horror of the novellas repeated rape scenes disorients the reader through not only the socially proscribed
nature of the act itself but also its eventual normalization within the framework of the text. With each
subsequent sexual assault brought against Dahlia, one becomes further desensitized to its description. For
this project to utilize its presence as an outline for analyzing passing upheld as an impossible ideal to the
detriment of queer transgender women shows this effect in action. May Leitz can simultaneously discomfit
her reader through the unabashed portrayal of the body horror and bad death as a method of instilling a
desired emotional resonance with her queer-trans protagonist and provide a new foundation for regaining
control of one’s footing as the consumer of the narrative in-line with said protagonist’s development
through her manipulation of horrality. The self-awareness of genre and expectations shared between the
author and audience of extreme horror is weaponized for further experimentation, allowing Leitz to throw
her reader off-balance into the precipice of the unknown through the incorporation of surreal dream
sequences that exemplify the otherness felt by Dahlia, and to welcome intimacy between the reader and the

marginalized character when the telltale signatures of the bildungsroman begin peering through the cracks
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she has formed in the extreme horror framework Fluids relies upon. It is in this playfulness provided by the
transgressive horror of her narrative that May Leitz can expand cultural understanding of the transsapphic
experience — to look upon her reader and reveal that the trials and tribulations characterizing Dahlia’s

becoming are “also, unfortunately, you” (Leitz 162).
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Chapter Two

The Initial Operation
Isa arrives late for her first appointment with Dr. Skurm. Upon meeting the doctor, a white man of

indeterminable age with a face she describes as “so symmetrical, too symmetrical...like a 3D model from a
video game with graphical capabilities that don’t yet exist,” he reassures Isa that there is nothing to fear
about the foreign medical equipment encompassing his exam room because he has “performed this
treatment on dozens of ladies like [her]” (Harms 24-25). There is a performative quality to the comfort
Skurm provides his patients that Isa is immediately wary of. She is made uncomfortable by the blinding
whiteness and perfect straightness of his teeth. The half-smiles and pointed phrasing of his questions during
the screening he conducts prior to the treatment strikes her as odd, almost too professionally cold in its
presentation. When he inquires as to what features Isa finds “aesthetically inadequate” about her
appearance, he identifies her nose as “quite large” and “masculine” before promising her that he “can
shrink it to be within a typical female range” (Harms 25).

Here the predatory nature of Dr. Skurm’s approach is blatant. He manipulates Isa’s emotional
vulnerability about her physical imperfections to instill trust in the experiment he will soon conduct on her
person. He even preys upon her self-consciousness about her weight to influence her on the necessity of the
procedure itself. These behaviors are reminiscent of the self-surveillance Isa conducts throughout the
reader’s introduction to her character:

But it’s not me, it’s a fucking flesh prison. Cro-Magnon brow, receding hairline, square jaw, thin

lips, beard shadow—I’m a travesty. Sure, I got softer skin and some nice tits from a year on

hormones, a decent haircut, and passable makeup skills. And my face did feminize some from

HRT. But you can’t change bone—not without surgery. And even surgery can’t save me from

these broad shoulders (Harms 14).

With unnerving accuracy, Skurm strikes at the heart of the gender dysphoria that has followed Isa
throughout her life as a transgender woman. Isa navigates a world operating on “transphobic
representations of transpeople as deceivers” that she unconsciously participates in normalizing through her
heightened anxieties about being perceived as visibly transgender (Bettcher 48). Despite the continued

denial of her sister and closest friends that she does not appear “like a man,” she cannot escape this deep-
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seated belief that no matter how much effort she puts into her appearance, she will never become the
woman she knows herself to be without drastic medical intervention (Harms 56). “Fundamental” to the
perpetuation of this normative structure is this “appearance-reality contrast between gender presentation
and sexed body” asserted as a primary concern of the corrective measures espoused by the
cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy (Bettcher 48).

Since her entry into the extreme horror subgenre, Eve Harms has sat alongside other notable
transfeminine novelists explored in this thesis such as Gretchen Felker-Martin to engage in critical
discussions about her work. Transmuted is the first work in her oeuvre created to explicitly address themes
mirroring her experience as a queer transgender woman. In an interview about her novella conducted by
Angel Leigh McCoy, Harms shared her lack of interest in the contemporary push of queer media,
especially art focused on transgender characters, to represent everything “in a positive light,” believing that
it is far more important to prioritize the creation of characters that “have flaws —sometimes big ones.”33

This sentiment is shared between Eve Harms and May Leitz in their novellas. Dahlia, like Isa, is a
deeply flawed human being; throughout Fluids, she exhibits behaviors some would interpret as immoral
because her survival demands it. She participates in the sadomasochistic acts of her girlfriend because to
deny Lauren’s predatory desires would turn their attention onto her marginalized body. Better to subject the
beneficiaries of the cisheteropatriarchal order to her wrath than to be stripped of what limited acceptance
her transfemininity is allotted by her partner. Dahlia’s self-serving complicity originates from an
internalized hatred for her otherness that she tries to relieve through adherence to the cisheteropatriarchal
passing ideal espoused by Lauren. To pass is to be invisible to the watchful eye of the regime which is to be
freed of its corrective measures. Isa recognizes the importance placed on passing in the cisheteropatriarchal
framework as Dahlia does, and both construct their gender presentation, and by extension, their lives,
around upholding these ideals, much to the detriment of their mental and physical wellbeing. The predatory
figures identified in Lauren and Dr. Skurm who reap the benefits of transfeminine suffering in the

cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy know this and weaponize their insecurities for their own gain — Lauren

33 McCoy, Angel. “A Point of Pride: Interview with Eve Harms.” Horror Writer’s Association, 17 Jun
2021, https://horror.org/pride-eve-harms/
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through corruption of queer-trans community and Skurm through manipulation of the American healthcare
system.

Through disconnection from these toxic individuals representative of the passing ideal and the
greater systems of power that prioritize its function can Dahlia and Isa become better versions of
themselves. As Owen/Isabel’s continued reliance on invisibility serves to enact his self-destruction at the
conclusion of / Saw the TV Glow, Dahlia and Isa’s participation in the passing ideal succeeds only in
bringing them closer to their demise. Their transsapphic authors use the generic confines of their works as
extreme horror texts to push their protagonists through trials of body horror and bad death that reveal the
necessity of this disconnect and underscore the thematic dialogue of passing as an arbitrary standard for the
reader simultaneously. When Dahlia and Isa interact with the body horror and bad death inherent to these
fictions, they identify the need for an alternative world where their metamorphosis can be facilitated
without interruption from the cisheteropatriarchal. Once again, the extreme horror novel serves as the
foundation for conversations around queer-trans world-making unfettered by the restrictive social codes
ingrained within the passing ideal.

Taking into account the similarity in Harms’s thematic mission to May Leitz’s work further
elucidates her decision-making behind the narrative’s self-hating protagonist. Isa is an internet content
creator specializing in livestreamed video games who has recently gained many followers after the buzz
surrounding her fundraising for facial feminization surgery (FFS)3*. Isa is a woman whose mind is entirely
preoccupied by her obsession with change. Her hope to finally quell this hatred raging inside of her is
dashed when her sister contacts her in the middle of a stream to request the donated money to fund their

father’s cancer treatment. While at first resistant to the idea, Isa is worn down by her sister’s argument that

3 As sourced from Johns Hopkins Medicine, facial feminization surgery includes a series of procedures
that can reshape the face and its features to achieve a more feminine appearance for people in whom
hormone therapy is not enough to achieve desired gender-affirming changes. Facial feminization surgeries
can include one or more of the following: shaping the forehead and hairline to create a moral oval or heart
shape to the face, elevating the brow to give the eyes a feminine appearance, rhinoplasty to reduce the
width and shape of the nose, cutting or shaving the corner of the lower jaw to create a softer angle, shaving
or trimming the chin to a less prominent point, reducing the size of an Adam’s apple to create a smoother
neck profile, and liposuction.

Liang, Fan. “Facial Feminization Surgery (FFS).” Johns Hopkins Medicine, 2025,
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/wellness-and-prevention/facial-feminization-surgery
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to undergo her surgery at the expense of their father would be a vain decision. Despite not having spoken to
him in a year due to his callous transphobia, Isa transfers every cent towards her father’s care.

She is eventually convinced to escape from the negative thoughts following this drastic change in
life plans by her trusted friend Mitsuko, a fellow transgender woman who Isa praises for her passability.
The two visit a nearby art gallery where Mitsuko plans to introduce Isa to one of her friends, Rayna Kelly,
who happens to be presenting some of her artwork. However, captivated by Rayna’s grotesque art, Isa
misses her chance to speak with the artist until she seeks out her profile on social media. Between their visit
to the gallery and Isa’s first conversation with Rayna, she chooses to visit her father in the hospital, where
she is deadnamed and prodded by her father about his disapproval regarding her transition.

This discussion is contrasted by her scrolling on social media where she receives an advertisement
for an experimental form of feminization treatment. Desperate to feel comfortable in her own skin, Isa
consults one Dr. Henry S. Skurm at his pop-up clinic located in a nearby strip mall. Dr. Skurm explains this
single life-altering treatment provides a brow reduction and lift, forehead contouring, hairline lowering, jaw
contouring, a rhinoplasty, and even weight loss. Isa agrees to undergo the operation because she believes
this to be a panacea to her gender dysphoria. As the plot of Transmuted develops, she will return to Dr.
Skurm’s operating table for two additional operations to render the modifications made to her body
permanent.

Xavier Aldana Reyes separates surgical horror into a subgenre outside of the splatterpunk, body
horror, slaughterhouse, and torture porn niches. He defines surgical horror as “largely a thematic subset of
mad science” that “appropriates Frankenstein’s gothic laboratory and transforms it into the antiseptic clinic
and the nightmare of the operating theater...” (Reyes 146). Eve Harms’s authorial interest with surgical
horror is apparent from the outset of her novella. The systemic financial barriers and grueling healing
process associated with medical transition become core facets of the extreme horror Isa experiences.
Through these procedures and their fantastical side effects, Harms “displays the fascination and repulsion
inherent to the messy nature of our biology,” and it is through “the exploration of the limits of our bodies”
that she interrogates “changes in social practices as well as our relation to technological advances and what

they mean to human beings” (Reyes 163).
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Transmuted incorporates surgical horror through a distinctly transsapphic lens. Harms’s
implementation of medical procedures adopts a historic fascination with gender-affirming operations in
popular culture not to perpetuate their negative representation as acts of mutilation, but rather, to weaponize
horror audiences and their familiarity with the tropes of surgical horror to discuss the greater systemic
roadblocks that monsterize transgender women. Isa is convinced facial feminization surgery will finally
allow her to live life to its fullest potential, freed from the shackles of her insecurities regarding
presumptions made by a predominately cisgender public. These assumptions, as well as the difference in
treatment fellow transgender women she considers “fish” experience, instills passability as a transition
ideal in Isa’s mind. “Surgery...becomes a tool for the imposition of artificial rules over the bodies of
others” by the cisheteropatriarchal ideal (Reyes 157). Her decision to sacrifice the money earned through
her streaming fundraiser for her estranged father’s medical care is emblematic of an institutional crisis
surrounding steep financial costs in the American healthcare system that continually place marginalized
individuals like Isa at a twofold disadvantage — forced to decide between which life circumstances are more
worthy of one’s spending and made to shoulder the brunt of these costs without insurance coverage due to
the all-too-common classification of FFS as a purely cosmetic procedure.*

Dr. Skurm’s, and as the reader later uncovers, Rayna Kelly’s exploitation of vulnerable people in
desperate circumstances elaborates on the predatory market of American healthcare by literalizing its
presence as an underground freakshow trade. Here, the elite actresses and politicians that Isa notices among
the spectators become embodiments of this hypocritically voyeuristic attitude taken towards the
transgender body in the dominant culture. The same people who benefit from deriding transgender women
for pursuing life-saving medical care in the form of permanent body modification take pleasure in
observing the peculiarities of a metamorphosed body as long as it is designed for their entertainment. If “it
is the female body in the grips of an out-of-control ecstasy” like pleasure, grief, or terror “that has offered
the most sensational sight” to “the two masculine and feminine poles” we associate with the

cisheteropatriarchal arrangement, the marginalized body of the queer transgender woman provides

35 For more information, see: Aristizabal, et al. “The Limited Coverage of Facial Feminization Surgery in
the United States: A Literature Review of Policy Constraints and Implications.” Journal of Clinical
Medicine, vol. 12, no. 16, 15 Aug. 2023.
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entertainment through their victimization to this power structure threefold (Williams 4). The commentary
of Transmuted, while lacking in the subtleties exhibited in the other texts explored throughout this thesis, is
apparent at every moment where Isa’s health is taken into consideration.

If Fluids and I Saw the TV Glow demonstrate how community can become corrupted by the
cisheteropatriarchal to the detriment of transfeminine self-actualization through their body horror and bad
death, Transmuted uses the mechanisms of extreme horror to interrogate how healthcare has been
weaponized against transgender women under this dominant culture. As established in the introduction to
this thesis, the horror genre has long been fascinated by the concept of a predator disguising themselves in
the body of a marginalized person to enact violence against other subjugated figures, predominately
cisgender women. The demonization of gender-affirming surgeries such as those commonly referred to in
popular culture as “sex changes” has grounded transfeminine gender presentation deeper in stereotypes of
deception and trickery. By focusing the body horror and bad death used to commentate on the passing ideal
in Transmuted on the surgical procedures Isa undergoes, Eve Harms calls these negative representations to
the forefront of her readership’s consciousness. From here, she works to deconstruct the contradictory
representations of the transfeminine individual who seeks medical interventions for passability as both
deceptive threat and ideal marginalized body to construct the alternative world where Isa can exist without
these pressures. Medicine, having become a system inseparable from contemporary representations of
transgender women inside and outside the horror genre, must be exposed for its participation in the
extremities of the work so that Isa may thrive. In other words, Transmuted functions as an extreme horror
novella and a surgical horror narrative simultaneously. Horror in Transmuted is derived from Skurm and
Rayna’s “imprisonment” of Dahlia through their reduction of her humanity into a “new status as body
parts” to be manipulated for their financial gain (Reyes 157).

The absurdity of the extreme horror inherent to Transmuted creates a stark contrast when
compared to the lurid descriptions employed in May Leitz’s Fluids. An initial reading of Isa’s submergence
in the operation tank strikes a peculiar balance between the visceral and the comical:

Some sort of liquid rushes out from jets in the side of this perverse jacuzzi, watering down the

goo. It’s hot—scalding. I’'m being cooked alive and want to scream out. It feels like my flesh is

melting off my body, but it couldn’t be, it couldn’t be. The taste of rotting vegetables seeps into
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my lips, and I open my eyes, the liquid is almost clear now, and I can see my skin melting off—

not like candle wax, but like it’s decaying. Like one of those nature shows where they leave an

animal to rot and speed up the film. I thrash my limbs about, as if that will slow the process. My
hand—oh god—all the flesh and muscle is gone. I have a fucking skeleton hand! But I can
somehow still move my fingers? This can’t be real—he said I’d hallucinate—but he’s killing me.

I’m sure he’s killing me. Does he realize he’s killing me? (Harms 28).

Works like Transmuted highlight the importance of horrality as a defining attribute of extreme horror
fiction. The visceral and the shocking can enact reader response akin to the body genres of melodrama,
erotica, and horror while simultaneously sparking humor at the circumstances described. A fine line exists
that separates what is terrifying from what is hilarious as both the comedic and the horrific rely upon the
same basic structure for their intended emotional reaction; in extreme horror, authors are not only aware of
this similarity, but they weaponize it to engage in conversation with their readership about the deeper
thematic issues at the heart of said narratives. “The humour in a gory scene” in a contemporary horror text,
Brophy writes, is the result of its “saturation of all its codes and conventions - a punch line that can only be
got when one fully acknowledges this saturation as the departure point for viewing pleasure.”° This self-
awareness — regarding both the near ludicrous extremity of the niche itself and the audience’s knowledge
that the text is aware of their familiarity with the subgenre’s qualities — leaks into the body horror and bad
death of these texts to welcome greater discussion while still throwing readers off-kilter.

The horrality of Transmuted reaches outside the fictional to commentate on the demonization of
gender-affirming healthcare by the cisheteropatriarchal regime. Common anti-trans rhetoric describes
double mastectomies, facial feminization, phalloplasty, and vaginoplasty as acts of mutilation; often, this
perspective is born from a lack of education about what facial feminization surgery entails.” This anxiety
surrounding life-saving medical interventions has manifested in popular culture through films such as The
Skin I Live In, wherein a surgeon punishes his daughter’s rapist by forcibly transitioning him into the

perfect replica of his deceased wife. In mentioning Pedro Almodovar’s film, it is pivotal to acknowledge

36 See note 6.

37 For more information, see: Camacho, et al. “Shifting Paradigms: A Deep Dive Into Public Perceptions of
Gender-Affirming Surgery.” PRS Global Open, vol. 13, no. 1, 21 Jan. 2025.
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the sympathetic quality of the film’s approach towards transness. Undoubtedly, the terror born from a
cisgender man’s body being manipulated into an unrecognizable vessel mirrors the dysphoria experienced
by transgender individuals. The surgical horror of The Skin I Live In cannot be described accurately as a
representation of gender-affirming care because the procedures themselves cause the disconnect between
Vicente’s mind and body.

What is similarly discomfiting about the novella is how it uses “surgery as a form of mad science
capable of magically altering bodies, often to the detriment of their owners, in order to fulfill the dark
desires of the men who control them” (Reyes 149). However, in Transmuted, what is horrific about
Skurm’s operations is not the passability promised; rather, it is the callousness taken to the marginalized
body receiving them. Isa is given no indication as to what these procedures will demand from her body
beyond “unpleasant hallucinations” and “some pressure” (Harms 27). Isa is provided with no pain
management. Later in the novella, when her skin begins sloughing off during a dinner date with Rayna, Isa
realizes she has not been given proper instruction as to what the side effects of this experimental treatment
are. While both The Skin I Live In and Transmuted engage in conversations about bodily autonomy, gender
expression, and exploitation, it is this dehumanization coupled with Isa’s social conditioning that has left
her uncertain if living without the benefits of passing reaped from this agony is possible that sets the latter

apart from the former.

The Second Operation

Desperate to preserve the passability she believes responsible for the positive changes in her life,
Isa returns to Dr. Skurm’s clinic for a second round of treatment. It is no less arduous an experience.
Locked into another strange mechanism while Skurm watches on “smiling with his powdered, porcelain
doll smile,” Isa thrashes and screams as she is subjected to another grotesque metamorphosis:

I grip the sides of the chair as the yellow plastic rotates and softens and lengthens, like molten

glass. I scream, it covers my head and neck and forms around it, taking the shape of my face and

cutting off my oxygen supply. I can’t close my mouth and I can’t make a sound; my head is being

vacuum packed like frozen fish. Is it filling with water? The taste of salt stings as a thin film of

liquid dribbles into my silent screaming mouth. My eyes burn. I feel a needle pierce my crown,

and all the flesh on my head expands against the plastic cage, pushing up against the now hard
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surface. My eyelids inflate like balloons until they swell shut, leaving me blind. They’re pressing

into the plastic, my head is going to burst! I’m still swelling, my head presses against the

tightening yellow shell and my enlarging brain presses up against my shrinking skull. This can’t
continue, something has to give, I’'m going to explode and implode at the same time—I can’t
breathe, I can’t breathe, I can't take this anymore. I'm falling, falling, I’'m squeezing out into the

dark abyss, falling into my blindness (Harms 41).

Yet again, Eve Harms uses horrality to her advantage to shift the audience’s focus. Humor
transforms the revolting descriptions of Isa’s head swelling like a pus-filled balloon not unlike the surgical
horror preceding it. “It is humour that remains one of the major features” of the contemporary horror text,
“especially if used as an undercutting agent to counter-balance its more horrific moments.”*® The comedic
tone through which the body horror is relayed calls into question the necessity of these procedures. It
destabilizes the reader, essentially pulling them out of a scene to observe it as it appears on the page, and
from this ousting of reader immersion, Transmuted can make huge gestures towards the themes
underscoring Isa’s surgical experiences. Obviously, they terrify Isa, and this fear is accompanied by an
excruciating physical pain that leaves her unable to think straight. Without breaking the expectations of the
established narrative form, Harms asks her readership whether the cis-passing physical attributes are worth
the pain wrought against her already exposed body. If these changes cannot cure her of the negativity she
has internalized — demonstrated in the persistence of her self-conscious internal monologue — what value
does this suffering hold?

These self-aware nudges to the audience underlying the lighthearted touch Transmuted brings to
the extreme horror also draw attention to specific language choices that evoke connections to this passing
ideal. Isa describes the feminization as though her head was “being vacuum-packed like frozen fish”
(Harms 41). This, coupled with imagery associated with water, salt, and the enclosed tank where these
operations occur, ties Skurm’s experiments with queer-trans slang terms outlined in the introduction of this
project. In a desperate attempt to appear ‘fish’, Isa relents to repeated, violent exploitations of her body for
what the audience will eventually discover is a predatory underground entertainment business. We are

forcefully reminded that “the human body, at least potentially, is utterly chaotic, unable to maintain its

3% See note 6.
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distinctions from a whole world of animal possibilities,” even when the actions taken by the protagonist are
attempts at facilitating her becoming as a human woman (Hurley 94). In trying to become fish according to
the expectations of the prevailing power structure, Isa is treated with the same lack of empathy humans
deign to creatures like fish until it is difficult to discern if Skurm sees a difference between the two. She is
made to choke on her own desire to be indistinguishable from the cisheteropatriarchal beauty standard
without the assurance that it will prove itself the solution to her woes.

A later scene literalizes this. Isa chokes on a piece of steak during an awkward lull in her date
night conversation with Rayna. When the obstruction is finally dislodged from her throat, she realizes that
there is a couple, presumably cisgender and heterosexual, eyeing her from a nearby table. The man vomits
into his napkin while the woman points and laughs at Isa. Only when Rayna calls her attention to the bowl
of expensive soup ordered for her meal does Isa recognize what everyone else has already noticed about her
appearance: “There’s a detached nose floating in the white liquid among the prawns and clam meat. I touch
my face, and there’s a small divot where my nose used to be. That’s my nose in her soup!” (Harms 46).
Like everything in Transmuted, Harms is unsubtle in her approach to create humor and horror concurrently.
By making the audience laugh and gag with the same sentence, she displays a “willingness to give the fig
to all authoritative systems,” the American healthcare establishment in particular, for perpetuating
environments where bodies demarcated as abhuman feel pressured to participate in “the cultural systems of
distinction that govern what is acceptable to show and not show” about their lives (Ahmad 548). What is
initially funny about Isa’s nose floating in a bowl of fish soup is derailed by the revelation that the
experimental surgeries are melting the flesh from her skull. A facial feature that Isa held no qualms about
until Skurm instilled the insecurity within her floats in a bowl of seafood as if mocking her attempt to
become fish herself.

