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Abstract of Thesis 
 
 
“I can’t get over my disappointment in not being a boy”: An Analysis of the Tomboy and 

Queer Time in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women 
 
 

 In the wake of a 2017 New York Times article and a subsequent book published in 

2020, author and scholar Lisa Selin Davis fell under fire in liberal and conservative 

circles alike for defending the figure of the tomboy. Taking a hardline stance that aimed 

to distinguish the tomboy from queer connections, while affirming transgender and 

gender nonconforming identities, Davis’s work studying and defending the tomboy only 

served to perpetuate a narrow understanding of the figure within the contexts of 

gender/sex/sexuality by confining it to childhood. This thesis attempts to intervene in the 

discourse prompted by Davis’s work to establish the tomboy as a queer child figure, who, 

when unencumbered by a normative construction of linear time and development, can 

provide an alternative way of doing gender/sex/sexuality. By using Jo March, the main 

character of Louisa May Alcott’s 1869 domestic novel Little Women, as a case study, this 

research uncovers the historical construction of the tomboy in the Civil War and 

Reconstruction eras as a model of white femininity, a tool of maintaining 

cishetreropatriarchy, and a method for invalidating or belittling queer children. By 

engaging with key works in gender theory, queer theory, and trans theory by Jack 

Halberstam, Judith Butler, Lee Edelman, Katherine Boyd Stockton, and Elizabeth 

Freeman, among others, this thesis not only calls into question the constructed opposition 

of queerness and childhood, but also illustrates how the tomboy as the queer child can 

challenge normative stages of development and “straight” time in order to disrupt the 



 iv 

myths of gender fixity and naturally occurring gender/sex/sexuality. In the end, this 

research concludes that the tomboy, when it is deconstructed from its figurality within the 

symbolic order of the white cisheteropatriarchy, offers a way of doing 

gender/sex/sexuality that resists normative understandings of time and narratives of queer 

opposition to the figure of the child. 
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 1 

Introduction 
 
 

 In 2017, the New York Times published a controversial Op-Ed titled, “My 

Daughter is Not Transgender. She’s a Tomboy.” Written by author and self-proclaimed 

feminist Lisa Selin Davis, the essay prompted considerable debate about the validity of 

the term “tomboy” in an increasingly gender-fluid Western society – was such a word 

necessary for gender nonconfirming children assigned female at birth when other terms 

like “nonbinary” exist? Or does the conflation of the “tomboy” with transgender, 

nonbinary, or genderfluid identities reinforce a sense of rigidity in terms of sex and 

gender? In the essay, Davis described her own exhaustion from having to correct well-

intentioned adults who continually asked her if her daughter wanted to be called a boy. “I 

love correcting them, making them reconsider their perceptions of what a girl looks like,” 

Davis explains. “But when they continue to question her gender identity — and are 

skeptical of her response — the message they send is that a girl cannot look and act like 

her and still be a girl” (Davis, “My Daughter Is Not Transgender. She’s a Tomboy”). 

Davis’s statements, which some echoed in praise while others pronounced to be 

transphobic, sparked conversation about what exactly it means to be a tomboy. 

On the one hand, some readers backed Davis’s belief that allowing children to 

identify as tomboys was incredibly liberating; “‘Tomboy’ was the identity I had (as a kid) 

and, somehow it fitted perfectly as the athletic boyish girl as I was,” wrote one 

commenter on the article. “And I always did feel like a girl.........we should not ‘lose’ 

those gender possibilities in our quest to be trans-sensitive.” On the other hand, some 

argued that “tomboy” was a reductive term, one that reinforced gender binaries and 

limited understandings of gender for children. “Ms. Davis should not be proud that her 
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daughter is a tomboy, and should stop stuffing her into an outmoded definition,” another 

commenter wrote. “Instead she should celebrate her independent thinking, without 

pushing her into a category.” In both a feminist critique and a (perhaps unintentional) 

defense of gender nonconforming children, these commenters warned Davis of silencing 

her child as they battled with other readers over what exactly the role of the tomboy is in 

gender discourse today. 