It stands apart, unignorable in its difference, tainting the romantic environment of the meal. Her
queerness goes unnoticed by the male/female pairing beside them, but when her transness is made visible,
their relationship becomes the laughingstock of the collective. While Rayna will eventually sleep with Isa
after reassuring her that the disfigurement does not dampen her attractiveness, the dinner date sequence
solidifies Isa’s liminal position as a transsapphic woman. Isa’s visibility as a transgender woman prior to

her treatments “yields a position in which what one is doing is represented as make-believe” by individuals
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like her father who refuse to acknowledge her outside of her sex assigned at birth while her temporary
invisibility following Skurm’s alchemical interventions remove Isa’s life “from the domain of masquerade
into the actual reality” where “living in constant fear of exposure” has replaced the insecurities she once
prioritized (Bettcher 50). Cisheteropatriarchal codes of legible femininity create a spectacle of her
otherness gawked at by those who benefit from these structures like the heterosexual couple, as well as her
oppressed fellows like the cisgender lesbian she pursues romantically. She does not belong to either
categorization, and yet, both take enjoyment with inserting themselves into her most vulnerable moments
for the reassertion of the hierarchy such suffering employs. Isa is the unwilling entertainment of those
untouched by anti-trans discrimination and the horror of breached cultural norms at the same time; betrayed
by her altered body, Isa is humiliated for her attempt at performing femininity privileged by systems of
power by having her indistinguishability from other women stripped from her through a literal decay of

said appearance.

The Final Operation

That the third and final treatment is forced upon an unwilling Isa who attempts to defend her
autonomy is essential to the dialogue Harms establishes throughout the text. At this point, she has suffered
permanent damage because of Skurm’s empty promises to provide her with a miracle cure for emotional
vulnerabilities born from cultural biases he actively benefits from. Obscuring the reality that these social
norms are so deeply ingrained that to heal Isa becomes impossible due to the assurance that another
unattainable standard for legibility will come to follow, he backs Isa into a metaphorical corner. Isa “cannot
revert back to [her] old self” and she “is mutating at a rapid pace” that has made interpreting her as the
“other” rather than a full person easier for the antagonists (Reyes 62). No matter how fish she has become
through the treatments, Skurm has disfigured her in a way that will ensure her othering. Isa attacks Skurm
in a fit of anger to make sure “he’ll never touch another woman again” (Harms 62). This is the first time in
the narrative where Isa fights back against this masculine embodiment of the power structures that limit her
— to much success. She takes a bone saw to the hand that has harmed her, dismembering it from his body to
discover the artificiality of Skurm’s humanity beneath the too-perfect flesh exemplified by his “blue and

sticky” blood (Harms 63).
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The satisfaction is, unfortunately, short-lived. With a needle, Skurm violates Isa once again
through a literal penetration of her flesh that forces her to fall unconscious. When she wakes, she is stripped
of her clothing and put on display in a glass case:

The room is dark, only partially lit by a small lamp on a nearby table. I’'m naked except for a tight

black bikini that digs into my flesh. I have no idea where I am, and I’m still groggy from whatever

was in that syringe gun—the final treatment. I thought all of my blood vessels burst, but I’'m still
alive so that couldn’t have happened. My skin is definitely a ruby color now, even in this low light

I can see that. I wonder if I’'m like a sponge, and if I press my arm, blood will seep out of my skin.

Maybe all my blood vessels really did burst, and I’ve become a human tampon. Oh, the irony

(Harms 63).

It is poignant that Isa is permanently marked by Skurm. The cruel joke of a transgender woman
whose sole desire was to be welcomed without prejudice into a cisgender world being subjected to a forced
metamorphosis that separates her from all communities to which she belongs is another element of the
horrality Harms utilizes to enhance the body horror of her work. This othering is compounded by the casual
mockery underlying Skurm and Rayna’s validation of her lived sex. For their financial gain, they make a
carnival act of her disfigured appearance while still having the gall to provide her gender-affirming
clothing. They indulge her on a rhetorical level by referring to Isa by the proper pronouns while predating
on her insecurities because it brings them entertainment. That the most prominent physical change brought
about by her monsterization at the hands of Skurm is a red tint encompassing her entire body is notable.
Biological properties that connect her to other humans like blood are weaponized against her as another
form of marginalization. The metaphor of difference lying unseen beneath the skin is made visible through
its literalization on the flesh, inescapable. “The body’s inside...shows up in order to compensate for the
collapse of the border between inside and outside. It is as if the skin, a fragile container...gave way before
the dejection of its contents” (Kristeva 53). Isa is doubly trapped inside of a body that fails to reflect the
human being piloting the vessel - not only as a woman but as a legible human being. And like the
confounding discrimination associated with her transgender identity, this systemic dehumanization is
paired with a fetishization of her difference that demands she perform according to the standard set by the

cisheteropatriarchal.
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Isa’s monsterization is alluded to early in the text by one of Rayna’s drawings. During an
exhibition of Rayna’s art, Isa is entranced by a series of illustrations:

There’s a female humanoid figure inside, hairless with faded burgundy skin and a smushed down
flattened head that has pointy ears. She has no nose and long, spidery limbs like her creator. Her
lack of clothes reveals perfectly round semi-globe breasts. The figure faces forward, one hand
pointing to her head, the other toward the ground with the palm out, bleeding a black ichor. A
raven sits on her shoulder and a skull is by her feet (Harms 20).

The inclusion of this drawing prior to Isa’s metamorphosis carries a threefold implication that contributes
to the engaged discourse. Firstly, the artistic reference to Baphomet, an androgyne goat-headed figure,
through the “as above, so below” posing of the burgundy woman calls upon the notion that the human and
the universe are interconnected with one another.* More specifically tailored towards conversations of
gender expression, one can read Isa’s monsterization into the red creature as reflective of her internalized
self-hatred regarding her visible transness and the discrimination she faces from outside forces.

The illustration itself also highlights the complicity of queer communities in the perpetuation of
anti-transgender rhetoric because of its authorship by a lesbian woman who will prey upon Isa’s affections
to create the fetishized other she and the normative collective desires. Assuming the role of Isa’s creator
instills Rayna with an unspoken authority over the former that heightens her placement in the overall social
hierarchy. To have the ability to control another, even another member of your marginalized community, is
to lift oneself from a lesser-than status. With Skurm, she dictates Isa’s legibility under the prying gaze of
the public for her financial gain, fetishizing her difference while punishing her for attempting to assimilate
into the dominant culture. “The body is divested of any emotional quality” in the seedy underworld of
Transmuted to be “sold to the highest bidder” (Reyes 133). Constrained in a glass container, the burgundy
woman suffers the same fate of isolation as an exposed specimen to be studied as well as marveled at
without reprieve from the viewer. Her nakedness is put on display in the manner Isa is trying to escape

through gender-affirming care, only to be exploited.

3 For more information on the origins and meaning of the contemporary image of Baphomet, see: Strube,
Julian. “The ‘Baphomet’ of Eliphas Lévi: It’s Meaning and Historical Context.” Correspondences, vol. 4,
2017, pp. 37-79.
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Lastly, ignorant of this truth as Rayna is, her drawing also foreshadows Isa’s triumph over her
tormentors. This can be inferred through the addition of the skull and the raven as supplementary elements
to the larger work. Interpretation of both images is as straightforward as the narrative itself. The skull, a
recurrent emblem for death, poised at the feet of the towering red humanoid insinuates ascent above the
threat it poses. Her hands “pointing to her head, the other toward the ground with the palm out, bleeding a
black ichor” connect her mind to the skull itself; considering the black blood, unrecognizable as human or
animal, trickling towards the skull, for the illustration of the burgundy creature to reflect a desire to be
categorized as human despite apparent differences is not much of a reach (Harms 20). In turn, the skull
could be representative of the acceptance with which Isa broaches her otherness at the novella’s conclusion.
Like the monstrous woman depicted by Rayna, Isa learns to appreciate her visible dissimilarities by
rejecting the frameworks defining legible humanity and, by extension, legible womanhood. She becomes
one of the “exemplary abhuman bodies...whose humanness is tenuous, incomplete, at all moments liable to
regression” within the purview of the cisheteropatriarchal, and it is this acceptance of this abhumannness
that provides Isa her freedom (Hurley 112). What originally existed as crippling insecurities — her facial
features, her build, her true self buried beneath the flesh — become the armor and weaponry through which
she can supplant the bad death destined by her status as the socially ostracized transsapphic.

The raven functions as the natural augmentation of this messaging. Often portrayed as shape-
shifting beings, these birds have been associated with transformation narratives since ancient times.*’ Any
exposure to ravens as they appear in popular culture also leads the reader to their relationship with death
imagery. Without prying any further into the raven symbol, its accentuation of the commentary outlined by
the skull is apparent. Considering its deliberate posing on the red woman’s shoulder prioritizes its
connection to the metamorphic qualities of her character over the macabre ties to the skull. It accompanies
the monstrous figure in an elevated position that creates a quite literal separation from the death knell
symbology of the bone. An undefined partnership is formed between both subjects as they occupy the same

central focus on the drawing, asking the fictional viewer and the literal reader to recontextualize both the

40 For more information on the mythological symbology of ravens, see: Gritton, Jim. “The Raven in Norse
Mythology and Pacific Northwest Folklore. Fifth Annual Colloquium on Thinking About Mythology in the
21" Century, University of Edinburgh, 2017.
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raven for its transformative qualities and the black-blooded woman for what other characteristics are shared
between them. After all, she does not cower from the imagined observer asserted by the illustration’s
existence, but rather, she stands tall in command of her foreign femininity and meets their prying eyes as if
to welcome the spectatorship.

Isa escapes from the voyeuristic elite by subverting their expectations of her monstrous
performance. She is dropped into a cage with another individual mutated into a hydra constructed of human
and avian parts while a chanting crowd gathers to watch both fight to the death. At first, Isa is directly
combative against her captors because she believes the situation she has been forced into is a hopeless
endeavor: “Let me out, you psychos! I participated in your twisted beauty pageant, now let me out! I’'m a

12

fucking human being!” (Harms 68). Throughout the novella, Isa has made appeals to humanity to justify
her emotional responses to the normative standards she navigates. She takes issue with Rayna’s amusement
with a fat animatronic during their first date because she perceives the reaction as “dehumanizing” (Harms
35). When self-conscious, Isa refers to herself as having a “Cro-Magnon” brow to underscore how her
inability to pass in a culture that privileges bodies that successfully integrate leaves her convinced of her
status as something just barely recognizable as human (Harms 14).

Realizing her humanity will not be her savior, Isa leans into traits she previously ridiculed herself
for exhibiting because they marked her as different. Her career playing video games online allows her to
reframe the battle against the man-bird hydra as though it were a boss fight with familiar mechanics to
exploit. She repurposes the limited clothing provided to her as a sheath for makeshift weapons and uses her
altered body as a tool to her advantage. Only through a rejection of the negative language inherent to
cisheteropatriarchal norms for femininity does she free herself from the confines of the cage. Isa must
consider her marginalized body for what can be achieved through its otherness opposed to what she lacks —
contrary to the narrow perspective through which she has viewed her transness. Anxious to establish herself
as the normative in her worldview, Isa’s “notions of the grotesque or the abhuman shift to accommodate”
(Reyes 7). “I can’t control it,” she says during her father’s funeral in the closing pages of the narrative. “I

can’t control what they’ll see and how they’ll think of me. What’s the point of hiding?” (Harms 76).
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Conclusion
Transmuted addresses the double-bind of the passing ideal by implementing the core tenets of

extreme horror through the lens of the surgical subgenre to highlight its capriciousness. For Isa to pass
would render her life experience as a marginalized individual more invisible than it already is to the
cisheteropatriarchal power structure because to draw attention towards this difference would expose her
“hidden truth” to “being held responsible” by the restrictive foundation she has idolized (Bettcher 50). Isa
is characterized as selfish by her sister for her resistance to sacrifice the donations intended for FFS to her
father’s cancer treatment. Pushing back against this interpretation of her behavior leaves her open to
punishment for her perceived immorality in accordance with notions of social acceptability naturalized for
her cisgender sister. Incapable of understanding the extent of the psychological harm caused by prolonged
gender dysphoria, Isa’s sister views her want for gender-affirming care as negligible. While operating in the
cisheteropatriarchal world, Isa is “always ‘in disguise’” her, brought to the surface for greater inspection
following these intrusive operations (Bettcher 60). Mirroring the discrediting of facial feminization surgery
as life-saving care through categorization as a purely cosmetic procedure, her sister forces Isa into an
impossible decision — continue living in quiet discomfort for the continuance of the patriarchal figurehead
represented by her unsupportive father or risk ostracization by seeking passability in preference for the
traditional family structure.

Repeatedly, Isa must decide between restoring the cisheteropatriarchal order at the expense of the
gender-based validation she craves and creating an alternative framework wherein she can exist
uncontrolled with the knowledge that choosing the latter will result in her permanent marking as an
abhuman subject. Every return to Skurm for an additional procedure is a pointed decision privileging the
former. Every time Isa willingly submits herself to experimentation for the conformity it promises is
followed by an immediate consequence reminding her that she cannot escape her exclusion from the
communities she aspires to ingratiate herself with. Transmuted is characterized by these “horrors of
derailment” that “add a further psychological dimension” to the extremity in play “premised on the loss of
agency and the incapacity to control one’s actions” beneath a given hierarchy (Reyes 5). The brutality of

the methods taken to ensure her involvement with said hierarchy and the correction brought against Isa by
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those figures of authority are sources of horror that Harms uses to comment on an ongoing passing
discourse.

Eve Harms weaponizes body horror, bad death, and horrality integral to this thesis’s definition of
the extreme horror subgenre to expose this very real bind to her audience while simultaneously proffering a
substitute framework through which the transsapphic can live. The sister genres of comedy and horror
interweave through the narrative of Transmuted to create a protagonist who is as ridiculous as she is
sympathetic, plagued by a societal standard of femininity that is as absurd as it is sirenically desirable.
Epitomized throughout is how deeply ingrained the passing ideal can become to the systemically
disenfranchised transgender woman — to the point where she is willing to sacrifice her physical safety to the
financial gain of unfeeling systems of power like the American healthcare system just for the possibility of
achieving an undetectable gender expression. When the sole alternative is protracted suffering that ends in
a bad death, any solution, however painful, becomes better than no solution.

Published in the summer following the inauguration of President Biden, this self-awareness
characterizing Transmuted as an extreme horror text is difficult to separate from the prevalent anti-
transgender attitudes espoused by the previous administration.*! The widespread desperation experienced
by discriminated collectives that urges them to choose between the lesser of two evils while comprehending
the risk of compounded negative outcomes with either choice proliferates the emotional undertones of the
novella. It is the fuel to Isa’s self-hating tendencies. It is the flame that sustains the institutionalized
transphobia nestled in the heart of the United States.

Transmuted also commands the audience to confront the inevitability that a replacement structure
oriented towards transsapphic acceptance will be targeted by the prevailing cultural norm. Unlike Dahlia’s
unfettering from the restraints of passability standards at the conclusion of Fluids, Isa is gifted temporary
reprieve from the punitive surveillance of the cisheteropatriarchal that is swiftly counteracted by the same
malicious forces that once preyed on her insecurities. She makes the inclusive space for herself that she has
always desired by embracing a career path where her visible differences are celebrated — tattooing. The

metamorphic quality of the transgender body fits naturally in a countercultural community accustomed to

41 Williams, Brendan. “President Trump’s Crusade Against the Transgender Community.” American
University Journal of Gender, Social Policy, and the Law, vol. 27, no. 4, 2019, pp. 525-551.
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body modification. Based on the broad range of “a couple grand” for a single tattoo session implied
through Isa’s internal monologue, it appears as though she has also found financial stability. The novella
ends with the intrusion of Rayna and Skurm, having survived the climactic events leading to Isa’s escape.
While the reader never learns what becomes of Isa when she falls unconscious under the influence
of a sedative gas filtrated into the room by Skurm, it is heavily alluded to that she is being dragged back
into the battleground of their alchemically transmuted beasts. Compared to the ambiguous ending afforded
to Dahlia and Owen/Isabel in Fluids and I Saw the TV Glow, there is a bleakness to this ending impossible
to ignore. The absurd that has characterized Transmuted as a novella drift to the background to accentuate
the real horror illustrated by Harms. Though not without its sacrifices, the transgender body can exist
outside the passing ideal happily, but it is essential that said individuals prepare themselves for the
reinsertion of the cisheteropatriarchal upon the transgender community as they also adapt to the
introduction of new languaging and beauty standards. What is uncomfortable about the end of Transmuted
is the possibility that the struggle for unrestrained self-actualization by transgender people is an uphill
battle that will always exist because of how fundamental the patriarchal power structure is to the overall
makeup of the United States. In depicting the brutality it inflicts on its most vulnerable populations through
surgical horror tinged with the core qualities of the extreme subgenre, Eve Harms presents the reader with
these multifaceted barriers impacting queer transgender women and forces them to contend with the
isolating possibility that one may never fully be free from their confinement. As Bettcher states, it may
“behoove [transgender women] to turn within to examine the degree to which we have been fragmented by

pervasive invalidation and danger” (60).
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Chapter Three
Establishing the Gender Variant Apocalypse of Manhunt

In conversation with writer Tina Horn for The Creative Independent, Gretchen Felker-Martin
describes the creation of fictional monsters as a “process of sublimation” in which “something diffuse and
impossible to really holistically confront” is transformed through the permitted fantasy that one can, “in
limited small ways, eradicate something evil from the world.”*? The extreme horror genre, with its
willingness to embrace the transgressive, provides the framework necessary for Felker-Martin to toy with
this fantasy. Through a potent cocktail of satire and scares, she dissects her understanding of womanhood
in contemporary Western culture, as well as the greater historical record, to reinterpret her experience
“pressed up against the most unpleasant aspects of them” that have caused “the most friction with her
existence.”® Having gone on record boasting her title as the author of one of “the most disgusting books in
the English language,” it is evident that Felker-Martin celebrates the cultural response to her debut novel
Manhunt as an effective piece of extreme horror.*

Gretchen Felker-Martin’s recontextualization of body horror and bad death as the alternative
language through which a distinctly transsapphic world-making process can occur outside the limited
framework of the dominant cisheteropatriarchal narrative is notable in the public backlash her work has
received when compared to her compatriots in the horror genre. Where Harms, Leitz, and to a lesser extent,
Schoenbrun are no stranger to criticism regarding the transgressive nature of their art, Felker-Martin’s

novel differs from these artifacts in the sheer prevalence of documented outrage surrounding the content

4 Horn, Tina. “On Translating Your Experience into Art.” The Creative Independent, 22 Aug. 2024,
https://thecreativeindependent.com/people/author-gretchen-felker-martin-on-translating-your-experience-
into-art/

43 Gold, Chloé Harper, “How Manhunt Author Gretchen Felker-Martin Explores Apocalyptic Body
Horror.” Dread Central, 7 Apr. 2023, https://www.dreadcentral.com/interviews/451092/how-manhunt-
author-gretchen-felker-martin-explores-apocalyptic-body-horror/

4 Brown, Lee. “Transgender Writer Under Fire for Burning J.K Rowling Alive in ‘Vile’ Horror Novel.”
The New York Post, 22 Apr. 2022, https://nypost.com/2022/04/22/writer-gretchen-felker-martin-under-fire-
for-killing-j-k-rowling-in-novel/
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depicted in her fiction. The Streisandian effect of the novel’s criticism by gender-critical collectives
branding it as a “rape fantasy” and “misogynistic trash” resulted in Manhunt swiftly becoming a bestseller
in its niche, lauded for the very boundary-pushing content that many reviewers considered irredeemable.*
It is the success of Manhunt, labeled one of the best novels of its publication year by media outlet Esquire,
as well as among the best in new horror releases of 2022 by Vulture, that makes it a curious case study
regarding the influence of transgender women’s voices not only in the extreme horror niche but also in the
greater whole of the horror genre.*® Felker-Martin’s narrative is split between the perspectives of several
characters with drastically variant political alignments. The same nuance provided to her transgender
characters such as Beth, Fran, and Robbie is extended to those sympathetic to the antagonistic TERF
collective and their cause.*’ This complexity allows Felker-Martin to avoid flattening the ongoing gender
performativity discourse into binaries of good and evil, transgender and cisgender, inclusive and exclusive.
Understanding fear and desire as a shared motivator across all expressions of identity is essential to
approaching the specific metamorphosis Felker-Martin explores in Manhunt, and over the course of its plot,
the reader’s gaze is unconsciously nudged towards critical dissection of these fears and desires exhibited by
her characters as a response to the shocking content they experience rather than simple revelry in its
entertainment. A summary of the plot further elucidates this suggestion:

Not unlike May Leitz’s Fluids, Gretchen Felker-Martin situates her novel in a United States

recovering from a pandemic that has destabilized the nation. Where these connections differ is in the

43See note 50.

46 McRobert, Neil. “The 22 Best Horror Books of 2022 Are Full of Real and Imagined Frights.” Esquire, 18
Nov. 2022, https://www.esquire.com/entertainment/books/g41982548/best-horror-books-2022/

Hughes, Emily C. “The Best Horror Novels of 2022: For Many Horror Fans, This Year Was a Feast After
Many Years of Famine.” Vulture, 15 Dec 2022, https://www.vulture.com/article/best-horror-books-
2022.html

47 As defined by Oxford Languages, TERF is an acronym for “trans-exclusionary radical feminist” used
derogatorily to refer to a person whose views on gender identity are considered hostile to transgender
people, or who opposes social and political policies designed to be inclusive of transgender people. For
more information on trans-exclusionary radical feminists, see: Ploch, Nina. “A Systemic Review of TERF
Behavior Online in Relation to Sociopsychological Group Dynamics.” Journal of Gender Studies, vol. 34,
no. 4, 19 Nov 2024, pp. 526-539.
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manifestation of the infectious force. Where Leitz’s narrative unravels within the grounded reality of the
2020 COVID-19 outbreak, Felker-Martin lends herself towards the imaginative. She conjures a country
irrevocably changed by a peculiar virus that targets individuals within a certain testosterone threshold,
mutating them into feral creatures reliant on their most bestial instincts, akin to zombie apocalypse
narratives of the early-to-mid-2000s. Manhunt is a post-pandemic story focused on characters navigating a
world that has supplanted the patriarchal social hierarchy of Western civilization with a matriarchy due to
the majority of the male population, cisgender or otherwise, being eradicated by the aforementioned virus.
Primarily, Felker-Martin focuses the narrative on the journey of two transgender women, Beth and Fran, as
they travel throughout New England harvesting the estrogen present in the testicles of mutated men to
maintain control of their humanity. From the novel’s outset, its author raises pointed political questions
regarding the inherence of one’s status as their lived sex. Should Beth and Fran fail to cultivate the estrogen
necessary, will these women devolve into walking time-bombs destined to become beasts because of the
sex they were assigned at birth? What does that entail for ongoing conversations of passability and legible
womanhood in the contemporary era?

These contentious questions loom over Felker-Martin’s narrative as a testament to her overall
disinterest in black-and-white thinking. The same layered commentary is provided to the sympathetic
survival stories of Manhunt’s transgender characters and to those echoing the beliefs of the unknown
internet troll quoted for the epigraph of the text’s initial part: “Trannies, your families will never love you.
You are living a lie and you know it. End your miserable existence. Commit suicide now” (Felker-Martin
8). Members of the TERF collective such as the young death-squad officer, Ramona Pierce, are given
complex portrayals that reject the notion of a cartoonishly evil fascist front in favor of interrogating
political biases in their fullness. Specific transgender women known as Maenads are depicted as aligning
themselves with TERF ideology, undergoing surgical intervention to ensure their trustworthiness to a
militant group of cisgender women who will only respect them in their femininity if they bend themselves
to their ideals.

When given the opportunity to flee peacefully and ignore conflict with the TERFs in the opening
chapters, Frannie opts for physical violence by attempting and failing to kill one of the leading officers with

a bow-and-arrow, serving as the flashpoint of the novel’s plot. Approaching Manhunt with clean divisions
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between good and evil renders the text near impossible to broach, as even the men turned beasts straddle an
uncomfortable line between grotesque figures emblematic of the now defunct patriarchy’s brutal heart and
the inher ent innocence of animals following their instincts. Felker-Martin instills disgust in her reader
while also leading them towards the unironic use of limp defenses that have become trite over time as we
attempt to wrap our head around these dire straits. “Boys will be boys” metastasizes beyond its
misogynistic origins into the simplest terms to describe the pandemic Felker-Martin’s characters struggle
with as they “inevitably revert, returning to the more compelling animal histories inscribed within their
bodies” (Hurley 103).

The obvious apocalyptic tone of Manhunt further delineates Felker-Martin’s approach to extreme
horror from the works of Eve Harms and May Leitz. As outlined in the introduction to this thesis, body
horror and bad death serve as a replacement language transsapphic extreme horrorists utilize to guide
readers through a microcosm of their triply marginalized identities, whether said audience is allied to their
cause or otherwise. It is through this immersion into the transgressive content displayed across these texts
that these authors lay the foundation for a thematic discourse on the fatally flawed nature of the
cisheteropatriarchal societal framework. In Fluids, Dahlia suffers kidnapping, rape, and torture so that she,
as well as the reader experiencing these horrors through her perspective, may come to the realization that
total adherence to the cisheteropatriarchal through the passing ideal is a self-destructive path. Only after she
has survived the physical and psychological torments Lauren inflicts on her that she is able to exit into the
world with a completely new mindset about her life as a queer transgender woman. Despite the graphic
detail these moments of violence are allotted, the novella ends on a hopeful tone that suggests the body
horror and bad death Dahlia has endured was a necessary evil to unlocking a better world where she is not
commanded by the whims of the prevailing power structure. The same seedlings for a happier tomorrow
made possible through the ambiguous ending of I Saw the TV Glow are laid here. Eve Harms exchanges the
positionality of realism and absurdity in Transmuted. Horrality takes center stage in the scenes of body
horror and bad death exhibited throughout the novella to highlight the absurdity of the passing ideal as a
cisheteropatriarchal norm that has infected some of the most important institutions in the United States,
such as healthcare. Harms contrasts the lighthearted undertone of her horror with the grim realism of the

novella’s conclusion, wherein Isa achieves freedom through her alternative worldview as long as she
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remains vigilant to the persistent evolution of the cisheteropatriarchal. Hopefulness not dissimilar to the
ending of Fluids is allowed to exist only if it is tempered with the knowledge that these systems of power
are not so easily disregarded in a rapidly changing, contemporary world.

Manhunt, by comparison, is the bleakest example of the transsapphic world-making in question.
Its attitude towards the passing ideal it deconstructs through scenes of body horror and bad death bears a
closer resemblance to the interpretation of 7 Saw the TV Glow where Owen/Isabel fails to reconcile their
dysphoric reliance on the norm than the glimmers of queer-transgender joy illustrated in Fluids and
Transmuted. From the novel’s outset, the survivability of the transsapphic body is made dependent on its
willingness to participate in an endless cycle of performative gender expression. If the transgender woman
of Manhunt fails to harvest the proper amount of estrogen from the infected males for too long, she will be
forcibly stripped of her lived sex by biological forces outside of their control. This is unavoidable without
medical interventions that are growing increasingly rare in the post-apocalyptic world said women
navigate. Body horror extends beyond its purpose as a language tool for unlocking an alternative to the
passing ideal in the minds of these characters into an element of their everyday reality so normalized in the
societal collapse depicted in the work that it almost becomes mundane. The transsapphic woman of
Manhunt polices her lived sex according to the suffocating borders of the cisheteropatriarchal even in
circumstances where her life is threatened by forces that care not if she would be praised as fish or
slandered as a brick. So ingrained is the idolization of the passing ideal in the post-apocalyptic United
States conjured by Gretchen Felker-Martin that it is impossible for these women to imagine themselves as
ideal feminine subjects until they are being observed from the outside after their abjection, haunted by the
stagnancy that kills Owen/Isabel slowly as he drags his feet through the mundanity of the Midnight Realm.
Bad death manifests more as an inevitability than an insinuation as it was presented in the narratives of
Dahlia and Isa.

Manhunt is pointed in its implication of the cisheteropatriarchal passing ideal as the root cause of
a mutual suffering experienced between transgender women and their trans-exclusionary radical feminist
opposition. Whereas Fluids and Transmuted gesture towards the shared stifling of self-expression between
cisgender men, cisgender women, and all gender variant identities, neither are quite as direct as Felker-

Martin in their thematic dialogue. No one can assert with utmost certainty that they are ensured protection
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beneath the cisheteropatriarchal power structure — not even the TERF collective who have mutated these
cultural norms to suit what they believe to be a feminist matriarchy. What Manhunt identifies that neither
May Leitz nor Eve Harms address in their novellas is the constant shifting of the goalpost that constitutes a
passable performance of femininity. The queer-trans languaging undertaken through the extreme horror of
Felker-Martin’s novel is one that reaches beyond the suffocation of the individual transsapphic body under
these social structures as exemplified in Fluids and extends further than the infiltration of these
expectations into the fabric of essential institutions that compound this ostracization like the dialogue on
healthcare explored in Transmuted. The body horror and bad death Beth and Frannie are confronted with
through their navigation of TERF politics in the end of the world is reflective of Felker-Martin’s authorial
concern with the systemic quality of transphobia in the United States. The extreme horror of Manhunt is
separate from Fluids and Transmuted in its characterization because it is connected to an othering that
threatens everyone’s place in the dominant culture regardless of their sex assigned at birth. Alternative
world-making posited through the work’s interrogation of the passing ideal is given additional weight as
Felker-Martin implies this reconstruction of how we view a successful performance of our lived sex is
essential to the continuance of our species. Manhunt suggests that if we fail to address the injustices being
perpetrated against all people under the cisheteropatriarchal regime, including those believed to be its
beneficiaries, the world as we know it will fall into abjection with no hope for recovery. This call to action
on a broader societal level rather than the intracommunal or individual displayed in the previous chapters
expands the horizons of what transsapphic extreme horrorists can do with the core tenets of the genre.

The critical analysis of Manhunt posed in this thesis approaches the text chronologically. Where
Gretchen Felker-Martin interweaves past and present narrative to reveal crucial snippets of Beth and Fran’s
life, this intricacy has been flattened as to remain consistent with the sectioned framework employed across
this project. How passing has impacted the personal lives of these characters is structured by its
manifestation in four key stages — pre-apocalypse, peri-apocalypse, and post-apocalypse — though to imply
the world-ending circumstances Beth and Fran endure have come to their natural conclusion with “post-
apocalypse” is notably inaccurate. Rather, one should conceptualize the post-apocalypse state identified in
this deconstruction as the aftermath of their character arcs. In the same vein, the peri-apocalypse period of

Beth and Fran’s approach towards passing as an ideal is outlined by their separation at the midpoint of the
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text. As their bond is established as essential to the development of their respective identities from the
outset of the novel, for better and for worse, the clearest boundary to be made for the sake of simplicity
appears in this forced physical distance.

Before The End

V had shouted until her voice cracked like fired glaze, but Beth only drew back down into herself,

looking from one closed face to the next with the mounting satisfaction of knowing everyone had

finally decided not to pretend anymore. They hated her. She disgusted them. She was a roach
scuttling across peeled linoleum. Shit smeared on the sole of a sandal. Finally, finally, they were

telling her that every kiss and scene and forced and halting word of their affection had been a

performance to convince themselves and each other they could love a big, dumb, ugly brick

(Felker-Martin 118).

Prior to the apocalypse, Beth lives in a second-floor apartment with roommates from varying
backgrounds all united through their marginal status; “skinny transmascs, angry leatherdykes, demisexuals
with half-ironic bowl cuts who talked endlessly about Tumblr gender discourse and whether wearing bow
ties was class warfare,” what mattered about her home was the inclusivity it preached (Felker-Martin 117).

When the nation is still intact enough to establish quarantine zones for potential infected bodies,
this carefully constructed sanctuary is shattered by the ideological exposure facilitated through the sex-
based categorization in the passing ideal. While not transphobic of Beth’s roommates to call everyone
together to discuss their housing situation in the advent of a nationwide pandemic — throughout the work,
transfeminine perspective characters exhibit anxieties around becoming monstrous multiple times — the
conversation develops into the seedlings of the TERF cruelty that “Beth would see five years later on the
faces of some of Seabrook’s women during Teach’s broadcast, cold and hard and cis...” (Felker-Martin
117). The reader is not made privy to the specifics of this confrontation. What Felker-Martin emphasizes
instead is continual reference to the cisgender roommates feeling unsafe in the presence of transgender
women.

Intracommunity connection dissolves until it matters not that Beth, Tara, and Venus share a queer
identity with the other occupants; with pandemic deaths rising, even those presumed allies reduce the

transfeminine body to its base biology. By demanding the three women move into a nearby quarantine
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encampment, the LGBTQ+ community encapsulated by the apartment’s inhabitants reveal that Beth, Tara,
and Venus are passable only when they meet a strict set of conditions. In the United States, the argument
that a transgender woman is “really a man disguised as a woman” often “does much of the work in
transphobic violence, accounts which justify or defend such violence, and accounts which blame the
victim” that is so often transgender themselves (Bettcher 54). Gender-affirming practices like hormonal
injections and gels become unstable foundations for trust-building as thought processes framing the
transgender body as a deceptive threat become the dominant narrative. Should Beth, Tara, and Venus be
incapable of harvesting the proper amount of estrogen as the nation crumbles into disrepair, what happens
then? To the queer cisgender roommates separating themselves from the three women, sympathy to the
sociopolitical plight of transfeminine discrimination carries minimal weight in comparison to their lives
being threatened according to their “trans panic defense” (Bettcher 54). In Manhunt, the transgender
woman is passable if she does not destabilize the power structure even the queer cisgender individual
benefits from. Otherwise, she is excommunicated from these supportive spheres under the justification that
“[she’s] still every bit the man [she’s] always been, and [she’ll] never be anything else” (Felker-Martin
117).

This is a losing battle. Beth, Tara, and Venus are shut out of their apartment with a painted stop
sign nailed on the door mocking them with the words: THIS IS A SAFE SPACE FOR PEOPLE OF ALL
GENDERS, RACES, FAITHS, AND SEXUALITIES! As the vocal detractor of the three women, Venus
cannot bear the hypocrisy inherent to this betrayal and begins battering her fists and head against the wood
paneling of the door. “You’re killing us!” she screams between punches. “You’re fucking killing us!”
(Felker-Martin 119). And it does. The air conditioning unit positioned in the window above the door is
knocked loose by Venus and smashes into her skull, killing her immediately. In an ironic twist, Venus dies
because she lays bare the complicity of the queer cisgender community in the discrimination and
subsequent eradication of transgender women. The generic requisites of body horror and bad death arrive
hand-in-hand. Where Manhunt lacks the extended sequences of bloody violence depicted in Fluids and the
comedy-horror of Transmuted, it succeeds in crafting a stomach-churning description in only a few lines.

“Bone. Blood. A sound like an egg cracking against the rim of a metal bowl. The slow, sluglike

glide of the yolk over stainless steel” (Felker-Martin 119). Venus’s corpse occupies less than a paragraph of
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page space, and yet, the visceral quality of her death continues to haunt the narrative in every moment
where Beth or Fran is threatened by the surviving cisgender populace. “[Beth] had dragged Tara away from
that house, from that sign on the door that said they were safe, from Venus with her head caved in and her
jaw split open” (Felker-Martin 120). This gruesome death is followed by Tara’s overdose on Klonopin,
similarly detailed in a handful of words as a slow and agonizing end. Here, the horrality essential to the
extreme niche reasserts itself over the narrative. It “mimics itself mercilessly — because its statement is

coded within its very mimicry.”*8

Inside and outside the horror genre, the rule of threes is a familiar
storytelling convention.*’ The principle that important details presented in trios are more memorable or
satisfying to audiences appears throughout popular culture. Overall narrative structure, comedic timing, or
even groupings of characters are just some of the ways in which authors often rely on patterns of three. So
habitual is this practice that the reader can anticipate when this rule of threes is in play.

When Gretchen Felker-Martin introduces three transgender women and kills two of them within
two pages of one another, it is not unreasonable to expect harm brought against the third because of this
repeated storytelling format. Of course, Felker-Martin’s readers cannot follow this comfortable structure to
its natural conclusion because the novel begins with Beth as one of the primary perspective characters long
before the unfortunate fates of Tara and Venus are ever introduced. Manhunt thrives on these subversions.
It claims the zombie apocalypse narrative made trite from oversaturation prior to its publication and defies
expectation by inserting an intricate discussion on the sociocultural boundaries between sex and gender
expression. It rejects the simplicity of rendering the TERF outposts as cartoonish villains in preference for
the complications they pose in conversation about the idolization of the passing ideal. And, exemplified by
Beth’s continuance following the deaths of Venus and Tara, it is comfortable with contradicting itself as an
extreme horror novel through moments of restraint that demonstrate a quiet self-awareness over its content.
To make a spectacle of the othered body destroyed is to divert attention from Felker-Martin’s centermost
horror subject; to focus on the gory details of Venus’s crushed skull, one forgets that her suffering has been

rendered invisible to the queer community she once claimed allegiance with. In “making labels such as the

48 See note 6.

“The rule of threes is widely attributed as a creation of Aristotle.
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‘deceiver’ seem like inexplicable and bizarre stereotypes that are used against transpeople...one overlooks
some of the most important issues that confront transpeople” (Bettcher 55). No one steps out onto the porch
to grieve Venus. Not one of her former friends spares her the indignity of being left to rot with a shattered
skull on the porch. It is this silence on part of the queer collective that Manhunt accentuates — transgender
women are women until it becomes a survival strategy to excommunicate and say otherwise, transgender

women are human until the patriarchal framework of the world demands they be viewed as monstrous.

Together During the End of the World
Understanding the threat posed by the cisgender male infected further elucidates the transphobic

rhetoric that commands what communities remain in the fractured United States. Those mutated by the
virus become uncontrollably violent. They hunt together in packs like wolves and butcher any living thing
that crosses their path. The transformation caused by the testosterone in their bodies also enhances libidinal
impulses; in other words, human beings unlucky enough to be cornered by an infected male have an
increased chance of being raped. Due to the proximity required for a sexual assault to occur, it is unlikely
that a victim will survive the unwanted encounter. Those that do manage to survive must live in a broken
world with the compounded trauma of being violated by something once recognizable as a human being.
Considering the decision to forcibly remove Beth from her shared apartment with this aspect of the
widespread infection in mind paints an uncomfortable picture regarding the danger the cisgender
roommates presumed themselves to be in. It is an anxiety born from “the charge that MTFs infiltrate
women’s only spaces, and are thus predators in prey’s attire” that “is predicated upon the identification of
penis with rapist and the assumption that female attire communicates absence of penis” (Bettcher 57).

Contrary to these pre-apocalyptic concerns, the first occasion where rape appears in the text
depicts a transgender woman as the victim. A transgender man named Robbie is firing shots at passing
infected from a tree. Other infected males are alerted to the nearby area by the echoing gunshots, and Beth
is taken by surprise by a male infected who tackles her off a rooftop. The moderation used when describing
Venus’s death is completely absent in this moment as Beth’s assault is illustrated in graphic detail:

She was on her back. There were bodies all around her and warm dead flesh beneath her; one of

the men she’d shot must have broken her fall. The one on top of her had his hand over her face.
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His claws found her bandaged cheek, pushed under it and into the half-healed fissure of the scar
left by the crossbow bolt. She moaned. His blood dripped hot onto her tits. Her throat. Her mouth.

He shuddered, caustic bile drooling down his chin, and she jerked her knife out of his
neck and squirmed out from under his convulsing bulk. She could hear Fran screaming no-no-no-
no-no like a scratched record speeding up. Claws tore at her hoodie. She got up into a crouch and
her bad leg gave out the second she put weight on it. Then they were on her. Slavering and
pawing. Sniffing at her crotch. Exhaustion broke over her in a towering black wave. Her chin in
the dirt, her body crushed under the weight of the snarling men, she watched a small brown mantis
pick its way along a blade of grass.

Clawed fingers slid through her hair and pressed down, forcing her face into the wet
earth. Her arm and the knife were trapped beneath her body. She thought that if she could just find
a way to keep the mantis in her field of vision she might slip out of herself, dissociate completely
from the hard cock, barbed like a cat’s, scratching at her inner thighs, from the clawed hands
tearing at the seat of her shorts and the frantic, stupid flash of embarrassment that she hadn’t
shaved her legs in months” (Felker-Martin 57).

And then, moments later when the infected is killed and Beth frees herself from its grip:
“Hot fluid coated Beth’s thighs and taint as the man tore free of her, the barbs of his penis ripping
her open inside with a pain so hot and clean and overwhelming she could hardly feel it even as her
anus clenched in terrified retentive reflex. He let go of her scalp and fell across her legs, thrashing
and screaming. One of the others scrambled over her, a shriek boiling up from deep within his
chest, his weight forcing the air out of her lungs in a great wheezing exhalation. Another followed.
Claws scored her back just above her ass. She heard herself scream.

Crack.

The man lying across her legs had fallen still. She crawled away from him, dragging her
injured leg, elbows digging into the soft ground (Felker-Martin 58).

Before unpacking the purpose of the extreme horror created through Beth’s rape, it is important to
reiterate that there are dozens of moments throughout the selected texts that use extreme horror as the

language through which transsapphic authors can identify and deconstruct normative standards that have
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limited transfeminine acceptance in the cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy. This thesis sacrifices scenes more
than worthy of the same critical attention to prefer a smoother experience reading in what has already
become a dense chapter. By choosing to focus on Beth’s rape in the beginning chapters of Manhunt, 1
acknowledge subtopics of Felker-Martin’s engagement with the passing ideal established in the post-
apocalyptic segments go ignored.

Beth’s rape is a collage of body parts and bodily fluids. She is a throat. She is a mouth. She is a
bad leg and a crotch and a chin mashed into the dirt beneath her. It is easy to lose the specific reference to
her body as a whole unit as the staccato sentences fragment Beth into a series of dismembered pieces.
Felker-Martin exhibits a similar approach to rape in her novel to its depiction in May Leitz’s Fluids. It is
intended to inspire shock and revulsion in the reader, transforming into sympathy for the transsapphic body
subjected to the disciplinary act. Though unconscious of their involvement in perpetuating a hierarchy
presumed dead, the infected, consisting primarily of cisgender men, assert dominance over marginalized
bodies for their sexual gratification with no regard for their personal experiences. In a twisted sense,
whether Beth and Fran pass as cisgender is insignificant to the infected men, but this ignorance to their
cultural otherness exists only because their humanity has been stripped by the virus until their focus is any
available body that can fulfill their most base desires. Transsapphics and TERFS are physically
indistinguishable but remain disposable objects to the infected as their status was marked in the
cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy. They participate in the “obvious strategy for putting ‘women back in their

299

rightful place’” that is rape (Bettcher 57). From this act of violence in the opening of the novel, the
audience is asked to interrogate whether the boundaries between the transgender body that passes and the
transgender body visible to the scrutiny of the prevailing social structure matter at all.

Beth is submerged in multiple layers of abjection in a penetrative act that reaffirms her visibility as
a cultural other by drawing her attention to the differences of this fractured body from her predator,
connects her experience with womanhood in the apocalypse to the TERF women who would rather kill
themselves than be victimized, and scrubs away the importance of these delineations between legible and
illegible womanhood entirely. Consider first the body horror roused from the anatomy given the longest

description in the passage — the infected’s barbed penis. For Felker-Martin to fixate on the resemblance of

the man’s sex organs with a cat to further underscore how the virus has further mutated human beings
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confronts the reader with the collapse of the boundary between human and animal. “Centuries of social
evolution have done little to alter the basic animal nature of the human species, in whom moral injunctions”
have become trivial through man’s degradation into “beast people” as they fall ill (Hurley 107) Just as these
extreme horror texts are fascinated with unpacking definitions of womanhood and femininity, they are
similarly engaged with the terms used to separate our species from the bestial.

The infected men of Manhunt hold no qualms about taking advantage of the survivors because
they no longer exhibit sentience. If transgression of this boundary into the animal represents the threats of
uncontrolled sexuality and violence deemed necessary to exclude for a functional culture, then the barbed
penis of an infected male forced upon Beth encapsulates the dissolution of the former power structure, and
with it, the importance of sex-based categorization. Felker-Martin asks what worth does the difference
between a real woman and something performing the characteristics associated with recognizable
womanhood in the cisheteropatriarchal arrangement matter when the “line between the human and animal
worlds” has been irrevocably altered (Reyes 103). As the novel develops, she will contrast the hopelessness
fostered by this rape with moments of levity that require the audience to question why seeking a gender
expression validating for the self, not the dominant hierarchy, is still important even in times of crisis. For
now, in the subjugation imposed upon Beth’s body by the uncaring man-beast, the dread conjured in the
presence of the abject permeates the body horror of Manhunt.

Dread that is compounded by the corpses and the infected cannibalizing the dead bodies of their
own kind. Cannibalism draws upon the same breakages engaged by Felker-Martin’s presentation of the
infected male’s penis — the territories of animal and human break down when it is experienced. Of note, the
men consume the corpse’s face first, making food of the feature human beings use to determine familiarity
with a given creature. For the flesh to be stripped from the skull of what once was understood as a human
man sends Beth’s rape reeling into the uncanny. To remind human beings of their status of conscious meat
is to raise the question as to what makes cannibalism a cultural taboo; while there are biological risks such
as the transmission of deadly pathogens that discourage the consumption of human flesh, the aversion itself
is rooted almost entirely in a widespread cultural acceptance that there is something fundamentally wrong
in the act. “Becoming meat shows cannibalism to be an instituted practice in a dehumanized society that is

quite happy to process and grind a number of its citizens for the benefits of the overall system” (Reyes
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112). When flesh is eaten, what is edible/inedible or who is the consumer/consumed are significant barriers
blurred that risk the collapse of the greater civilizational makeup because of the categorical confusion they
pose.

Pair this cannibalism with the ultimate abject encapsulated by the dead body. “The corpse,”
Kristeva writes, “seen without God and outside of science, is the utmost of abjection” (4). Interaction with
a human corpse is always a direct clash with the inevitability of our death made palpable. In Kristeva’s
arrangement, waste — excrement, blood, tears, pus — allows human beings to maintain their sense of self
because their expulsion from the body ensures our continuance. The corpse presents us with waste taken to
the greatest extreme where the individual no longer expels but rather becomes the expelled. Corpses are the
epitome of body horror because they are haunted by the implication that everyone will experience these
established borders being encroached upon. Everyone will undergo these “complex processes” that
“transcend the limits and limitations of the human” in time (Reyes 59). As cannibalism reminds us that we
are just meat that can be consumed, the corpse draws attention to the fact that we are just meat that will
decay. For Beth and the reader experiencing the rape through her, the combination of these abject forces
insinuates an encroaching bad death that pushes this act of extreme horror deeper into the realm of taboo.

A rape that is, by nature, abject. The distinction between Beth and the infected man is erased
through this traumatic moment of penetration. Like death, rape threatens boundaries humans utilize to
construct their identities; for the raped individual, the act minimizes their positionality from subject to
object. Crucial to the abject potential of rape as it appears in Manhunt is its weaponization by the shameless
rapist outlined in Chapter One. The shameless rapist refuses to acknowledge a violation has been
committed against their victim, and it is this shamelessness that intensifies the abject experience, as the
refusal itself implies a rejection of the raped body as a subject. Beth’s attacker being an infected male
lacking the sentience, and in turn, the possibility to empathize with her suffering embodies this concept
perfectly. Sexually assaulted, surrounded by death and decay, and victimized by a being that betrays the
distinction between human and animal, her transfeminine body, envisioned in the text in shattered pieces,
undergoes a fourfold abjection.

The fourth and final abjection manifested through Beth’s rape calls upon the horrality intrinsic to

the extreme subgenre — her transness. As discussed through the introduction to this thesis, Leitz, Harms,
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Felker-Martin, and Rumfitt operate in a niche infamous for its participation in the sustainment of so-called
bad transgender subjects. These negative representations linger in audience consciousnesses and inform the
reading experience through unconscious associations. Transsapphic extreme horrorists, recognizing these
unavoidable connections to outdated tropes, manipulate these associations to their advantage through
horror’s involvement in a “violent awareness of itself as a saturated genre” that manipulates these archaic
images of the transfeminine body into pointed thematic claims.>® When pushed to its fullest extent, the
commentary created can turn the spectacle of said extreme horror upon the reader themselves by
demanding a confrontation with their implicit biases. No matter if the audience in question approaches a
transsapphic extreme horror text from an allied or opposed perspective, these novels pose questions about
how transgender people are positioned inside and outside of different communities through uncomfortable
meetings with these problematic depictions.

Manhunt opts to grab the reader by the throat. Its language is discomfort. The core premise of two
transgender women fighting to survive in the apocalypse by harvesting estrogen from the testicles of men
lest they lose their humanity because their womanhood has been consumed by a base biological male
instinct raises difficult questions for the contemporary discourse surrounding not only the passing ideal but
the perception of transfeminine bodies as women’s bodies in the dominant culture. “Claims that transpeople
are ‘simply being true to themselves’ in presenting a particular gender take up the theme of authenticity
and, in their own way, contest allegations of fraudulence” inherent to this discourse (Bettcher 55). Even the
reader proclaiming allyship to the transgender community must contend with the central questions of the
novel: in what circumstances does the normative comfortability of sex-based differences stop mattering,
and in turn, what circumstances does your allyship become conditional because of the kneejerk instinct to
maintain these arbitrary categorizations?

Felker-Martin’s mention of Beth’s unshaved legs engages this dialogue forthright. That among her
terrors while being sexually assaulted is a beauty standard rendered obsolete with the apocalypse is a
testament to her socialization as a woman. In the cisheteropatriarchal arrangement, legible womanhood is
characterized through a disciplined performance of behaviors coded as feminine like careful grooming; a

double-standard when compared to the lax cultural attitudes towards body hair on cisgender men, shaving

30 See note 6.
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for Beth has become so ingrained into the passing ideal around which Beth formulated her transsapphic
identity that she cannot rid herself of these impulsive responses at the end of the world.>' Her life
threatened by the infected male bearing down upon her, the hairiness of her legs, and by extension, the
inadequacy of her gender expression in her worldview, is what she fixates on. The inference that Beth
would maintain this societal expectation should she acquire the resources to do so with reference to the
length of time that has passed since she last shaved her legs illustrates how these normative boundaries
cannot simply dissolve. Felker-Martin places one of her key characters as the victim of a rape from a being
that has metamorphosized in a manner she is under constant surveillance of experiencing herself, burying
her in layers of abjection that have haunted the presentation of transgender bodies like her own in horror
media, but what is prioritized in Beth’s mind is her passability. She has grown up in a world where “a
framework has been deployed whereby transphobic violence may be excused or justified on the grounds
that deception had been involved” and has thus normalized unconscious “identity enforcement” as an
escape method from these corrective measures (Bettcher 51). How stark this detail stands against the
corpses, cannibalism, rape, and reconstruction of the human body into the bestial uncanny does not go
unnoticed in the reading experience. Of every boundary violated from the moment the infected male
penetrates Beth’s body, why is it that cisheteropatriarchal measures of what makes a beautiful woman
remain unaltered? As Manhunt progresses, Felker-Martin will underscore this point further in her
discussion of the passing ideal, and with it, the reaffirmation of misogyny as a social norm, even when

there are no cisgender men to benefit from the hierarchical model imposed by its weaponization.

Separated in the Chaos

Curiously, as tensions between the burgeoning TERF encampments and the transgender
individuals hunted for sport worsen, Manhunt will move the familiar cisheteropatriarchal symbolized in the
corrupted bodies of the infected to the background to anchor the novel’s discourse on its similarities to the
neo-fascist matriarchy founded by the TERFs. While the reader is given private glimpses into the social

structure established by the TERFs through characters like Ramona, the moment Fran and Beth are

3! For more information on the role of body hair in the cisheteropatriarchal arrangement, see: Basow, Susan
A. “The Hairless Ideal: Women and Their Body Hair.” Psychology of Women Quarterly, vol. 15, no. 1,
1991, pp. 83-96.
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separated from one another is when the intricacies that allow this post-apocalyptic nation to operate become
clearer echoes of perpetuated cultural standards from the pre-apocalypse.

The role of misogyny in the propagation of the passing ideal is an essential component of the
overarching argument of Manhunt as a transsapphic extreme horror novel. Illustrated through the
embarrassment Beth experiences at her unshaved legs is an undercurrent of internalized misogyny that will
continue throughout the work. In particular, the most striking examples of misogynistic thought stem from
the TERF communities touting the preservation of feminism as their apocalyptic mission. Demonstrated
internally and externally, the hypocrisy of the TERF collective’s misogyny is often left unaddressed to
accentuate the normalization of these behaviors in the dominant culture. When Beth and Fran are separated
at the midpoint of the novel, the reader is made privy to more blatant examples of this misogyny in effect,
and through its incorporation, one can further dissect its participation in the prevailing definitions of legible
womanhood that impact the transsapphic characters of these extreme horror narratives.

Many transgender and gender non-conforming individuals living stealth within the TERF
encampments rely on sex work for survival. Another point of textual self-awareness, the historical
connection to the prevalence of streetwalking as an occupation among transgender women living in poverty
outlined briefly with the introduction speaks to the intersectional misogyny inherent to Manhunt’s themes.>
While arguable that sex work is not a misogynistic profession itself, how characters interact with the trade
throughout the novel or expect fellow women to provide sex transactionally hearkens to normative
standards from the pre-apocalyptic world that center the sexual capacity of women’s bodies over their
humanity. Shortly before the TERF officer, Ramona, betrays the Womyn’s Legion, Fran finds herself in an
intimate moment with a staunch loyalist to the cause. As emotions escalate and it becomes apparent that the
woman in question, Viv, wishes to have sex with Fran, the dangerous undertones of the moment reach a
boiling point:

“Wait,” said Fran, reaching down to take Viv’s hand off her thigh. Ramona’s heart flew up into

her throat. “Wait, wait. I can’t do this. Stop.”

Viv grinned. “Please. I can smell how bad you want it.”

2 For more information on sex work patterns in transgender community, see: Stenersen, Madeline, et al.
“Sex Work Patterns among Transgender and Gender Diverse People: A Latent Class Analysis.” Journal of
Homosexuality, vol. 72, no. 11, 31 Oct 2024, pp. 2134-2152.
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“I have a ... a girlfriend.”

Viv snorted laughter. “Oh fuck you,” she purred playfully, leaning forward to kiss Fran
again, to lick the arch of the other woman’s neck. “You’re really gonna leave me with my cock in
my hand? After the eyes you’ve been making at me all summer?”

Her fingers slipped into the fork of Fran’s thighs. Beth saw the trans girl struggling, heard
her hissing, no-no-no, and then the sound of a zipper. Viv jumped back as though she’d been
burned, clutching the hand she’d forced into Fran’s lap against her chest. “You bitch,” she
squeaked, her voice high and tight. “You cunt piece of shit. That’s rape. Fucking tranny. Fucking
monster. Undisclosed fucking genital rape.”

Fran was crying as she frantically zipped her jeans and did up the buttons with trembling
fingers. “Please, I'll leave, I’ll never tell anyone, I’1l get another job at the bunker. It’s fine. It’s
fine. I’m sorry. You’re right. This was so awful of me but please, please—"

Viv lowered her hand, suddenly expressionless. “Shut up,” she said. “Shut your fake
fucking Barbie mouth.” She was silent for a long, long moment as Fran sniffled and shivered, still
sitting like a child on the picnic table’s edge, her slim legs dangling above the patio (Felker-Martin
217).

Important to acknowledge prior to any discussion of Viv’s misogyny are the narrative echoes to
Beth’s sexual assault underlying this scene. Viv justifies her continued advances on Fran despite the latter’s
rescinding of consent on the basis of instinct by claiming that she has captured the scent of Fran’s want in
the air. The connection between this vulgar claim and the infected male sniffing at Beth’s sex prior to
raping her is an obvious one, and yet, compounded by the details following it, it serves to accentuate how
minute the differences between the cruelty of the TERFs and the animalistic behaviors of the infected are.
In all aspects, Viv proves herself to be a selfish partner. Fran is belittled and guilted for refusing sexual
favors to the former; by insinuating that Fran has been leading her on, Viv places the onus on her to fulfill
her sexual desires. When it is revealed that Fran is a transgender woman, Viv assumes a manipulative
rhetorical position through a reliance on emotional manipulation and victim-blaming. “Gender
presentation” to Viv is “taken as a sign of sexed body, taken to mean sexed body, taken to communicate

sexed body,” and when Fran falls outside of this alignment, she is “construed” as a “deceiver” (Bettcher
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52). She uses expletives long associated with misogynistic attitudes to degrade Fran despite her ideological
affiliation demanding she not perceive transgender women as legitimate women before asserting the
predatory behavior exhibited is Fran’s burden. While she bypasses Fran’s clear pleading to stop any sexual
contact by unbuttoning her trousers and touching her genitals, Viv paints Fran out to be a rapist.

Before addressing the psychological impact of transmisogyny on Fran’s perception of her identity
construction, it is crucial that we deconstruct the complicated appearance of said misogyny as it manifests
in Viv’s responses. It is almost comical how drastic a tonal shift she displays once Fran’s legibility as a real
woman according to Viv’s constrained definition is exposed as a performance. She jokingly envisions her
libido as a neglected phallus before contradicting herself with disgust when she discovers the penis between
Fran’s legs. Her immediate impulse to call Fran a “bitch” and a “cunt” accentuates her shame in not being
able to recognize Fran as transgender prior to this moment. Both words are coded feminine in the
cisheteropatriarchal framework, highlighting an intriguing dimension of her misogyny that remains
unspoken as the scene develops; even after learning Fran is a transgender woman, Viv cannot detach the
cultural languaging used for individuals she perceives as legible women.>* For her kneejerk response to be
insulting Fran with terminology historically associated with femininity is to acknowledge her passability
without putting it into words. As someone who derives their superiority within the established hierarchy
through sex-based categorization, to have her worldview challenged so directly with the realization that
factors used as social determinants outside of their biological differences have not proven consistent
qualifiers is terrifying. It forces her into the uncomfortable position where the nonsensicalities of the
Womyn’s Legion political system are laid bare without the toolset to deconstruct what these failures
entail.

Desperate to reinforce the arbitrary hierarchy that has provided her much-needed stability in the
apocalypse, Viv doubles down on her transmisogyny through a weaponization of dehumanizing language.
Fran becomes a “tranny” first, then a “monster.” To disconnect herself from Fran, and pointedly, her
undeniable attraction to her transgender body, she must excommunicate her from human categorization all-

together. If “bitch” and “cunt” imply too close a relation to womanhood for Viv to be comfortable ascribing

33 For more information on the role of these expletives in upholding the cisheteropatriarchal framework,
see: Kleinman, Sherryl, et al. “Reclaiming Critical Analysis: The Social harms of ‘Bitch.’” Sociological
Analysis, vol. 3, no. 1, 2009, pp. 47-48.
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to Fran, to metamorphosize her into a monstrous figure not dissimilar from the raping infected is the ideal
defense mechanism. Derogatory slang becomes a corrective measure that reestablishes normative
boundaries perceived as being crossed through Fran’s passability. Just as Viv cannot truly control “how
bodies are understood,” so too does she “not always have authority over what [her] words mean” (Bettcher
54). Critically, this enforcement of sex-based constraints by slandering Fran as a “tranny monster” does not
serve the sole purpose of protecting the hierarchy that commands Viv’s world; rather, it is an act of self-
surveillance to ensure her position in this system of power is not threatened.

Should a sexual relationship between a member of the Womyn’s Legion and a transgender woman
be uncovered, the cisgender woman found responsible can be executed according to the totalitarian laws of
the regime. To deny Fran her humanity, let alone her womanhood, is a survival mechanism so ingrained
within Viv that it has become second nature. As a sapphic woman, for Viv to be attracted to Fran is to
admit an unconscious recognition of the latter as passable. Such a confession is unthinkable to an individual
conditioned to associate transfemininity with the abject epitomized by the infected men. It destabilizes what
Viv believes to be unshakeable about herself — her queerness and her authority. Though unwilling to budge
in her affiliation with TERF rhetoric, the impact of her revelation that she was attracted to a transgender
woman is undoubtable. To compensate for what she interprets as a disintegration of the identity categories
that have protected her privileged status thus far in the apocalypse, she must monsterize Fran according to
the social expectations of her collective before she is monsterized herself for straying from the bounds of
acceptability.

Still, Viv’s misogynistic attempts at recontextualizing Fran as monstrous fall short because she
cannot reconcile this unanticipated attraction to her marginalized body with the implications of said desire.
This is evident in her calling Fran a “fake fucking Barbie.” Of course, Viv intends this comment as a
pointed gesture to what she claims to be the artificiality of Fran’s womanhood. Once learning that Fran is
transgender, Viv reduces her to mass-produced plastic rendered in a shape visibly recognizable as a
cisgender woman without the substance that delineates objects from human beings. Doing this, Viv is
attempting to divest Fran from the “political and personal meanings” of her identity as a fellow woman by
instilling hard lines that separate the real woman from the fake by turning her “into a teleological

experiment that is, in itself, reason enough to co-opt suffering and even death”; however, upon further
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inspection, Viv’s failure in creating these immovable delineations becomes more and more obvious (Reyes
152-153). Detailed in Chapter One, doll imagery can encapsulate an intricate web of connections to
passability discourse. Viv’s invocation of Barbie dolls when demeaning Fran carries much the same
implication as the dollhood dialogue conjured between Lauren and Dahlia. Their association with girlhood,
their historical use as slang in reference to socially aberrant feminine sexuality, and their metamorphic
qualities all seep through the horrality of Manhunt.

To Viv, the transgender woman before her embodies all three attributes of the doll despite the
contradictions they pose. She envisions Fran as a Barbie because she cannot fully separate the
categorization of woman from her marginalized body, even though her ideological ties command it. Made
apparent in her sexual advances and subsequent attempt at rewriting the narrative into an undisclosed rape
attempt, Fran also befits the image of the sexual deviant; beyond the obvious metamorphosis associated
with her transness on principle, she exists in Viv’s psyche along a sliding scale where she is the
promiscuous girl playing hard to get and the penetrative force of evil simultaneously. Bettcher’s discussion
of the double-bind shows how “the ‘whorification’ of MTFs constructed as make-believe” is reinforced in
the cisheteropatriarchal arrangement (52). Such liminality cannot be permitted in the restrictive sex-based
power structure Viv belongs to. To be uncategorizable is more unnerving to the normative standards
encompassing the Womyn’s Legion than to be definitively monstrous like the infected men. For the nearest
descriptor Viv can identify to be the Barbie doll is to allow Fran to live in the uncertainty spurned on by the
enthusiastic sexual arousal Viv experienced moments prior to unearthing the transgender identity her
prospective lover carried. In Viv’s confined world, this is unacceptable, unimaginable.

There is the fourth strand of connective tissue between dolls and the transfeminine body as
imagined by extreme horrorists conjured in this exchange, inescapable to the reader seasoned in queer-trans
languaging. Barbie, when used in reference to Fran specifically, evokes the slang term “doll” popularized
in transgender communities. Signifying a highly feminine appearance, “doll” is an unspoken affirmation of
a transgender woman’s perfected look.* What perfection presupposes here is the passability upheld as a
beauty convention. As much as Viv may verbally deny the naturalization of Fran as a woman in her

unconscious mind, the wording with which she derides the transsapphic body for its cultural otherness

34 See note 29.
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suggests her inclusion without words. “Such gender attribution, of course, is frequently intertwined with
notions of appearance, reality, and discovery” (Bettcher 47). While transmisogynistic in its use as Viv as
suggesting that there are specific experiences with womanhood that are lesser-than for simply existing
outside what she recognizes as socially acceptable, there is an element of validation given to Fran’s gender
expression that sticks out like a sore thumb between the two women. So much so that the only solution to
Viv regarding the conundrum presented to her by this interaction is to exacerbate the abjection she equates
with Fran’s femininity by executing her at gunpoint.

This brings us to Fran’s side of the predicament. Horrality well-outlined in the deconstruction of
Viv, it is the potential for body horror and bad death that looms over Fran the audience throughout this
scene. Once again, the extreme horror text functions as the mechanism through which the transsapphic
author commentates on the double-bind of the passing ideal. Fran’s indistinguishability from a cisgender
woman in Viv’s perspective is validating to her gender expression while also functioning to render her
marginalized experience invisible. As long as she is occupying space in the Womyn’s Legion, Fran cannot
be her complete self for fear of punishment from the normative standards of the pre-apocalyptic world that
maintain the fascist matriarchy. Her passability leaves her under constant threat of exposure beneath the
observation of the cisgender female elite who are strict in their maintenance of femininity according to their
political outlook. A transgender woman “who is taken to misalign gender presentation with the sexed
body” must “be regarded as ‘really a boy’” in the TERF world because of the literal threat posed through
the infected men, unless she is willing to undergo the corrective measures necessary to subjugate herself to
their authority (Bettcher 48).

When she is discovered to be transgender, Fran is described as a deceptive threat that preyed upon
the TERFs, though the controlling behaviors expressed by Viv may suggest otherwise. Being a transgender
woman with knowledge of how the pre-apocalyptic world viewed her marginalized community long before
the advent of the testosterone-oriented pandemic, Fran knows how the correction of this infraction will
manifest. The promise of a bad death by Viv’s hand is enough for Fran to prostrate herself before TERF
rhetoric in a desperate ploy for mercy. She affirms Viv’s statement that she was the immoral actor in the
sexual encounter between the pair because it is easier to accept her monsterization than it is to confront the

finality of death. So accustomed is she as a queer transgender woman to her ostracization that she does not
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flinch at Viv’s venomous use of the word “tranny,” for a slur can impact her mind far less than a bullet can
decimate her body. Better to be the invalid deceiver than a corpse for the taking of infected men.

Like Beth, to be raped is the body horror most prominent in Fran’s subconscious despite the death
promise Viv’s anger represents. The impending sexual assault augments the abjection Fran is desperate to
conceal through her quiet assimilation into the dominant culture. Not only is she perceived as dissolving the
boundaries between cisheteropatriarchal definitions of male and female when her gender expression is
revealed, but she is further dehumanized by the act itself in the same manner that Beth is transformed from
subject to object with the penetrative rape of the infected. “It is not uncommon for transpeople who are
‘exposed as deceivers’ to be sexually assaulted as a kind of punishment” (Bettcher 55). And yet, a key
difference distances both instances of sexual assault in that Viv cannot be described as befitting the
shameless rapist precondition that facilitates Kristeva’s abject. The intensity of Viv’s response stems from a
toxic combination of fear instilled from the private knowledge that this transgression is unforgivable
according to the TERF regime and shame in realizing she held genuine attraction for someone she has been
taught to view as aberrant. Unable to quell the shame, Viv externalizes these motions through insults that
insinuate her inability to fully reconstruct Fran as an object.

Her approach to reasserting her authority over the transsapphic in the social structure outlined by
the Womyn’s Legion achieves the counterintuitive result of validating Fran in her femininity and
passability. The incompleteness of the abject imposed by the sexual assault characterizing this scene does
not negate the body horror of being subjected to an undesirable intrusion. For human beings to be “reduced
to their flesh” and stripped “of their rights as individuals™ is the haunting notion underlying every rape
attempt throughout these novels (Reyes 116). Sympathy arises from the reading experience whether or not
Viv takes pleasure in this violation because of how dehumanizing the act is on principle, and with the
dramatic irony instituted through the audience knowing of her transgender identity while Viv does not, the
horror of not knowing how Fran will escape what appears to be an untimely death encroaches with each
line.

For Fran, fighting tooth and claw throughout this apocalypse to ensure her survival despite the
odds being stacked against her, to be stripped of her passability is more horrific than becoming the ultimate

abject with her killing. In Manhunt, to preserve systemic barriers always results in rape, injury, or death.
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The Womyn’s Legion bears little difference from the cisheteropatriarchal of the pre-apocalypse outside of
its feminist veneer. Viv, indoctrinated by the matriarchy as she is, cannot recognize these familiar social
codes she upholds through her participation in the regime and is killed shortly after this scene. Similarly,
Fran clings to the passing ideal for its temporary sanctuary, yet it is the routine maintenance of this
hierarchical standard that places her in potentially lethal situations.

What the post-apocalyptic world will assert as Manhunt reaches its climax is that this overreliance
on frameworks created for the continuance of misogynistic power structures will bring governmental
corruption that destroys what lingering communities exist from the inside. The stability afforded through
the binaric social model demanded by the cisheteropatriarchal is an illusion masking its rotted core.
Abjection “becomes a substitute for the role formerly played by the sacred,” in this case, sex-based
categorizations, “at the limits of social and subjective identity” (Kristeva 26). As Felker-Martin depicts
with the downfall of the Womyn’s Legion, a community founded on constant surveillance and the
limitation of basic human freedoms, such as the right to express our identities, is a community constructed
on pillars cracking beneath the pressure of everything it must uphold. Through the central characteristics of
extreme horror, Felker-Martin targets the passing ideal as one factor among an interconnected web of
feminism rooted in biological determinism. Exaggerating the discourse through the fictional pandemic, she
encourages her audience to confront how everyone, regardless of identity, suffers in a cisheteropatriarchal
system. It just so happens that often, as made evident with the conclusion of the text, it is the marginalized
individuals who molded themselves to fit these suffocating requirements that are caught in the crossfire

when these unmaintainable processes reach their inevitable implosion.

Entering the Post-Apocalypse
Manhunt concludes with the bloody battle between the Womyn’s Legion, the transgender

characters and defectors made familiar throughout the narrative, and the starving hordes of infected. After
betraying her TERF comrades, Ramona is abandoned near-death after being shot by her superior Teach as a
final act of redemption. Teach herself is killed by Beth — shot in the face with an arrow and stomped to
death — in an unnerving moment where she uses her last words to mock Beth with her deadname despite the

latter never informing her of the forgotten title:
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Beth turned to face the gagging thing, bracing herself against the sides of the door. Rain lashed her
back. Teach smiled at her around the splintered shaft. Her thin, bloodless lips twitched.
“Branden,” she croaked, the word slurred and horribly babyish on her split and bloody tongue.
“Bwannnden.”

No.

She slammed her boot into the other woman’s grisly smirk. The arrow snapped. Bone
gave between wall and hardened rubber. Beth drew her leg back, cocked her knee, and kicked out
hard again. A gurgling laugh came from the ruined face. The lone remaining eye, pale and
unblinking, stared at her through a mask of blood and broken skin. Her knuckles popped where
she held tightly to the doorframe. She brought her leg up a third time. The woman’s hand came
with it, fingers clinging weakly to the gory sole, and still that horrible wet grunt of a laugh, Auh-
huh-huh, and black blood pouring from the ruined mouth.

How did she know? (Felker-Martin 294).

Tragically, Fran also dies in the chaos of combat when Teach opens fire moments before Beth can
intervene. Beth and Fran share a poignant moment of forgiveness before the latter passes in Beth’s
embrace. It is her rage in having someone she considered to be her soul sister stolen from her in such a
violent manner that pushes Beth to end Teach’s life, once and for all. With the loss of her best friend, Beth
finds herself adrift, uncertain as to how she will continue surviving without the person she trusts most
beside her. She expresses her gratitude to Ramona for sacrificing her safety for them, but she refuses to
extend a pardon for her involvement with the Womyn’s Legion and rejects any opportunity for Ramona to
assimilate with the larger group. When Ramona fails to understand this resentment and pitifully cries about
what she has done, Beth informs her that she should be thankful that they don’t assume the violent
alternative of hanging her for her participation in the genocide of so many transgender and gender non-
conforming people in this altered world. This internal struggle with desiring retribution for the injustices
wrought against an othered community and fearing the perpetuation of systems of power that functioned to
discriminate against said populations so central to Felker-Martin’s narrative lingers ambiguously over the
ending of this novel, asking her audience to what extent can wary participation in the harm caused by the

dominant culture be forgiven, and if it should be at all.

89



As the novel closes, we naturally return to the utmost abject — the corpse. Rather than be presented
with the human body stripped of flesh from the cannibalization of its infected peers, or the bloodied
remains of the transgender sex worker dispatched in the street by the neo-fascist TERF regime, the reader is
provided an intimate glimpse into how abjection can affect a human being on a personal level. Beth returns
to Fran’s side for the final time to confide in the physical comfort she provided her in life, and though she
cannot respond, she speaks in hushed tones everything that she has been bottling up inside of her:

Beth lay against Fran’s cold body as the sun began to set, her head resting on the dead girl’s

shoulder. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to fill in the grave, or to go get Indi and the others.

To put dirt on Fran’s still face, on her white dress and freckled shoulders. “I don’t know what’s

going to happen next,” she whispered. Fingers of shadow moved over their skin. Jags of light and

dark. “I’m scared. I wish you were here.”

She kissed Fran’s pallid lips and pulled the body closer, pressing her face into the hollow
of the other woman’s neck. “I love you,” she breathed in a voice that trembled at the weight of all
the different ways those words were true. “I love you so much, Fran, you stupid bitch.” She closed
her eyes, squeezing them shut tight against the acrid tears that burned at their corners, wrapping
her legs around Fran’s to be closer, to touch her one last time. Every breath was a hitching,
desperate sob. Fran in her sundress in the door of her room at Indi’s house. Fran screaming at her
in back of the high school. Sucking her dick in a mossy clearing they’d found one day while they
were supposed to be hunting. Fran laughing. Fran crying. Fran in her arms.

Fran, beautiful before she was ever a woman, posing with a hand over her cock in front
of the dirty mirror in Beth’s bedroom, a tentative smile on that slender oval face, framed by falls
of sandy hair. The most perfect thing that Beth had ever seen (Felker-Martin 300).

Throughout Manhunt, Gretchen Felker-Martin deploys the pornographic and melodramatic body
genres to foreground the work’s thematic conversations. She achieves this through a skillful manipulation
of the principal components that distinguish extreme horror as a subgenre. Horror shares more
commonalities with melodrama than not. Both produce involuntary physical reactions in the audience — the
scream and the sob — and centralize the suffering resulting from these exaggerated emotions on a

vulnerable protagonist. Melodrama and horror hinge “on the spectacle of a ‘sexually saturated’ female
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body, and each offer what many feminist critics would agree to be spectacles of feminine victimization”
(Williams 6). The cathartic aim of these body genres has fostered an intense emotional appeal to mass
audiences from which their dismissal as low-brow art is derived. While incorporating explicit sexuality into
body horror, bad death, and horrality is an authorial move depicted across the selected extreme horror texts,
to create the visceral emotional displays associated with the victim-heroes of melodrama requires a delicate
approach. Extreme horror is fixated on the physical violation of the body fully depicted whereas the
melodramatic body genre focuses on emotional violations. Without a doubt, psychological transgressions
are aspects often explored in extreme horror, but it is less common that these offenses are included for the
purpose of moving the reader to tears.

The closing paragraphs of Felker-Martin’s epilogue approach this challenge headlong. Images
associated with the body horror of Manhunt are repurposed to evoke mourning over an unnecessary loss of
life. Throughout the novel, the corpses of marginalized people have piled up because of the hindrances to
self-expression sustained by fascism masquerading as feminism. While repulsive, there is a natural
desensitization that occurs in the reader after prolonged exposure to the widespread body horror of the post-
apocalyptic text. Individuals become little more than numbers added to the overall death toll. By choosing
to end her extreme horror novel with a tragic rumination on the memory of a transgender woman beloved
to her fellow characters and made intimately familiar to the audience through their ingratiation within her
perspective, Gretchen Felker-Martin rejects the remaking of human beings into statistics. She urges the
reader to preserve the individual in political discourse surrounding marginalized communities. To reduce
Fran to little more than another life extinguished by corrupt social scales that envision transgender
women’s bodies as lesser is to perpetuate the erasure of her humanity. It is to participate in the historical
othering of transgender communities that works like Manhunt seek to interrogate through their
confrontation with the passing ideal.

Instead, body horror and the bad death are reconstituted together through reader exposure to
Fran’s corpse to honor her brief existence, her lasting impact, and her symbolic connections to the
persistent transsapphic community. Beth embraces the rotting body of her beloved friend and kisses her
mouth through tearful love confessions, but the affective response created is not the disgust the reader

typically identifies in the appearance of corpses and physical union throughout Manhunt. What horrifies is
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the stillness of Fran’s body against Beth’s advances, contrasted with the sensory echoes of the person she
was when she lived. She was a multifaceted creature that laughed and cried and lusted and loved, but now,
she lays in her sundress in the arms of a woman who never stopped loving her, incapable of feeling
anything at all. A world fearful of the woman she was becoming snuffed out her light before her
metamorphosis could complete itself.

Except, like every piece of commentary introduced in Manhunt, it cannot be that simple. Gretchen
Felker-Martin’s use of horrality is incisive in its influence on the discussion of the passing ideal that serves
as the novel’s thematic through thread. Self-awareness regarding the work’s positionality in relation to the
violent discrimination wrought against transgender bodies that fail to assimilate invisibly into the
cisheteropatriarchal norm tinges every page. “The gratification of the contemporary horror” is always
rooted in “tension, fear, anxiety, sadism, and masochism — a disposition that is overall both tasteless and
morbid.”® The transsapphic woman whose gender variance is revealed will be corrected by authority
figures in the prevailing hierarchy through humiliation and death. Beth is raped by an infected male yet
cannot think of anything but her discordance with an existing beauty standard. Fran is willing to
dehumanize herself before a TERF who sexually assaults her because she has been socialized to assume
responsibility for her transness as a deviant trait to escape punishment. Gender non-conforming people are
dragged onto the street and shot in the head for participating in the dominant culture because their
passability is misconstrued as “a piece of the communication system that facilitates and justifies sexual
violence against women” (Bettcher 56). Even when the transsapphic woman successfully passes for the
regime, their inclusion in this system remains precarious.

Manhunt questions the preservation of cisheteropatriarchal definitions of legible womanhood by
cisgender and transgender communities alike as well as the limitations of allyship in this arrangement
through its horrality. In the novel’s final contemplative moment with Fran’s corpse, it reframes horrality for
a melodramatic effect that pushes the reader towards Felker-Martin’s core assertion — passability bears little
weight in a world dominated by fascism. A single decision made to benefit the cultural elite can redefine
what passing entails with a moment’s notice. Those previously believed passable within the social

framework are excommunicated without sympathy if it means the prolongation of the upper echelon, as

35 See note 6.
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exemplified by the execution of detractors to the Womyn’s Legion cause. Even when marginalized
individuals willingly prostrate themselves to the extremities often demanded as payment to be the
exception to the rule, such as the case of the castrated Maenad fleet operating under Teach, they live under
constant observation by a populace influenced by negative representations and stereotypes. The cisgender
feminist woman envisioned as the master of this new world is limited just the same as the cisgender man is
asphyxiated by the restrictions of the cisheteropatriarchal model. Without hesitation, members of the
Womyn’s Legion betray their community for their own lives once the stronghold begins crumbling until
they become indistinguishable from the ravenous infected. In reinforcing an ideology that punishes
everyone existing beneath it with an arbitrary passing ideal that continually metamorphosizes until it
becomes unattainable to all, the Womyn’s Legion become their worst nightmare — they are “just men”
(291).

Aware of the historical context that has normalized these preconditions in transgender, queer, and
cisheteropatriarchal communities, Manhunt ends with a strategic call to reimagine what perfected
womanhood is. Fran is that perfection from the beginning of her transition in Beth’s eyes. Before passing,
standing before a filthy mirror imagining herself in a body reflective of her interior, she has already
achieved the beauty Beth sought her whole life. She has been fish. Blinded by social expectation, Fran was
unable to recognize the legibility of her womanhood to her community. For the novel to close on the
assertion that Fran was a woman long before she thought herself adequate is to encourage the reader to
imagine an alternative world where the transsapphic is not defined by the cisheteropatriarchal. Were she
capable of viewing herself through Beth’s perspective, would her life have been commanded by these
ideals with such intensity? Even if the apocalypse still came to pass and both women were required to
continue hunting for the perseverance of their humanity, what would a post-pandemic world wherein Fran
and Beth navigated the landscape without the ever-present anxieties about their gender performance
following them look like? Would Fran be alive if it wasn’t for the passing ideal?

While far from definitive, Manhunt appears to suggest this would be true. Detached from its
extremity as Fran is stripped bare before the mirror, the text presents us with the simple but tragic image of
two transsapphic bodies — one dead and prepped for burial in a pure white gown after a life spent adhering

to these social norms and another alive and freed from these boundaries entirely. In this singular image, the
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multifaceted potential of extreme horror to comment on issues related to marginalized communities is

exemplified.
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Chapter Four

Allison Rumfitt and the Cultural Infestation of Shame
Trans-exclusionary radical feminism has become a pervasive movement in contemporary English

politics; notably, Briar Dickey recognizes the alliances of this collective to anti-trans hostility present in the
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arguments of the American Right. His 2023 study explores shared appeals to “truth,” “science,” and
“reality” used by both groups to assert transgender identities as threats to social order in a highly
competitive “truth market.”>® Rooted in conversations of space, unbelonging, societal control, and harm,
both TERF and AR groups garner support by positioning their viewpoints as fear-based dilemmas.
However, as outlined by Dickey, notable differences between AR and TERF movements in their
argumentation reveal how the latter conceals their conservatism.

By centering human rights in their campaigning to disguise their reactionary responses “under a
liberal veneer,” trans-exclusionary radical feminists avoid “the most extreme conspiratorial and fascist
refrains of AR discourse,” contributing to the growing mainstream acceptability of the “oppressive refrains
which are inherent to TERF discourse” (Dickey 43). From the evocation of bioessentialism to describing
transgender women as “parasites,” TERF rhetoric is a potent barrier to the normalization of transfeminine
experiences in the United Kingdom that has shaped not only academic discussion of gender expression but
policy outcomes as well.

It is in this environment that Allison Rumfitt’s transgressive authorial voice emerges. A self-

described “woman of trouble,” Allison Rumfitt is a young novelist based in Brighton whose published

work has been compared to the likes of Daphne Du Maurier and Angela Carter.>” There is a distinct English
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lens taken to the deeply personal narratives of her horror novels that broadens the political scope of this
project, highlighting the shared struggle across land and sea with cultural borders that limit gender
expression. Rumfitt is no stranger to testing unspoken boundaries in her writing. Her debut horror novel,
Tell Me I'm Worthless, received much praise and criticism for its handling of sensitive topics such as
transphobia and fascism. Echoing the strained political spectrum of the United Kingdom, especially with
regards to current discourse about the presence of transgender women in feminist spaces, Tell Me I'm
Worthless uses the familiar trope of the haunted house to examine the harm modern fascism inflicts on
vulnerable bodies. Rumfitt does not simply point blame at any specific collective as much as she highlights
the intersectional harm wrought by authoritarian ideologies that encourages marginalized folk to turn upon
one another.

Gender-critical ideology manifests as “a psychosocial phenomenon...where intimate fears and
anxieties become socially organized to incite political passions,” a phantasm invoked by authoritarian
movements to vilify fluid gender constructions (Butler 9). Through limitations to transgender healthcare,
the banning of educational content, and the normalization of state interventions into issues of bodily
autonomy, gender-critical movements use free speech defenses to “make particular thoughts unsayable,
unreadable, and unthinkable,” subtly aligning themselves with hallmarks of fascist regimes like intellectual
suppression without ever having to proclaim allegiance to it (Butler 99). Nowhere is this phenomenon
explored more evidently than Rumfitt’s sophomore horror novel, Brainwyrms.

Brainwyrms adopts the horror trope of parasitic infection to critique the methods through which
anti-trans discourse invades public institutions. The titular worm, serving both as a metaphor and a plot
mechanism, lends itself a natural connection to the narrative framework of mental and physical
metamorphosis exhibited in the other works explored in this project. A viciously imaginative work of queer
body horror, Rumfitt’s allegorizing of transphobic violence begins with a pointed introduction:

I am transgender and I am a lesbian and I’'m scared. I came out at twelve and finally transitioned at

fifteen. I screamed at my Mother, saying that irreparable damage had already been done. What

was the point. I’d always look like a fucking boy. And my Mum held me close and said that just
wasn’t true, the world was getting better. They were making progress every day. Even the

Conservative Party just pledged to try and reform the process to make it easier for trans kids! That
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was then, and this is now: that future my Mother promised me never came to pass. I got my tits

and my cunt, thank God (Rumfitt 8).

In just seven lines, before even meeting the protagonist, the reader is introduced to the punishing
thematic refrain of Brainwyrms. The world has been driven to a grueling standstill where new boundaries
between the trusted and the deceiver have been drawn in the muddiest ink. The only solace is that a select
few transgender women, privileged in their own limited sense, have been provided medical interventions
that allow them to blend in, if they so desire. But with this decision to pass as a cisgender woman comes the
caveat that the individual cannot escape the fear they carry as someone knowingly an outsider to this
dominant culture. For Rumfitt, while she can claim she is a cis woman, she is haunted by the knowledge
that those who discover that her status as a transgender woman “love thinking about the operation [she]
had” and what it entails for their country (Rumfitt 10).

Shame tinges every corner of Brainwyrms. Transgender characters experience internalized shame
originating from their discomfort with their sex-assigned-at-birth. As a result, these individuals shoulder the
weight of a compounded sexual repression they attempt to reconcile through participation in queer kink
culture, only to exacerbate said disgust with oneself when these desires fail to be sated. On an institutional
level, shame burrows itself into the cultural body of the near-future United Kingdom conjured by Allison
Rumlfitt. This shame travels in two directions — outwards upon the marginalized communities deemed
deviant for their categorical difference within the cisheteropatriarchy and inwards through a series of self-
surveilling acts. Rumfitt uses extreme horror to implicate systemic structures as complicit in the very
behaviors they ascribe deviance to. Shame embitters the violence wreaked against the othered body due to
the barely suppressed desires experienced by benefactors of the cisheteropatriarchal system for these
marginalized figures, as well as the freedom from restriction their category crisis poses. Not unlike
Lauren’s weaponization of violent sexual fantasy to punish Dahlia in May Leitz’s Fluids, the transphobic
population of Britain overtaken by the novel’s titular parasite is hypocritical in its leveraging of
sadomasochism as a tool for limiting the gender variant body within recognizable boundaries of passability.

Rumfitt’s characters navigate a deeply ingrained self-consciousness born from a
cisheteropatriarchal definition of legible womanhood that is externalized through their reliance on

unhealthy, often abusive, relationships simply because of the community promised in these toxic
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arrangements. As with Owen/Isabel in I Saw the TV Glow, the transgender women struggling to survive the
parasitic apocalypse of Brainwyrms are damaged people whose gender dysphoria dictates every aspect of
their decision-making. To limit oneself to the suffocating confines of the cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy
appears the safer option when compared to the excommunication threatened against visible gender
variance, and yet, similar to Owen/Isabel’s slow descent into psychological and physical torment in the
Midnight Realm, adherence to these social expectations rarely provides these marginalized women
protection from the violent punitive measures wrought against their communities. The queer transgender
woman who polices her femininity within the confines of passability is reconstructed as a deceptive threat
and a source of entertainment to be exploited by the institutions already restricting their access from these
groups.

Rumfitt’s discussion regarding the manipulation of gender-affirming care in the
cisheteropatriarchal power structure resonates with the discourse established by Eve Harms in her
interrogation of the American healthcare system in Transmuted, though her approach is tinged with a
distinctly English perspective. Even in cases where transgender woman assimilate into the
cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy without detection through medical interventions like Frankie, these systems
of power take delight in exposing and eradicating members of her community for their benefit. In the same
vein as the world-ending virus depicted in Manhunt, the titular worms infesting the brains of Britain’s
social elite remind both character and reader that the influence of the passing ideal extends beyond the
intracommunity concerns of the nation’s queer collective. Cisheteropatriarchal expectations for
recognizable womanhood continue to shift in accordance with the values espoused by the prevailing
political regime being weaponized by said worms, meaning that what populations are safe from scrutiny is
never static. The infected men of Manhunt and the worm hivemind of Brainwyrms bring violence against
transgender and cisgender bodies alike indiscriminately.

Body horror and bad death are the language through which Rumfitt succeeds not only in
connecting audiences to the individual plights of queer transgender women attempting to create an
alternative world where their gender presentation is accepted without question, but also, they serve the
underlying activism inherent to her deconstruction of the passing ideal by broadening the scope of its

influence beyond even the structural level to implicate its continuance with the downfall of the human
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species. Without sacrificing the efforts taken to underscore the emotional impact of said social norms on
individuals, Rumfitt combines the self-hatred of Owen/Isabel and Dahlia, the systemic discrimination
experienced by Isa, and the structural instability of the ideal feminine goalpost under the
cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy to imagine passability as a virulent infestation from which no person,
cisgender or otherwise, is safe from the destruction it promises. If humanity cannot suggest the rift such
ideals carve between their own kind, Brainwyrms suggests, then all forms of activism will be for nought,
whether they are supportive of gender variant expressions, due to the utter collapse of civilization as we
know it. So influential are these hierarchies on all elements of our contemporary world that to rebuild our
institutions from their foundation is no longer a satisfactory solution; rather, the novel presents the
horrifying possibility that the species itself would have to begin again with no frame of reference to ensure
it does not annihilate itself. The hyperbolic lengths exhibited in the body horror and bad death of
Brainwyrms are what separates it from the preceding texts explored in this thesis as the epitome of the
transsapphic extreme horrorist’s mission.

As Brainwyrms is a novel structured by the faculties shame holds over individuals and power
structures, this project approaches select characters whose impact on the passing discourse is significant.
Through deconstructing individual characters, marginal or otherwise, as they are affected by the extreme
horror of Rumfitt’s text, one uncovers her threefold dialogue. Shame dictates the regulatory processes
instated to maintain longstanding hierarchies that prioritize a white cisgender male ruling class. This
shame, weaponized against populations deemed culturally unacceptable within these hierarchies, has the
contradictory effect of poisoning the social elite who are intrigued or secretly identify with the denigrated
group. Lastly, and most importantly, this issue extends beyond the transgender debate in the United
Kingdom and the States, as oppression born from shame is an infectious force constantly seeking a future
host to latch itself onto. Taboo sex and gratuitous violence become the platform through which this
message is broadcast to the audience, who Rumfitt demands consider their positionality as participants in

this crisis from the novel's introduction.

Frankie
Brainwyrms is bookended by a biological impossibility. Frankie, a transgender woman, gives birth

to the end of the world. With her gender-non-conforming partner, Vanya, supporting her throughout an
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arduous labor, desolation tears itself from a nonexistent womb in the form of a massive parasite. It rips
through her abdomen and soars upwards with the promise of revelation:

From the great tear in her body, it uncoiled. It was huge, so huge that you didn’t know how it had

grown inside of her. So, this was it. The thing Gaz said would rain down terror upon the world.

The great oppressor, an enemy that humanity could be united in its stand against. He’d told you to

mother it, to nurse it, to bring it home when it was grown, when it was filled with all the hate

against the world that it could carry. Could you do that? Was it worth it? Would a war tearing the
planet apart fix everything? You weren’t a political theorist, how were you to know? Those
questions were beyond you. You just did what you were told.

The great white wyrm spiralled up into the sky, but its eyes were cast down towards you.

Oh, you opened your arms to it. Oh, my child, my lovely one. I know you re scared. I'm scared

too. Come here now. Come here. This pain and fear you feel, let me tell you why you feel it:

there’s a country called Britain, far away from here. The people there, they hurt you. They did this
to you. One day you’ll go back there. One day you’ll make them pay. When you arrive, they’ll be
killing each other. One day you’ll get your revenge. But for now, curl around me and let me sing
you a song to sleep. You'll need the rest. Let me sing you a song. Let’s see if [ can remember

(Rumfitt 173).

In a work fixated on the constructed qualifiers that delineate legitimate womanhood, Rumfitt’s
decision to orient her transgender protagonist’s development around pregnancy is notable. A commonplace
argument brought against the acceptance of transgender women as their chosen sex by anti-trans activists is
the gender essentialist notion that what defines a body as female is its biological capability to be
impregnated, and, by natural extension, give birth.3® It is notable that these defenses often avoid
explanation as to the sex-based categorization of cisgender women who cannot foster a pregnancy to full-
term, whether this be through infertility, structural problems in their reproductive system, or any variety of
physically limiting factors. The silence is conspicuous; to address how pregnancy invoked as the definitive

marker of womanhood excludes people already recognized as women dissolves the criterion without further

38 For a real example of this in action, see: Ananda, Katchie. “Transfeminism and TERFS: A Clash
Between Biology and Ideology.” Medium, 18 Jan. 2019, https://medium.com/the-wvoice/transfeminism-
and-terfs-a-clash-between-biology-and-ideology-eccd9853aa5f
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interrogation. Ultimately, this framework exists more as a rhetorical tool wielded to police the boundaries
of gender rather than a consistent biological marker, applied selectively to justify the exclusivity of sex-
based categories. Rumfitt forces this contradiction to the surface. Brainwyrms foregrounds a transgender
woman’s relationship to this physical experience — her emotional and sexual yearning for the impossibility
of her impregnation — to confront the arbitrary litmus tests that determine the social legibility of one’s
femaleness.

Frankie’s first line of dialogue further establishes pregnancy as a core factor to her personal
conflict with passability. In the opening pages of Brainwyrms, the reader is introduced to Frankie during a
sexual encounter with a man she cheekily refers to as “The Stallion.” She revels in the chaotic nightlife of
her city and finds satisfaction in the complicated dynamics inherent to queer kink play. A woman with a
staunch desire for connection, another quality she shares with every protagonist explored in this project,
Frankie often dwells on elements of the stereotypically hyperfeminine that seep into her fetishistic play.
This is made apparent through an embarrassing slip: “Wanna get me pregnant?” (Rumfitt 17). Far from
foolish, Frankie is aware that pregnancy is unattainable for her, and she is also aware that she is not viewed
as desirable by the individuals she pursues because of a femininity coded as traditional. Nevertheless,
motherhood is something she craves because of what it represents in the dominant culture of modern
Britain: unquestionable womanhood, observed and respected by the social coding of her niche communities
as well as the discriminatory public. To be pregnant is to become a walking symbol of acceptable
femininity for Frankie, as though receiving a stamp of approval for one’s passability.

Like Rumfitt herself, Frankie is acutely aware of her place within the sexual politics of the
LGBTQ+ community and its historical conflict with cisheteropatriarchal structures. Witnessing other
attendants of the club enjoying themselves without the same feeling of being misunderstood at the most
basic level, such as her friends Jade and Lula, fills her with constant insecurity. In every relationship,
platonic or romantic, Frankie is pursued by tensions stirred from her longing in a predominately cisgender
world. Drifting through the crowd, Frankie stumbles upon Vanya, who she immediately fixates on. Much
of Frankie’s internal struggle stems from the traumatic experience of surviving a transphobic attack on her
workplace, a gender clinic, six months prior. Coping through sadomasochistic sex allows Frankie to feel as

though she has reclaimed the power forcibly stripped from her. I choose the verb “to feel” with great
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accentuation, as the control Frankie believes she holds over self and others when dominating Vanya in the
opening chapters is illusory.

This is made evident from the ongoing mental stress she experiences in the fallout of the bombing
on her workplace both in her personal life and online. There is no room for neutrality or sympathy across
the political spectrum of the Britain Rumfitt creates. Frankie cannot escape this space, as it is integral to her
new profession in content moderation for social media platforms. Rape, killing, pornography, all become
centermost elements of her daily life, active reminders of the cruelty ever-growing just outside her
doorstep. Her usage of sex as a method of externalizing her prioritization of the passing ideal, particularly
sex intertwined with fetish that directly addresses the impact of this dysphoria, has the complex effect of
making her feel like perpetrator and victim simultaneously. Shortly after the attack on her workplace,
Frankie seeks this release with an unnamed cisgender woman who refuses to touch her. When she is kicked
out of the woman’s house at 4AM to walk home, this self-consciousness manifests as a paranoia about her
physical safety:

She turned off the road, off the planned route, but felt like the man was still there, even when she

looked around and he wasn’t. Just another girl walking home alone who wouldn’t make it back.

Another statistic. A dead trans woman whose name wouldn’t be included when they released the

yearly list of women murdered by men. It seemed so clear to her: the girl whom she’d had three

fingers up to the knuckle inside not long before was in league with this man and had lured her out
here, and this was the endgame. Get a tranny to make me cum before I let my boyfriend or Dad or
boss or husband or bestie follow her home and corner her in a dark alleyway, or chase her into the
green space called The Level, which is always lit at this time but never occupied apart from people
so fucked out of their heads they wouldn’t have anything to say to the cops when questioned.

Chase her there, next to the skate park and the yellowing grass, and bend her over a concrete block

and smash her head into it again and again while thrusting into her (Rumfitt 74-75).

A bad death, enhanced by body horror, has become inseparable from her experience with sex.
Frankie is commanded by a dysphoric fear that she will confide her transgender identity in the wrong
individual and be corrected by the dominant hierarchy. This fear is unsurprising given the political uproar

surrounding her community that will only grow louder as the novel progresses. Like many of the
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transgender women analyzed throughout this project, Frannie fears an exacerbated bad death consisting of
multiple layers. She is terrified of the prospect that she will be exposed as transgender despite her best
efforts to assimilate according to the standards of the passing ideal. In the same vein, Frankie is fearful of
her own promiscuousness as a coping mechanism because she recognizes how transgender women have
been historically portrayed as predators in disguise. To be killed for seeking sexual gratification in a
consenting partner and thus affirmed in her unconscious belief that there is something inherently disgusting
about her transfemininity is a haunting notion. Her discomfort with exposure is accentuated through the
image of her skull being smashed open over a concrete block. The performativity of her gender
presentation is violently corrected by the cisgender male, benefiting most from the dominant hierarchy,
until her inner-self becomes the outer-self.

That it is the most apparent identifying factor of her personhood — her face — destroyed by this
imaginary act of cruelty touches upon the anxiety surrounding objectification that has dominated these
extreme horror texts. To be dehumanized into an unimportant statistic when her adulthood has been
commanded by a desire to be welcomed without question into a wider community is horrifying to Frankie.
Her entire character arc is marked by “body horror’s questioning of the human as a fixed category” (Reyes
78). This is underscored through the paired abjection of her obliterated corpse and the shameless rape
inflicted against her by the unnamed male perpetrator referenced in this scene. Already we have established
the connection between the fear of sexual assault present in these narratives with a forced stripping of
identity. Here, the raping of Frankie’s body by a figure symbolic of cisheteropatriarchal social surveillance
serves the same purpose to the thematic discourse regarding the passing ideal. Frankie has relied upon the
sexual politics of queer kink culture as a mechanism for reaffirming her gender expression. An unwanted
penetration weaponizes this sexual desire against her as a tool for her othering. As outlined by Bettcher,
“all too frequently a woman’s attire may be construed as a ‘provocative’ invitation...providing the basis for
the ‘she wanted it defense and tactics of blaming the victim” (56). The cisgender male forces Frankie into
submission through an act that erases her agency, her womanhood, and her humanity until she is little more
than a sexualized object through which the social elite can exploit or destroy with impunity.

Unconsciously, Frankie recognizes in this self-constructed moment of body horror and bad death

the inconsistencies in the prevailing hierarchy that allow for transgender bodies to exist contradictorily as
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taboo objects of disgust and desire, both of which must be subjugated for the continuance of the social
norm. It is the passability she has so strictly maintained that becomes her psychological prison as well as
her sanctuary. Her dependency on gender-affirming fetishes like her impregnation kink serves to uphold
this standard of legible womanhood in her performance of femininity while intensifying her uncertainties
regarding her acceptance in the politically fraught Britain she calls home. Like an addiction, Frankie
recognizes passability standards are killing her and placing her in scenarios where she could be victimized
further, and yet, the temporary reprieve from the ostracization commonly experienced by transgender
individuals is too tempting to disconnect herself from fully.

This fear becomes reality at the conclusion of the novel. After convincing herself that pleading
with Vanya for forgiveness after their break-up is fruitless, Frankie drunkenly wanders to a nearby bar
catering to older gay men. She performs oral sex on a stranger in the bathroom before confiding in the
gentleman her woes in a self-hating spiral. While speaking with him about how she believes she is a
horrible person, Frankie makes a brief reference to her pregnancy fetish, which signals recognition her
anonymous partner hadn’t anticipated. When she tries to elaborate, it quickly becomes apparent that this
queer cisgender man has been infected by the same brainworms that have taken over Jennifer Caldwell,
Gaz, and countless others:

“I ... I wanted them to get me pregnant. It’s a thing with me ... Do ... Is that something you’d like

to do?” It was a stupid question, and there was only one answer.

“It’ll be my pleasure,” he said.

He tightened his fist around her throat and pushed her into the side of the toilet stall. Her
head hit the hard plastic. She was so shocked she didn’t even scream. He stood up from the toilet
so he could haul her back up. His arms were much stronger than she would have expected: that’s
what she was thinking about, absurdly, in the moment before he slammed the side of her head into
the rim of the toilet. Now she screamed, tried to struggle, but too late. One more hit of her
forehead against the ceramic and she was out.

A bit of blood dripped down into the water in the bowl. He left her there, leaning like a
dreamer with her head resting on the seat, while he called somebody on his phone. She couldn’t

move. She heard him speak to someone urgently, telling whoever it was to come and get them.
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“I found one,” he said. She heard those words, said with childlike joy, and then she
passed out completely, bleeding and dribbling away, tongue lolling out of her mouth and resting

on the toilet seat. Lick it up bitch, lick it up (Rumfitt 159).

While Frankie will outlive the threat posed by the cisgender male in the bathroom stall, it is
impossible not to recognize the similarities between her incapacitation described above and the imagined
death she conjures. Body horror follows as the natural consequence to the visibility of her transgender
identity after a prolonged objectification. Though the older gentleman does not sexually assault Frankie,
that this physical violence should follow her reaffirmation of her passability through participation in sex
acts mirrors the narrative that inspired her initial anxieties. Her head is slammed into the porcelain toilet
bowl after her marginalized body has served its purpose of gratifying the desires of an unnamed cisgender
male who reports her violation of social expectations to his compatriots in the dominant culture. Fluids
contained within the body, namely her blood, externalize themselves as though to mark Frankie as
Kristeva’s abject while the man facilitating this punishment shares his discovery with an unnerving
gleefulness. To be responsible for identifying threats to the hierarchical order is to gain respect from his
superiors. For someone occupying a position of marginalization himself as a queer man, the promise of
protection and power allotted through an adherence to the cultural coding of the infected populace is too
great an offer to sacrifice.

Frankie’s passability fails to serve as her shield in her most desperate moment; counterintuitively,
it is her dedication to conformity through pleasurable behaviors that reinforce her placement in these
hierarchies which result in the hivemind unearthing her secret. An unignorable element of the body horror
strewn throughout Brainwyrms is the seemingly inescapable nature of it. No matter how much Frankie
molds herself to the arbitrary guidelines of the cisheteropatriarchal culture, it will always find justification
for punishing her transgender body for existing as that marginalized subject. What is terrifying about this
ordeal of the “inescapability of corporeality” that characterizes every waking moment of Frankie’s life as a
transgender woman in a TERF-dominated Britain (Reyes 18). Passability cannot be protectant when it
becomes a core qualification for the death penalty issued by the social elite. Ultimately, Frankie will
achieve the indistinguishability from cisgender womanhood she has always desired with her pregnancy, but

it is this lifelong dream to assimilate that sends the world into apocalypse. It is through the body horror
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ssociated with her death and the deaths of similarly marginalized characters that Brainwyrms implores the

reader to question the idolization of the passing ideal in popular culture.

Samantha
While Samantha shares the internalized transphobia exhibited in Frankie, her shame manifests

through sympathetic appeals to communities whose ideologies oppose her existence. Allison Rumfitt is
cautious as to not blame Samantha for this identification with the political motivations of TERFs. Instead,
she frames Samantha’s continued struggle with gender dysphoria and passability as a connecting factor
between two unlikely populations. To Samantha, TERFs being unable to separate her current expression
from her birth sex are relatable because she is incapable of making that distinction for herself. The tragic
element of Samantha’s character is that she will align herself with political affiliations who espouse her
eradication if it means being provided with a glimpse at what it means to exist in a community. To belittle
herself is a satisfactory price to pay if it means that she can be given a seat at the table. The language of her
internal monologue is reflective of the self-hatred she espouses:

Samantha was a predator. An unnatural one. In the windows of one of the parked cars she passed,

her head was tiny, and her torso and legs were huge like a gigantic cone. A funhouse mirror vision

of what a woman might look like, which was something Arthur had called her once, when he had

been sozzled and could barely look her in the eye (Rumfitt 60).

She has convinced herself that there is no possibility that she will ever fit the passing ideal, to the point
where Samantha has fixated on the most minute aspects of her gender performance to lessen the impact of
the disdain she holds against her AMAB body.

Everything Samantha thinks, says, and does is carefully constructed to bend according to the
arbitrary standards of legible womanhood set by the dominant culture she dreams of assimilating into.
When joining Jennifer Caldwell and her fellow TERFs for a private meeting, Samantha monitors her steps
to ensure her footfalls are careful and soft, “trying to avoid what she had heard someone once termed the
flat-footed thumping of men’s steps” (Rumfitt 61). Her voice is “neither too loud nor too deep” when she
speaks, ensuring she does not step on the toes of the cisgender women in her company (Rumfitt 63). The
first allusions to the hivemind looming as the central threat to the narrative are laid in the

indistinguishability of the women associating with Jennifer Caldwell, with two of them being referred to as
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little more than Helen 1 and Helen 2. Accentuated in this choice is the emphasis placed on the biological
qualifiers that mark these characters as “real” women according to their philosophy, with little interest
being displayed in what lies beneath that surface-level categorization. Implicit to the toxic feminism of
Jennifer Caldwell is that the personal lives of these women mean nothing to the ideological mission of the
group; if they conform, little else matters. Samantha recognizes this core value even if she never addresses
it directly, and when she is interrogated by the Helens about the effort she is putting into stopping what
they believe to be a transsexual threat to their nation, she is cautious to phrase her thoughts on the matter in
a manner that reflects this performative attitude:

“I do think we are trying. You know, every time I see someone being misogynist in the name of

transsexual causes, I tell them what they’re doing. I try to distribute as much feminist writing as I

can to other transsexuals who perhaps might be potentially persuaded or do not have much of a

political engagement. But it's an uphill battle. I think the lines are getting further apart. And what’s

worse is that I see so many of them, transactivists, transgenderists, now calling themselves
transsexuals proudly, some of them without even bothering to go through the process. Which is

quite offensive, really” (Rumfitt 63).

And moments later, when the Helens and Lily think her words are inadequate, she doubles down on the
self-deprecative affirmation of the TERF cause:

“No, you’re right,” she said. “Helen’s right. We do need to do more. But I don’t want to get in the

way, you know. I don’t want to dominate the conversation. I don’t want to make anyone

uncomfortable, so sometimes I just sit back and let you talk, make sure my presence makes things

clear that transsexuals do agree with you. But yes. We can do more” (Rumfitt 64).

Rumfitt’s characters resonate emotionally with readers because they are depicted as flawed
individuals whose struggles result from their own negative traits more often than not. Frankie and even
Samantha in the limited page space she is allotted are engrossing because their three-dimensionality lends
them to poor decision-making that revels in the body genres mentioned earlier in the chapter. The horror of
Brainwyrms is affecting in its extremity because it pushes the boundaries of the acceptable and because
Rumfitt successfully attaches her audience to the characters being subjected to said harm in such a manner

that their pain becomes a source of horror and melodrama. “The spectacle of the body caught in the grip of
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intense sensation or emotion” becomes the bridge between reader and marginalized character (Williams 4).
Troubled as she is, Samantha is heartbreaking because she has done nothing to justify the bad death she
suffers.

The arrival of the novel’s primary antagonist, Jennifer Caldwell, signals an opportunity for the
cisgender audience tolerating Samantha’s presence to drop all pretenses. Initially hopeful for her
acceptance because of Caldwell’s use of her chosen name in addressing her, whatever belonging Samantha
believed she held in this community is swiftly dashed when everyone begins to corner her. Jennifer begins
referring to Samantha by masculine pronouns. Kenneth mirrors this behavior, implying that Samantha once
attempted to sexually assault him while they were intoxicated. Lily targets Samantha’s dysphoric
insecurities about her voice, criticizing her for speaking so loudly over everyone else. With nowhere to go,
Samantha attempts to defend herself against the oncoming transphobic attack by gesturing towards the
cisgender men in the room as intrusions as well. They do not hear this justification. Instead, Lily spits in
her face and makes clear the political position of Caldwell’s TERF community — the cisgender men have
been welcomed into their inner circle because “at least they admit” what they are (Rumfitt 66). Seconds
before the TERFs pounce on Samantha, Jennifer Caldwell steps forward to claim that their attack against
her isn’t anything personal, but rather, given that she is “one of the good ones,” Jennifer is going to “spare
[her] the horrors to come” (Rumfitt 67). Samantha is killed quickly and mercilessly:

The women and the few men all hooked their fingers, gnashed their teeth like rabid beasts. They

pulled out knives from hidden places.

1t’s getting worse.

They pounced and began to tear into Samantha. She screamed but nobody cared to hear.
Just another dead degenerate. Not the first and not the last. Not the last, not by a long shot.

After it was done, Jennifer and Lily and Kenneth and all the others couldn’t help it. They
were far too excited to go back to sitting and drinking wine. When they kissed, the worms reached
between their eyes and mouths like threads that connected them, binding them together in this
fucked-up dream. Samantha’s body hadn’t even entered rigor mortis when they started to fuck

(Rumfitt 67-68).
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Samantha’s character, however brief an inclusion to Brainwyrms as a whole, is pivotal to
understanding the core conceit regarding passability explored through its extreme horror. Through her
violent end, we can identify several key components shared between transgender characters in the work.
Her bad death at the hands of an infected Jennifer Caldwell and her TERF posse is reflective of the
anxieties depicted in Frankie’s internal monologue in three separate ways. To be murdered for her gender
expression is a recurrent fear that follows Frankie throughout the novel as she grapples with the heightened
awareness of her otherness within the dominant culture. Kenneth and Lily vindicate themselves with claims
that underscore the performativity of the passing ideal in vastly different ways; of particular interest, the
latter’s pointed reference to physical insecurities plays upon Samantha and Frankie’s shared fear of being
detectable to the cisgender population no matter how much effort is placed self-surveilling their behaviors.
Samantha can monitor her footsteps and her vocal inflections, but once her transgender identity is
recognized by the cisheteropatriarchal hierarchy symbolized in characters like Jennifer, Kenneth, and Lily,
they will expose her for this gender-based difference without sympathy. Frankie, having received a
vaginoplasty that further augments her passability, is terrified by this possibility.

Samantha’s bad death is the result of a cisgender population reframing her reinforcement of the
passing ideal as a deceptive act. In monsterizing Samantha as a man masquerading in feminine clothing to
infiltrate feminist circles, they justify the body horror associated with the death itself as punitive. They echo
the mindset espoused in works like The Transsexual Empire: The Making of the She-Male that assert “all
transsexuals rape...by reducing the female form to an artifact, appropriating this body for themselves”
(Raymond 104). It is quite possible that Kenneth is not lying when he claims that Samantha once
propositioned him while both parties were intoxicated; however, what would be perceived as a drunken
error should Samantha be accepted as cisgender is instead reconstructed as dangerous when her
transfemininity is viewed as trickery. Not only does Samantha’s performance of the passing ideal become a
threat to feminism for the TERFs, but Kenneth recasts her behavior modification into the stereotypical
image of the predatory pervert. Taken together, both reinterpretations of Samantha through the lens of the
dominant culture demand the subsequent bad death she experiences to restore the hierarchical power

structures Jennifer’s collective is dependent on.
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How they approach killing Samantha is also indicative of the novel’s commentary on the passing
ideal. When compared to body horror depicted in later scenes, the description of Samantha’s death appears
quite tame. The scant details provided here are intentional; having entered the realm of TERF ideology, for
little importance to be ascribed to the butchering of “just another dead degenerate” highlights how
dehumanized transgender individuals have become in this worldview (Rumfitt 67). “By dehumanizing
(abhumanizing) the degenerate, the normative subject humaniz[es] itself” (Hurley 79). The text exposes the
reader to the coldness weaponized against transgender bodies in contemporary politics to evoke a horrified
response. Even though their kingpin views her as an exception to the prevailing image of the monstrous
transfeminine touted by the TERFs, she must be eradicated to ensure her identity construction does not
limit the spread of their political goals. In a twisted sense, one could interpret the lack of specificity in
Rumfitt’s illustration of Samantha’s death as the mercy Jennifer promised her.

Samantha is introduced as a misguided but sympathetic figure desperate for connection that is
punished for the innately human desire to have community, reduced by the text itself as an unwanted pest
to be scrubbed away from our memory. More attention is placed on the hypocrisy of the TERFs as they
perform what they perceive as a socially acceptable act of degeneracy through their orgy than the rotting
corpse of a transgender woman forgotten in the room. From what few descriptors are provided regarding
Samantha’s fate, the phrase “tear into” speaks volumes to the anti-transgender dialogue espoused by the
antagonists of this novel. Transgender bodies are gutted by the infected populace to expose their foul
insides to the outside world. This brutality literalizes the double-bind of the passing ideal; one must render
themselves invisible to the cisheteropatriarchal authority without potential for community growth lest they
be made hypervisible to these power structures and villainized as a deceiver. For Jennifer Caldwell, a
transgender individual that is indistinguishable from her definition of legible womanhood must be
destroyed just the same as the transgender person who fails to assimilate. Such is the nature of Bettcher’s
double bind. Disemboweling Samantha becomes her violent metaphor for this exposure of the interior she
perceives as the ugly truth concealed by transgender individuals who perform their gender expression

according to this idealized vision of “real” womanhood.
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Tories and TERFs

Thus far, I have refrained from placing much emphasis on figures representative of normative
structures beyond select characters sharing identities with the transsapphic subjects. As the goal of this
work is highlighting the reclamation of extreme horror by a marginalized perspective that has been
historically ignored or represented negatively in the greater horror genre, to focus too much attention on the
counterlogic of the trans-ambivalent or transphobic voice that already occupies so much space in what
limited contemporary discourse is readily available is to undermine the literary protest ingrained within the
selected author’s empathetic mission to expose the impossibility of the passing ideal. However, in the case
of Allison Rumfit, the compounded corruption of a foundationally corrupt power structure by shame cannot
be ignored because it is the driving force of the titular parasite as a regulatory entity.

Leading the conservative collective overtaken by the titular brainworms is Jennifer Caldwell. A
successful author of children’s fantasy literature whose controversial political affiliations have garnered her
a mass following, Caldwell is described as “a walking god, a walking Twitter account, a thing with billions
and billions of pounds and clout and influence, a hot, wet, dripping woman made from woman bits”
(Rumfitt 65). She is also the least subtle of Allison Rumfitt’s commentary. Caldwell writes a series about
the escapades of a little girl and her witch friends only to begin publicly voicing her opinions about “trans
women, sex workers, socialists, and anti-Zionist wonks,” and she becomes the “valiant high priestess of the
[TERF] movement” through her unabashed and unpunished disdain for individuals like Frankie (Rumfitt
65). The alleged similarities between the careers and controversies of Jennifer Caldwell and J.K Rowling,
particularly in reference to the legitimacy of transgender womanhood, are stark. While Rumfitt is far from
the sole transsapphic author to attempt criticism of Rowling’s feminism even within the limitations of this
project, as Gretchen Felker-Martin has been a vocal detractor of her transphobic rhetoric through now
deleted posts on online platforms such as X (formerly Twitter), for Caldwell’s character to be made the
primary voice through which the brainworms enact their infiltration into the human population is notable.

Caldwell is a character defined by her nonsensical hypocrisy, touting herself as the savior of those
she deems real women from marginalized individuals she represents as depraved monsters while hosting a
parasitic creature that feeds on revelry in the socially taboo — the end of the world she systematically

spreads throughout her trusting followers as its harbinger. Every political argument she aligns herself with
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is deliberately chosen to bolster conservative attention on her outcry against transgender bodies. Whatever
she does, it is done with the intention of ensuring her popularity in the contemporary cultural spotlight, and
as a figure whose career is fueled by the nostalgia of readers who first encountered her fiction as children,
this undertone of traditionalism seeps through every aspect of her character long before she appears on the
page. At the novel’s conclusion, Frankie witnesses Jennifer at the epicenter of what is arguably the most
grotesque event of Brainwyrms: the orgy of the infected:

Her hands grasped at Frankie’s body. Her fingernails drew blood. Jennifer fucking Caldwell.

The Saint. The warrior-priestess. The cancelled Queen. On all fours on top of her.
Somebody ate her cunt from behind, and they in turn were getting pleasure from others.

Jennifer’s smirk became a smile. Then the smile grew wider than was natural, and her
lips parted, revealing a mouth full of writhing white worms. The worms were in her eyes too.
They were hanging from her nostrils. She vomited a tidal wave of them down over Frankie’s face.
The liquid tasted like that drink Gaz had given her — it was sweet in the same way, and thick. The
worms slipped all over her face, trying to push through the fabric and into her mouth.

She looked to her left and saw others gushing worms out of their mouths too. Some of
them dripped fat ones from their eyes. One man squeezed them out of his urethra and onto two
women crouching below him. The women waited, open mouthed and eager eyed. On her right she
saw the same scenes. People exchanging the things inside of them. They left thick, living threads
between each other, connecting everybody without prejudice. Jennifer was laughing.

“Oh, it feels so good!” she said. Whatever control she might have had over her excretion
of the worms was now gone. They flowed out of her eyes, dripping down her sagging cheeks. “It
feels so good, I could cry” (Rumfitt 168).

It is ironic that Brainwyrms should end with Jennifer Caldwell becoming the ultimate abject. After
years spent profiting from her weaponization of shame against marginalized communities whose political
ideologies she disagrees with, Jennifer is found exposed and shameless as the ringleader of the infected
hivemind. None of the taboos she criticized in life are prohibited in this orgy. Public nakedness is no longer
viewed as aberrant. Sons engage in queer incestuous sex with their fathers, and forced penetration becomes

the new normal. Memories of Frankie’s molestation by her stepfather and the suicide of the heroin addict
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who first introduced her to girlhood come surging back to her in this sea of bodies as if spurned forth by the
body horror surrounding her. Jennifer herself embodies several broken boundaries in this moment;
primarily, the boundary between life and death. The brainworms manipulating her body as their vessel are
implied to have completely consumed her interior, wearing her like a skinsuit. Writhing beneath her
sagging cheeks and pouring uncontrollably from every orifice, the overwhelming number of worms instills
revulsion in the reader and calls into question if any recognizable humanity remains in Caldwell. “The
self...dissolves into indifferentiation and meaninglessness” (Hurley 43). These wriggling creatures are
expelled from the vehicle that Jennifer’s body has been objectified into and swallowed up by the waiting
mouths of her fellow infected in a twisted sexual exchange. Jennifer becomes the proponent demolishing
binaric models between human/inhuman, self/other, female/male through her infection after orienting her
entire life’s work to the maintenance of these cultural norms. “She is a liminal entity, the fact of whose
existence violates multiple structures of meaning, including those that organize sexual and species identity”
(Hurley 131). She gives her worms and receives sexual pleasure in return from anyone and everyone who
crosses her path, functioning without prejudice.

Suggested through this celebration of body horror and bad death at the climax of the novel is that
Jennifer Caldwell has neglected her humanity through her strict adherence to cisheteropatriarchal
definitions of womanhood in exchange for the political influence it provided her. In her desperate attempts
to maintain what she believes to be a moral superiority over marginalized populations she perceives as
socially corrupt, she has unwittingly become the broodmare for the taboos she once sought to eradicate
from the world. Ultimately, Jennifer Caldwell’s power in the prevailing hierarchy is revealed to be
negligible as her assimilation into the hivemind reduces her status to little more than another body writhing
in the mass. No one escapes the cisheteropatriarchal framework unscathed, even those privileged by
comparison to the discriminated bodies ostracized from the greater community. When passability is
prioritized as a defining factor in determining “real” womanhood, all women suffer the consequences.

Where Jennifer Caldwell is the abject mother to an apocalypse that demands rot, Frankie serves as
her foil by becoming the harbinger of the world’s reconstruction through the Conqueror Worm. The former
succeeds from unrelenting categorization and becomes corrupted into the unrecognizable with the intent on

destroying those it once perceived as other. Frankie suffers beneath the influence of these strict boundaries
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on her mortal life but brings forth the opportunity for the erasure of these categories with her labor. In the
closing lines of the novel’s final chapter, “Cockless Gods,” an unnamed narrator speaks to the events that
will come to pass because of the great white wyrm’s birth:

The great white wyrm spiralled up into the sky, but its eyes were cast down towards you. Oh, you

opened your arms to it. Oh, my child, my lovely one. I know you re scared. I'm scared too. Come

here now. Come here. This pain and fear you feel, let me tell you why you feel it: there’s a country
called Britain, far away from here. The people there, they hurt you. They did this to you. One day
you'll go back there. One day you’ll make them pay. When you arrive, they’ll be killing each

other. One day you'll get your revenge (Rumfitt 173).

Frankie cannot become the mother of the new world without the inciting incident of the gender
identification clinic bombing. The cruel irony that her character arc relies upon terrorism and transphobia
when it is so heavily rooted in conversation with the necessity of the passing ideal never fully fades from
the narrative’s focus. Already established are Frankie's continuous appeals to normative standards to
reassert the legibility of her gender expression. Womanhood defined by child-rearing, internalized
insecurities surrounding features stereotypically aligned with masculinity, and a fixation on her post-
operation genitalia manifest as methods of self-surveillance used by Frankie that are reflective of the tense
political moment central to the novel’s thematic dialogue. In the near-future Britain conjured up in
Brainwyrms, where the transgender body cannot exist as ally or enemy to the prevailing transphobic power
structure, the self-destructive persevere if only because they participate in the perpetuation of this
groupthink through their reliance on the arbitrary passing ideal as a survival tool. The greatest threat to the
proliferation of the titular parasite that has latched itself onto what it has identified as the easiest target —
fascist fear-mongering — are those who brush against the grain of social acceptability without any desire for
assimilation.

Xavier’s butchering makes this apparent. Xavier is a transgender teenager who has recently begun
quietly attending an LGBT youth group with the support of his father. He has developed a crush on a
transgender girl named Chloe in this collective who has swiftly become one of his closest friends.
Compared to many of the perspective characters introduced throughout Brainwyrms as insight into the

rapidly evolving apocalyptic conflict, Xavier is portrayed as innocent, even light-hearted, as he navigates
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coming out of the closet in a broken family. The reader learns through this alternative view that Vanya is

his sister, having run away from home several years ago. This familial connection to one of the novel’s

most complicated characters further compounds the attachment developed between the audience and

Xavier despite how little page space he occupies. Coupled with the development it provides Vanya as it is

alluded to by their father that he is uncertain as to how their mother would react to Xavier transitioning, his

section is among the simplest and most illuminating passages of the text.

Shortly after his introduction, Xavier is dissmboweled by his own infected mother. She is also

revealed to be responsible for the bombing of Frankie’s workplace. The extreme horror of Brainwyrms is

on full display throughout this scene, as Allison Rumfitt spares no detail in illustrating Xavier’s untimely

demise:

‘Mummy,” he said between sobs. “Please Mummy, please don’t.”

She threw him onto the floor and crouched over him like a gargoyle with the knife
against his throat. “I blew up a fucking clinic to stop them from taking you,” she said, “I shouldn’t
have done that. I should have known it was all down to you. You were too far gone.”

“Please Mummy, I’m ... I’m your baby. I’'m your baby.”

“Yes, you are,” she said. The tip of her knife stroked his cheek. “You’re my little baby
girl. You’ll always be my little baby girl.”

Up into the air went the knife, and then it came down, down, and down again, until his
insides were open to the breeze that gently rolled in through the open door. When the cops came,
they couldn’t believe how much blood there was. They’d never seen this much blood before:
blood all the way up the walls, blood soaked into the carpet, blood on the shoe rack, on the
landline telephone by the front door, blood on the flowers and blood in the vase the flowers sat in.
Dad, Mum and kid, all dead. They couldn’t understand why she’d done it, or even what it was she
had done. It looked like she’d tried to cut open her own face, like she was trying to get something

out from the inside of her head (Rumfitt 146).

The brainworms succeed in achieving more of the bloodshed they desire through Xavier’s mother because

they weaponize the shamefulness she carries in herself. Xavier’s mother is defined by exactly that — her

motherhood and nothing more. Like Daniel Lorre’s tortured wife in Fluids, she is never given a name,
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meaning that everything the reader understands about her is structurally oriented towards her ability to raise
her children. All things considered, the mother’s decision to annihilate her family under the influence of the
brainworms becomes the only viable option for her because of how fundamental performance as a legible
woman in the prevailing cisheteropatriarchal structure is to her personality. The perceived transgressions of
her family members shake the foundations of the restricted identity Xavier’s mother was able to construct
for herself. Her husband’s quiet support of their children in exploring their gender identity is viewed as a
betrayal of her trust in the power structure she is reliant upon, one punishable by death. His warning to
Xavier to keep his transness unspoken as to not alert his mother is to highlight how his father believes she
has failed to be the proper caregiver she imagines herself to be, causing her self-image to come crashing
down around her.

Xavier and Vanya being transgender and nonbinary respectively are the final straws breaking the
camel’s back as the marginalization implied in these variances of gender identity further separate her from
the ability to pass as the ideal cisheteropatriarchal family. To her, it is deviant behavior that threatens her
womanhood because the sole qualifiers of what makes her a real woman according to her philosophy is her
status as a mother. To the reader, recognizing the fatal flaw in her social coding highlighted from the very
moment she fails to hold her other son accountable for his predation on Vanya in her childhood, Xavier and
Vanya poke larger holes in the fabric of her world and accentuate the weakness of its stitching. As her
whole life has been defined by the influence of these institutionalized expectations of cisgender femininity,
the heightened proclivity towards violence brought upon through her infection by the brainworms pushes
Xavier’s mother to do what she believes is necessary — eradicate the violating forces of her world.

The parallels to be drawn between the body horror of Xavier’s bad death with Samantha and
Frankie are obvious. Xavier is victimized by a trusted member of his community just as Samantha is
murdered by the cisgender men and women she mistakenly identified as her colleagues. Though impossible
to describe his relationship with his mother as healthy, Xavier presumed the maternal figure in his life
would never inflict physical harm on him. His mother’s apparent infection by the brainworms eradicates
whatever shame she could feel as a result of the violent correction that follows. Misgendering Xavier like
Samantha was stripped of her womanhood by Jennifer Caldwell, his mother disembowels him until his

blood is splattered on every conceivable surface. This bad death functions beyond its role as an established
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pattern by the infected population; as discussed previously, Brainwyrms is a novel fascinated with the
metaphor of a transgender body consisting of a soul reflective of its chosen sex trapped in a discordant
exterior. For said marginalized characters, manifesting this ideal interior on the outside through their
gender expression is a matter of life and death. To Frankie and Samantha, passability becomes the arbitrary
standard for successful performance of their chosen sex; while less overt in Xavier’s internal monologue,
the same preference for invisibility appears throughout discussion of his transition.

For characters aligned with the cisheteropatriarchal framework, disembowelment of the
undesirable transgender body serves the opposite purpose. It unveils the grotesque innards to observation,
thus deconstructing the gender-based performance viewed as deceptive by the dominant culture. Xavier’s
mother must gut her son because he contains a violation of the social order within him that cannot continue
to exist in her mind. Freed from the hesitation she could exhibit in murdering her own child because of the
underlying influence of the brainworms, “feelings are dissected and explained from the internal viewpoint
of the body and its components (blood, organs) ...” (Reyes 106). Xavier’s mother externalizes the other in
him until it is undeniable. She rips his fledgling manhood and his personhood from him with each stabbing
motion by making him a corpse, the ultimate figure of Kristeva’s abjection. Better for her child to be
dehumanized and objectified than to live as a threat to the structural stability of her constrictive ideology.
The punishment must then be turned upon herself for creating this anomaly to the established pecking
order, hence her attempt at slicing her face away from her skull. Mother, father, and child must be
ostracized from personhood to restore the mandate of the cisheteropatriarchal, and to kill rather than live

with this shame is preferable to the infected mother.

The Speakers

Halfway through the second person narration of the events leading to Vanya’s codependent
relationship with Gaz, the structure is interrupted by a segment involving upwards of twenty-one unnamed
speakers and several police officers formatted like a script. The piece includes odd stage directions such as
“put a lid on the saucepan and go to the other side of the room and idly play with yourself while looking
directly at the sun” and nearly incomprehensible interjections that do not correlate with the dialogue
occurring between the speaker like “the couple who lives inside the picnic basket have bought a condo”

(Rumfitt 127-128). The scene quickly dissolves as it becomes increasingly apparent how artificial the
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imagined set these speakers are performing on truly is before devolving into a maddened repetition of the
word “mummy” with brief violent interludes about killing, rape, deconstruction, and ultimately, an
unnamed condition said maternal figure has. The script ends with one of the officers, aptly named COP 4,
beginning to repeat the “mummy” mantra underneath his breath before catching himself and leaving the
scene entirely. With its conclusion, the narrative returns to the second-person perspective of Vanya’s
corruption by Gaz without any metafictional commentary on the relevance of this moment to the wider
narrative.

To close this analysis with an address to its oddest segment is fitting for a novel resistant to clean
explanations like Brainwyrms. Why choose to frame the author’s introduction to the text as a temporal
impossibility by dating the material as being written in 2030 when the novel it is included within was
published seven years prior? Why include a direct reference to the audience reassuring them that they
should take a break from the extremity of the novel’s content, “then come back and continue reading, safe
in the knowledge that you [the reader] have fortified your constitution and thus can handle what follows”?
(Rumfitt 104). Why does the narrative never attach itself to a singular stylistic mode, leaping from third
person to second person without warning and blending stream-of-consciousness with more limited
perspectives seemingly on a whim? These questions linger unanswered throughout the novel in its entirety.
They are also among but a few of the problems posed by Brainwyrms this project seeks to elucidate
possible solutions for by connecting them to the wider themes of gender dysphoria and social regulation
inherent to the work.

An initial reading of the speakers’ interlude lends the reader to associate these ravings with the
psychological experience of being ensnared within the hivemind of the brainworms. After all, the scene
opens with the first speaker announcing two words without any further set-dressing: Active monsters. Very
little is gained from the description that follows, but it does imply the existence of a larger being harboring
life for something else. “Active monsters. There is something in each of their interiors, which fills them up.
This means they are constantly in the presence of another” (Rumfitt 125). One might be inclined to
presume based on these details that the unnamed author of this script is acknowledging the existence of the
parasites inside the human population that is making them active monsters. This interpretation is not wrong.

The conservative collective that has begun sweeping through Britain with the intention of consuming
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bodies they desire and destroying those they deem unfit for their network are technically in the presence of
another being, countless of them even.

On a deeper level, one can transpose the active monsters concept onto the public portrayal of
transgender individuals in a cisheteropatriarchal society. This interpretation certainly appears to ring true
for the conservative hivemind serving as the novel’s primary antagonist. The transgender population in
Britain is viewed as monstrous because they are active, particularly online, where individuals like Xavier’s
mother are able to research videos of doctors performing double mastectomies for the specific purpose of
reaffirming their biases. In much the same way the brainworms spread throughout the novel, Jennifer
Caldwell and the TERFs that follow her are terrified by the idea of transgender people, transgender women
in particular, infiltrating and overtaking spaces they believe are designed for cisgender women. The
language weaponized against the transgender population by these collectives mirrors the parasitic behavior
of the titular worms, leeching off of a stronger host to ensure their continued survival. Once infected,
individuals will hunt, dismember, and disembowel transgender individuals as soon as they are identified,
bringing to light the interiors they believe to be false, while remaining ignorant to the irony of their innards
being replaced by writhing creatures feasting on their nutrients.

Established by the introduction to this project is the longstanding trend of transgender bodies
being represented in horror media as abject figures intended to inspire revulsion in the audience through the
spectacle of their visible difference. Despite the infamous serial killer antagonist of The Silence of the
Lambs, Buffalo Bill, being explicitly described as not transsexual in the text, he is remembered as one of
many bad transgender subjects because of the implication his transformation through the adornment of
butchered women’s flesh and clothing entails. It is the same unconscious association that arises from
Norman Bates’s dissociative identity disorder being characterized by his crossdressing for the female alter
of his mother.*® It is the intended emotional response of shock when the camera pulls away from Angela
Baker’s blood-soaked body in Sleepaway Camp to reveal her penis. The uncanny concept that something
could infiltrate the socially acceptable through a legible performance of a given social construct such as

“the transsexually constructed lesbian-feminist” that “violates women’s sexuality and spirit” through their

% See Tharp, Julie. “The Transvestite as Monster: Gender Horror in The Silence of the Lambs and Psycho.
Journal of Popular Film and Television, vol. 19, no. 3, 1991, pp. 106-113.
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assimilation into what has been deemed civilized is the exact fear that Allison Rumfitt targets in her
conversation of the conservative infection in Brainwyrms (Raymond 104).

Thirdly, and unsurprisingly, given how much the emotion has commanded analysis of Brainwyrms
as an extreme horror artifact, the active monsters infesting the English populace no matter their gender
expression could be the institutionalized shame stemming from the passing ideal itself. Already we have
acknowledged that this shame exists outside the parameters of gender expression. Many of the individuals
subsumed by the infectious force of the brainworms are conservatives who cannot reconcile the shame they
hold for desiring bodies and experiences outside of the norm set by the cisheteropatriarchal framework in
Britain. Brian Klunsky, a conservative MP, obscures the truth that he has a sexual preference for
transgender women moments before sleeping with Frankie for reasons that are never explained, but given
his political allegiance to the conservative party he shares with his sister Caroline, a TERF advocate, one
can infer a shamefulness in admitting aloud his want for these discriminated figures. His desire, and his
enthusiasm indulging Frankie in her impregnation kink because of its chemistry with his interest in taboo
DDLG (dominant daddy, little girl) dynamics, must be forced into hiding lest he risk his positionality as a
legible cisgender heterosexual man and thus risk the influence he wields in this hierarchy, brought to the
surface through this moment of surprising gentleness between them. A similar tension exists in Xavier’s
mother, the most active violent force outside of Jennifer Caldwell throughout the book:

The world was overflowing with violent clowns. It was a fact. It was just the facts. It was the fact

that her husband had surely noticed changes about her now maybe he probably thought she was a

lesbian because well because of the fact that she went to all those women’s meetings the ones with

women of a certain age (her age) who often had shorter hair and mischievous grins, the fact that
when he asked what she did at those meetings she just said they were about women talking, surely
he knew though surely he had seen her blood boil or maybe her youngest had said how she was
acting, the fact that it was all your fault now you were gone & not coming back not missed most of
the time the fact that she knew he thought he was the better parent of the two of them because he
used the correct pronouns for Ana because he indulged in her teenage fantasy perhaps she should
become a lesbian just to spite him although she didn’t really want to kiss a woman and wouldn’t

know what to do once she had gotten to that point anyway and the fact that she’d never liked men
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and the fact that she’d been a tomboy, the fact that she knew that her daughter was just a tomboy

but someone had told her differently (Rumfitt 124).

To imply Xavier and Vanya’s mother is a closeted lesbian who has internalized her struggle with
sexuality is to recontextualize the extreme horror surrounding her. Their mother is so accustomed to
performing femininity according to the demands made of her socialization within a cisheteropatriarchal
culture that she has abandoned the “tomboy” appearance of her youth and allowed it to fester into shame.
This shame rears its ugly head when confronted by marginalized bodies existing unfettered by the
suffocating social stratification that Xavier’s mother was raised to view as the natural order. The gender
variant individual comfortable with living visible transgender conflicts with everything she has been taught
to accept as truth. It is impossible for Xavier’s mother to conceptualize a world where she can be queer
without backlash, so when she is presented with contradictions to this restrictive frame through her most
beloved family members such as Xavier himself, she cannot reconcile the future she has been denied
through her commitment to what society has taught her is passable femininity.

For her son to accept his differences and be welcomed into a positive community without harm is
an affront to her life spent indulging in her queerness in hiding. Closeted from birth until her death,
Xavier’s mother is indicative of what happens when shame induced by the cisheteropatriarchal order
putrefies into resentment for those who have identified alternative communities better suited to their unique
identity constructions. She is protected beneath the hierarchy as a cisgender woman who has entered a
heterosexual marriage and followed the traditional life trajectory of starting a family, but she cannot escape
the punitive structures that have ingrained themselves within her. Her self-perception has become too
dependent on these systems of power. Once threatened with the slightest uncertainty, her understanding of
her identity collapses. Worse, the “cultural ordering systems” she has trusted “are revealed as always
already having collapsed...” (Hurley 28). The only thing left to do is piece together the remnants of what
was once recognizable through corrective measures.

This is another reason why Xavier’s mother attempts to remove her face. With her inhibitions
lowered by the brainworms, she need not rely upon her cisheteropatriarchal community to discipline her
transgressions. By stripping herself of personhood, she re-establishes her position in the social hierarchy as

beneath those she once viewed as her equals. This bad death becomes her contrition to the powers that be
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that she never receives forgiveness from. As outlined by Reyes, “mutilation or the exploration of the limits
of our bodies also reveals...changes in social practices” (150). Simultaneously, it may also be interpreted as
the despairing efforts of a hopeless queer woman to materialize her sequestered interior self to the world.
Her son and her husband annihilated for their betrayal to her standards of social acceptability, what else is
she? Without her spouse and her children to validate her identity as a mother, and thus, a “real” woman,
what possibility is there for Xavier’s mother to reintroduce herself into the cisheteropatriarchal mold, even
if it desired her return? Just as marginalized characters of Brainwyrms are oriented towards self-discovery —
bringing to light the individual that has been hidden inside a mismatched appearance — Xavier’s mother
turns the blade upon herself to dig out the difference in her being. How this alternative reality where her
other is made manifest is dependent on what limited vocabulary she has been taught. To cut herself open is
to reveal to the world what she has concealed through the deceptive acts of her own compliance with the
passing ideal. It is to queer herself, to disconnect herself from the shame that has dictated every waking
moment. Ironically, like the son she despised for simply being without cultural restraint, she will die

ashamed before the brainworms will let her succeed in this.

Conclusion
Like any extreme horror text, Brainwyrms is oozing with horrality; through this generic self-

awareness, Allison Rumfitt redirects the body horror and bad death displayed on the page towards the
complicit audience and demands their participation in her confrontation of the passing ideal. There are no
perfect people in the works of Allison Rumfitt. At her worst, Fr ankie is judgmental, conceited, and callous
in her treatment of her loved ones. Samantha perpetuates the subjugation of her own community through
her acquiescence to the repressive values of the TERF collective. Despite this, the audience sympathizes
with the plight of these characters because there are elements to their personalities recognizable in any
reader. Deep-seated insecurities, a desire for community, lofty aspirations to find romantic connection with
someone who understands your flaws and quirks — these are experiences any human being can go through
over the course of their life.

The reader is uncomfortable when these characters are threatened by the body horror and bad
death integral to the extreme horror text because one can assume their position through the empathy

encouraged by the novel’s horrality. For Rumfitt, the easiest way to interrogate the necessity of the passing
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ideal is to weaponize extreme horror as a tool for making the suffering of the transsapphic body relatable
for an audience who may otherwise have no frame of reference. To see yourself in the marginalized
humanizes them despite systems of power that forcefully objectify these communities into
incomprehensible statistics. If Rumfitt succeeds in connecting the wide-spanning audience to transsapphic
identity through the extreme horror of Brainwyrms, then she can posit further questions as to why this
oppression still exists when its negative impacts are so disgusting to us.

Allison Rumfitt pushes this discourse further by rendering her antagonists with similar
imperfections. Try as they might to assert themselves as the standard, even the cisgender population in
Brainwyrms never succeed at meeting their own requirements for passability. MP Brian Klunsky leads a
double life educating himself in the transphobic literature taken as gospel by his conservative compatriots
like his sister to ensure the preservation of his influential political position in the cisheteropatriarchy while
fulfilling his sexual desire for transfeminine bodies through one-night stands. The traditional family values
constructing every aspect of Xavier’s mother never provides her with the contented life she was promised
as a privileged member of this social framework. In the end, she is left with the haunting realization that,
had she blacklisted herself from the prevailing hierarchy by accepting her queerness in her youth, her life
would have ended under similar punitive measures than the one she leads. Jennifer Caldwell becomes the
epitome of the taboos she espouses as contaminants to modern civilization on her social media accounts.
Shame, fear, and anger are distilled in these characters for audience consumption and uncomfortably
relatable in their manifestation. They are ripped from categorization as things, “a body having no
recognizable or definite form,” into people that are unignorable in their inhabitance of “a material body”
(Hurley 31). The reader may even empathize with the emotions encouraging these antagonists to inflict the
abjection, body horror, and bad death they benefit from. It makes them human after the brainworms have
stripped them of their recognizability and roots the text firmly in the contemporary discourse of the modern
age.

Whether reveling in the abject or victimized by body horror and bad death, the antagonistic figures
of Brainwyrms are all imperfect performers of their standing in the dominant culture. In making these
characters the subject of audience revulsion, the text deconstructs their holier-than-thou attitudes until what

remains is their hypocrisy on display for further inspection. It gestures towards these flaws and requires the

123



audience to observe them alongside the imperfections of the transgender characters, of which there are
many, for what they reveal about the impossibility of attaining true passability in the contemporary Britain
depicted by the novel. The question posed to the audience through this continued assertion that the passing
ideal serves the benefit of no one is how one will incorporate this revelation into their life. How far are you
willing to go to uphold social structures that harm the collective just because they are comfortable in their
familiarity? Are you capable of deconstructing the importance of these norms in your life and thus your
relationships with the marginalized communities most impacted by their presence, or will you remain a
bystander to be consumed by the masses when the apocalypse inevitably arrives in whatever form it will
assume? If presented with an alternative that would untether you from the constraints of the culture’s
current formation to express yourself fully, would you be able to sacrifice what is necessary to manifest
that tomorrow?

Like anything in Brainwyrms, there is an ambiguity to the narrative that refuses to lend support to
the positive or negative. The novel exists in a contemporary publishing space during a cultural crisis
surrounding the normalization of LGBTQ+ representation. With the advent of Donald Trump’s second
administration, several attempts have been made to roll back privileges afforded to these marginalized
communities protected by the law on a federal and state level, successful or otherwise.®” If there is anything
spoken with certainty in the work of Allison Rumfitt as well as the other women highlighted across this
project, it is that to stay silent in an era where countercultural attitudes have never been more paramount to
the survival of the systemically othered is to participate in their destruction. Listen, learn, and lessen the
influence of these institutional powers on your life, they demand of their readers, no matter if said audience
is gender variant or cisgender, queer or heterosexual, ally or enemy. Only through this shared awareness
can anyone begin making a greater change. For May Leitz, Eve Harms, Gretchen Felker-Martin, and
Allison Rumfitt, it is the toolset provided by extreme horror that allows them to facilitate this elevation of
their voice and their communities, achieving their own confrontation of the passing ideal that affirms the

toxic cisheteropatriarchal.

% Trump, Donald J. “Defending Women From Gender Ideology Extremism and Restoring Biological Truth
to the Federal Government.” Federal Register, vol. 90, no. 19, 30 Jan. 2025, pp. 8615-8618.
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Conclusion

Reexamining the Cross-Dressing Killer Trope
Giving credence to the legibility of transsapphic extreme horror texts as worthwhile artifacts for

academic inquiry does not make the passing ideal disappear. In both cisheteropatriarchal and queer-
transgender communities, performative assimilation is unconsciously idolized through the regulatory
language and behaviors espoused against identity categories deemed undesirable. Exemplified throughout
these works of fiction is the permeation of the cisheteropatriarchal ideal within queer communities that
doubles the social surveillance brought against discriminated bodies like queer transgender women. One’s
ability to pass is interwoven with other determining factors of their social status inside the dominant
hierarchy — their sexuality, their race, even their financial standing (Bettcher 55). Systems of power like the
cisheteropatriarchal are so deeply embedded into the framework constructing the United States and the
United Kingdom as nations that deconstructing their influence would require the complete exenteration of
the current structure.

As discussed in the introduction, our scholarly engagement with texts characterized as taboo in the
prevailing cultural makeup is not to demand this reframing but to acknowledge the historically disregarded
voices of marginalized authors whose countercultural approach provides a unique language through which
we can approach said discourse. The works of May Leitz, Eve Harms, Gretchen Felker-Martin, and Allison
Rumfitt have demonstrated the critical potential of extreme horror as a genre in their engagement with the
passing norm through a strategic manipulation of body horror, bad death, and horrality that welcomes
readers to undertake a filtered experience with the body dysphoria and structural disadvantages made
commonplace for queer transgender women. Beyond providing accurate representation of the transsapphic
in a genre made infamous for its negative portrayals of gender variance, these works posit opportunities for
cultural growth by interrogating the necessity of the passing ideal from within the current structure. To
disregard extreme horror fiction for its boundary-pushing tendencies is to sacrifice a subgenre rife with new
approaches to longstanding conflicts addressed by the culturally derided splatterpunk niche.

It is to perpetuate the gap regarding transgender voices in gothic and horror media studies that has
existed for decades. Let us return briefly to the role of the cross-dressing killer trope as it manifests in the

Canon of horror media studies. The previous chapter outlined in brief how the interpretation of characters
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like Buffalo Bill and Norman Bates as transgender women dominating cultural criticism around these films
contradicts with direct quotations from the source material suggesting otherwise.

When discussing the disturbed psychology of Norman Bates, he is described as “not exactly”
transsexual, a wording that “implies that he is... a little bit different because his change has been brought
about by collapsing the difference between the grieved subject (his mother) and grieving subject
(himself).”*! Despite the film’s clear attempt at separating transgender identity from psychopathy, it
ultimately fails in doing so, because its cisgender creator, speaking through the psychiatrist character,
makes an unspoken connection that serves to reaffirm this negative imagery. They “see an incestuous,
violent, mad, overlap of griever and grieved subject as equivalent to the madness of a trans person.”®?
Whether or not it was the intention of Hitchcock to evoke this train of thought, Psycho suggests that a
person’s mind can be broken into desiring a gender presentation not aligned with their sex assigned at birth,
and that, on principle, a transgender person’s psychology is a broken one.

Given how foundational Psycho has become to the horror genre as a whole, it is unsurprising that
the cross-dressing killer trope should appear time and time again in cinema of the late twentieth century.
Angela Baker, despite contemporary attempts at reclaiming the transphobia inherent to her reveal as “really
a boy, who dressed up like a girl” for commentary on the transmasculine experience, is a prominent
example of this reliance on the “representational relation...between gender presentation and sexed body”
for a disgusted emotional response in the audience (Bettcher 52). In The Silence of the Lambs, Hannibal
Lecter explicitly states that “Billy is not a real transsexual. But he thinks he is. He tries to be...[he] hates
his own identity, you see, and he thinks that makes him a transsexual. But his pathology is a thousand times
more savage, more terrifying” (The Silence of the Lambs 56:50-57:44). In her analysis of the film,
Stephanie Grace accentuates the use of “more savage” and “more terrifying” as exemplary of the cisgender

filmmaker’s “failure to eliminate transphobic themes” from their projects because of what biases remain

61 Riser, David V. “Private Traps: Transphobia, Psychosis, and Grief in Psycho.” What Sleeps Beneath, 22
Mar. 2025, https://www.whatsleepsbeneath.com/archive/trans-grief-psycho

%2 See note 67.
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unspoken in such phrasing. “The implication here,” Grace writes, “...that any and all transness is still
savage and terrifying to some degree.”%

It is notable that the cultural artifacts most associated with the stereotyping of transgender women
as perpetrators of violence are born from cisgender creatives who went to great lengths to detach their
narratives from these marginalized ties. Their knowledge that not all transgender individuals are
psychopathic, and by extension, their attempts to underscore this fact in their films, is thwarted by gaps in
their understanding regarding the intricacies of the transfeminine experience. As individuals who benefit
most from the prevailing cisheteropatriarchal arrangement, these directors and writers are blind to the
subtler transphobic machinations they perpetuate through their word choice and their reference to socially
acceptable material when trying to explain a life experience so disparate from their own. The cisgender
heterosexual male is so idealized in this structure that for an AMAB individual to desire a willing sacrifice
of these privileges in preference for a feminine presentation becomes incomprehensible as anything other
than madness. In other words, they write from the limitations of the framework naturalized to them, and as
these extreme horror novels have made clear, there is no proper language for expressing the transsapphic
experience in the cisheteropatriarchal world.

The notion that transgender women are more inclined to commit acts of violence is factually
incorrect; in an analysis of the National Crime Victimization Survey, transgender people (16+) were found
to be victimized over four times more often than cisgender people.® If the dominant image of the
transgender women in the horror genre is one where she is predating on other marginalized individuals,
then the effort to rouse sympathy for genuine issues affecting transgender communities compounds in its
difficulty, as not only do activists have to construct an entirely new language through which to discuss
these issues, but they also have to deconstruct the countless negative associations that have been
normalized by said genres before they can even begin this process of building connections across gender-

based categorizations. Couple this with the mockery of said characters’ appearances for not performing

%3 Grace, Stephanie. “The Ongoing Damages of The Silence of the Lambs’s Buffalo Bill 30 Years On.”
Scratch Magazine, 2025, https://scratchthatmagazine.com/issue-four-written-template-3/

8 Flores, Andrew R., et al. “Gender Identity Disparities in Criminal Victimization: National Crime
Victimization Survey, 2017-2018.” The American Journal of Public Health, vol. 111, no. 4, 18 Feb. 2021,
pp. 726-729.
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femininity according to the passing ideal espoused by said hierarchy, and you get a rat’s nest of issues to
unpack before one can even think of normalizing the trans body. While contemporary approaches to the
bad transgender subject have yielded reconsiderations of the lethal cross-dresser trope as representation, too

long has this absence of trans-authored fiction gone unaddressed.

Transitioning Into Tomorrow
Not one text selected for this project was published prior to 2020. Since beginning this project,

more transsapphic extreme horror fiction has entered the consumer space or been announced for future
publication; expanding outside of the transsapphic focus, the prevalence and success of queer and
transgender extreme horror in recent publication cycles cannot and should not be ignored. Among them,
Andrew Joseph White, recipient of the Stonewall Honor for his widely praised works of Young Adult
Horror Fiction, is of note. His adult horror debut You Weren’t Meant to Be Human approaches issues of
bodily autonomy and transness through Crane, an autistic transgender man forced to carry a pregnancy to
term by the alien cult that has promised him sanctuary.

The novel shares multiple echoes with Allison Rumfitt’s Brainwyrms, including indoctrination
into a greater hivemind through a worm-based infection. At the heart of the work is a transgender person
whose young adulthood is oriented around child-rearing and the cultural undertones such an experience
entails. The influence of body horror, bad death, and horrality on the text also cannot be understated. Like
the transgender women chosen for this project, Andrew Joseph White demonstrates the effectiveness of
extreme horror in representing the visceral experiences of marginalized people in a nation contented by
their systemic erasure. It also does not shy away from confrontation with the passing ideal. For Crane,
pregnancy serves the inverse function of what Frankie desires in Brainwyrms. Impregnation is upheld as
the ultimate feminine symbol for both characters while stripping Crane of the passability of his gender
expression that he has carefully constructed. However, unlike Frankie, the capability of Crane’s
marginalized body to reproduce does not result in his ostracization from his chosen community; in fact, his
fellow cult members respect his identity to some extent. Even the man responsible for impregnating Crane,
his militaristic boyfriend Levi, uses pronouns aligned with Crane’s chosen sex as he systematically

removes every chance for his partner to rid himself of this unwanted pregnancy.
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For the antagonistic forces of You Weren't Meant to Be Human, whether Crane desires to be
female or male means nothing when compared to the benefits reaped from the subjugation of his autonomy.
Passing assumes a complicated position in this arrangement. For the hivemind worshipped by the cult,
passing retains no cultural value because it has removed Crane from human classification entirely by
reducing him to a vessel protected for the purposes of bringing new life into the world. Socialized woman
or man matters not to the Hive, if the host can produce viable offspring. As they were raised outside of the
influence of the worm collective, the human members of the cult still reflect the social stratification
inherent to the United States. Levi is the most prominent example of these remnants — raised to uphold
hypermasculinity as an ideal, his mannerisms and treatment of Crane are reflective of a toxic patriarchal
standard not dissimilar to the behaviors of Ethan in Fluids and Brian Klunsky in Brainwyrms.

No matter what their allegiance to Crane is due to their shared community, they cannot fathom the
extent of the psychological harm caused by the pregnancy he endures. Characters identified as cisgender
women sympathize with his plight and make comforting attempts at guidance throughout the process, but
there is a limit to their ability to understand him because of their different gender expression. To Crane,
whether his pronouns are respected matters naught. Socially passing as a man to his peers does not erase
the stress induced by his body metamorphosing without his consent, an outcome he already faced and
barely survived during his female puberty. What You Weren’t Meant to Be Human interrogates about the
passing ideal is not just the potentially deadly standard it sets for marginalized bodies aspiring for
acceptance in their communities, but rather, it focuses the narrative on its function as a double-edged
sword, simultaneously serving as a survival tool for individuals like Crane who can alter their bodies to
calm the storm of body dysphoria raging in their minds while also threatening their lives through increased
depressive symptoms and suicidality when the stability of the ideal in one’s life is thrown off-kilter.

You Weren’t Meant to Be Human underscores the absence left unaddressed by this project due to
its transsapphic focus. Including negative representation of their bodies, the transgender male and the
nonbinary person occupy little space in horror media studies despite sharing a marginalized community
with their feminine counterparts. Demonstrated in this brief introduction to the work of Andrew Joseph

White is the similar potential for scholarly analysis in these fictions.
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If the solution proffered by Leitz, Harms, Felker-Martin, and Rumfitt is to create an individualized
alternative to the passing ideal through which the sapphic transgender body can thrive by an embrace of the
behaviors and languaging monsterized within the dominant social structure, then understanding the
different spheres where these cultural codes and personalized modes of expression are created, maintained,
and reproduced in the contemporary environment these women write within is also essential. More than
ever before, the body is filtered — through screens that blur the distinction between material and immaterial.
Online spheres amplify both support and hostility, creating a landscape where transgender people are never
fully unseen but rarely in control of how they are perceived by an avid consumerist audience. As
technology continues to evolve through generative artificial intelligence, deepfake manipulation, and the
ever-expanding digital archives, the relationship between abjection, authenticity, and visibility remains
increasingly precarious across platforms. Horror, particularly extreme horror, continues to engage with
these contradictions, reflecting the dissonance between the potential for connection and the inevitability of
exposure in a fragmented world of extremes. These works are not merely reactions to oppression but
deliberate engagements with the structures that dictate who is seen, who is removed, and who is allowed to
exist without scrutiny.

As extreme horror continues to brush against the edge of taste and acceptability, scholarship
regarding horror must evolve alongside it, interacting with its most radical possibilities and recognizing the
genre’s ability to reveal the unseen rather than merely disturb. Separate investigation regarding the
interplay between transsapphic extreme horrorists and internet culture in their works could identify even
deeper connections beyond what has been established through this project’s analysis. The rising prevalence
of online communities, where the pseudo-anonymity made possible through the internet can be used to
amplify unheard voices, has changed the experience of marginalization in the modern era. By providing an
accessible and decentralized space where individuals across all identity categories can represent themselves
on their own terms, the internet has played a complex role in challenging transphobia among transgender
youth raised alongside the rapidly developing platforms such as Youtube, Instagram, TikTok, and X

(formerly Twitter).%

85 See note 27.

130



If the goal of the transsapphic authors explored in this thesis is assumed “to be recognized and
respected as who you are...regardless of how your body or voice aligns with societal norms” rather than
passing, social media provides a paradoxical relief and tension where trans users engage with intentional
gender presentation through a leveraging of makeup, fashion, and editing tools to craft their online
personae both in acts of resistance and acts of conformity (Serano 81). While one may utilize the
curatability of their feed to present themselves outside of the restrictive boxes of traditional gender
expression, the same can be said for individuals seeking that idealized status of being fish.

Despite its openness, the manner in which digital media allows transgender individuals to
experiment with vocal, visual, and textual forms of gender expression are not free from their own power
asymmetries; studies find that transgender individuals disproportionately experience cyberbullying in
response to their apparent gender nonconformity. The algorithmic nature of social media favors content
that generates engagement regardless of its perspective, even if it brushes against outlined policies with
respect to harassment and discrimination. The permanence of digital footprints creates further risks where
early expressions of identity subject to change as the individual develops their sense of self could be
weaponized in discriminatory employment, housing, or social contexts. In this sense, the internet functions
as a double-edged sword for individuals from marginalized backgrounds, simultaneously opening
unprecedented avenues for connection while imposing never-before-seen forms of normative pressures that

limit authentic expression.

Concluding Thoughts
As of February 2026, 689 unique pieces of legislation intended to block transgender individuals

from receiving healthcare, education, and legal recognition were introduced across the United States. Of the
total number of proffered bills, four have passed and are pending action in their designated states. One such
bill passed in New Hampshire legally permitting classification of individuals based on biological sex for
bathroom construction and usage, athletic sporting events and competitions, and the maintenance of
prisons, juvenile detention centers, mental health hospitals, and treatment centers wherein involuntary

commitment is possible. The three remaining bills originate from Wisconsin: 1) a bill prohibiting school

% For more information, see: Herrmann, Lena, et al. “Social Media Use and Experiences Among
Transgender and Gender Diverse Adolescents.” The International Journal of Transgender Health, vol. 25,
no. 1, 4 Sept. 2023, pp. 36-49.
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staff from referring to a pupil who is a minor by names and pronouns that do not align with the pupil’s
biological sex without written authorization from a parent or legal guardian. 2) a bill forbidding medical
interventions for gender transition for individuals under the age of eighteen. 3) a bill stating that individuals
who have been convicted of a violent crime cannot legally change their name unless a person with a “direct
and tangible interest” petitions a court to change said name and sex of the registrant, punishable for
violation as a felony. While less than one percent of said bills has been engrossed following their initial
introduction, 110 of the 689 bills were created on a national level.®’

Under the directive of the Trump administration, the National Park Service removed the rainbow
flag commonly associated with the LGBTQ+ community from the federal flagpole stationed at the
Stonewall National Monument. On February 9th, a spokesperson for the NPS addressed the removal,
stating, “Under government-wide guidance, including General Services Administration policy and
Department of the Interior direction, only the US flag and other congressionally or departmentally
authorized flags are flown on NPS-managed flagpoles, with limited exceptions.”®® Located in Greenwich
Village, New York City, Stonewall commemorates a pivotal historical milestone in the battle for civil
rights among queer and transgender people. The Stonewall Uprising of 1969 is remembered as the catalyst
for what are recognized now as LGBTQ+ pride marches and served as a turning point in queer community
activism, fostering the creation of numerous rights organizations. Notably, crucial leaders during the
uprising such as Marsha P. Johnson, Sylvia Rivera, and Zazu Nova were all transgender women.*

Recently passed legislation in the United Kingdom presents similar restrictions to queer and
transgender freedoms. In 2025, schools in England were mandated to instruct students to carefully delineate

the rights of someone whose gender expression aligns with their gender assigned at birth and the rights of a

7 For more information, see: Trans Legislation. 2026 Anti-Trans Bills Tracker, 2026,
https://translegislation.com/

%8 Stack, Liam, et al. “Pride Flag Is Removed From Stonewall Monument After Trump Directive.” The New
York Times, 10 Feb. 2026, https://www.nytimes.com/2026/02/10/us/pride-flag-stonewall-inn-
monument.html

% For more information, see: Baumann, Jason. The Stonewall Reader. Penguin Books, 2019.
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transgender person.”® This is compounded by a general prohibition on the teaching of gender identity as a
construct, as well as instructors being forbidden from advocating for social transition as a solution for
underage students experiencing gender dysphoria. A supreme court ruling from the same year dictated that
the terms “man” and “woman” as referenced in legal protections are based on biological sex, allowing for
the exclusion of transgender women from single-sex spaces even in circumstances where said women are in
possession of a Gender Recognition Certificate.”! As of July of 2025, only 32% of transgender and
nonbinary adults living in the United Kingdom reported the gender-affirming care received from their GP
as “good or very good,” indicating that these populations are “facing severe hurdles in accessing
healthcare” as well as increased “misgendering, disruptions to prescriptions, and loss of access to previous
NHS records.”” These pointed anti-transgender policies come just two years following the widely reported
murder of Brianna Ghey, a sixteen-year-old transgender girl who was stabbed twenty-eight times in a
premeditated attack by two teenagers in Warrington, England.

It is essential that we do not fail to account for the real-world outcomes of anti-transgender
rhetoric. While discussing its influence as a source of inspiration for the transsapphic authors centered in
this project, one must remember that real people suffer beneath the cisheteropatriarchal social structure.
According to a 2024 study conducted by the Trevor Project, the likelihood of a transgender person between
the ages of thirteen to seventeen attempting suicide two years following the implementation of anti-
transgender legislation increased by 72%."* Setting aside calls for the preservation of extreme subgenres in
horror media studies and extensive literary analyses, real lives are being impacted by real laws that

continue to be implemented with each passing day.

70 For more information, see: Weale, Sally. “Pupils in England to be Taught Law Behind Sex and Gender
Identity, New Guidance Says.” The Guardian, 15 Jul. 2025,
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2025/jul/15/pupils-schools-england-sex-gender-identity-

government

2 For more information, see: Healthwatch. “What Trans and Non-Binary People Told Us About GP Care.”
2025, https://www.healthwatch.co.uk/report/2025-07-25/what-trans-and-non-binary-people-told-us-about-
gp-care#fAssistance

73 For more information, see: The Trevor Project. 2024 U.S National Survey on the Mental Health of
LGBTQ+ Young People. The Trevor Project, 2024, https://www.thetrevorproject.org/survey-2024/
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In an interview with Samantha Riedel for Them, Gretchen Felker-Martin discusses the impact of
her extreme horror fiction on queer readers, stating, “Every time I hear from another queer person, ‘this
helped me come out,” or ‘this helped me understand my own desires and helped me to be some kind of
freak’ — that’s more than I could ever reasonably expect to get in writing fiction about scary ghosts, feral
men, and creepy freaks from beyond the stars. If I can be there for these people, even in this small and
distant way during this really horrible moment in history, then that’s enough for me, professionally. That’s
enough for me to leave behind.”” This mindset is the beating heart of this thesis. What little work is
enacted through the gap filled by this project regarding the influence of transfeminine perspectives on our
art proves valuable in that it is one of very few pieces that currently exist that prioritize the uplifting of
voices that have been historically trampled upon by the dominant narrative. It exists with the understanding
that it cannot change the foundational frameworks of the world in which it operates.

Now more than ever, it is crucial that we do not confine our allyship to Herculean acts of heroism;
often, it is the minute shifts in perspective undertaken by proponents of these causes that compound upon
one another to bring about true normalization, and through that normalization, change. The limited scope of
this thesis is not a failure as much as it is an opportunity for further work — work that is necessary for the
preservation of transgender individuals in the shared cultural history of humanity. I can only hope this
project inspires deeper engagement with extreme horror as a promising frontier for exploring queer-trans
liberation, as well as marginalized demographics beyond the LGBTQ+ community seeking to discuss their
unique experiences. For when death comes for ally and enemy to these communities, as extreme horror
thrills in reminding us of its inevitability, we will be unable to deny the truth we structure domineering
hierarchies to avoid — on the mortuary table, we are all the same creature composed of the same fragile

meat.

74 Reidel, Samantha. “Horror Fiction’s It Girl Gretchen Felker-Martin Doesn’t Care if You Like Her.”
Them, 29 Oct. 2025, https://www.them.us/story/gretchen-felker-martin-manhunt-author-dc-comics-red-
hood-horror-fiction
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