         In 2020, Davis published her book, Tomboy: The Surprising History and Future 

of Girls Who Dare to Be Different, which took a closer look at the history of the tomboy 

and what the figure can offer to modern understandings of gender. More conservative 

fans of her Times essay condemned the book, claiming that, in fears of cancel culture, 

Davis had given into the demands of the “transgender cult” by backtracking on some of 

her statements on the differences between tomboys and nonbinary or transgender children 

(Morris, 12:07). These readers felt that Davis’s recognition of the plethora of gender 

nonconforming identities and how they relate to the tomboy provided an implicit attack 

on feminist values. On the other side of the aisle, liberal readers problematized Davis’s 

argument that the term “tomboy” challenged gender binaries and stereotypes. “I don't 

really think 'Tomboys' exist. People do,” wrote one reviewer on Amazon. “And we need 

to stop with the labels and marketing that supports (or doesn't support) this divide” 

(Leslie Lindsay). Davis’s fight for the tomboy appeared to be a losing battle. 

While both sides of the debate around Davis’s Tomboy attempt to frame the issue 

of the tomboy through liberal theoretical lenses of feminism and gender fluidity, their 

efforts only perpetuate a narrow, normative understanding of gender and sexuality that 

erases the nuances of the tomboy and reaffirm the supposedly natural occurrence of 
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gender in children and adults. The tomboy that Davis’s readers are debating about is a 

one-dimensional shell of the myriad meanings that the figure has taken on for hundreds 

of years, starting in the 1700s. Understood then as a slang term for a prostitute or a 

woman with a voracious sexual appetite, the tomboy has been co-opted, tamed, and 

evolved into the figure we know today: a rowdy, prepubescent girl, who partakes in 

activities and gender expressions that are typically deemed “boyish” in Western culture. 

The figure of the twenty-first century tomboy is all high-top Converse, jeans torn at the 

knees, and tangled hair, and, of course, limited to childhood where gender nonconformity 

is often seen as a “natural” experience of immature exploration. This image of the 

tomboy, however, expunges from cultural memories a galaxy of histories for the figure, 

from the use of the tomboy to forward white, cisheteropatriarchal norms in the eighteenth 

century to its adoption into Filipino queer discourse. Yet just as the modern, Western 

figure of the tomboy rubs out the past, its strict attachment to the child and temporally 

linear interpretations of gender and maturation eradicates a plethora of futures for the 

tomboy.  

On top of these unique limitations of the tomboy, the figure in its current sense is 

culturally considered queer, yet it is only permitted to occupy a proto-lesbian space. In 

this way, though a queer adult may claim to have been a tomboy in the past, the tomboy, 

in its present, child body, is never allowed to claim queerness. Take, for example, a 2005 

study by C. Lynn Carr that attempted to find a link between adult lesbianism and gender 

performance and childhood tomboyism. While Carr found that a slight majority of adult 

lesbians and adult women who identifed with “butch” gender expressions also identified 

themselves as tomboys in childhood, the study did not discover significant disparities 
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between straight women and queer women or “feminine” women and “butch” women in 

claiming childhood tomboyism. The fascinating part of Carr’s study is not the results, but 

rather the association of adulthood with queerness and childhood with a complete lack of 

sexuality or genderqueerness, as is, I argue, embodied in the tomboy. This study implies 

that the tomboy cannot ever embody queerness on its own – the figure is only ever seen 

as a proto-lesbian, who can only achieve fully-realized queerness in adulthood.  

Though some liberal scholars may argue that this proto-, yet-to-be-realized 

queerness of the tomboy is progressive, this separation of the child from sexuality that is 

inherent to the tomboy implies a perversity to childhood queerness. It is not permissible 

and, to some, utterly incomprehensible. As scholar Karin Quimby points out in her 2003 

article “The Story of Jo: Literary Tomboys, Little Women, and the Sexual-Textual 

Politics of Narrative Desire,” it is the fact that “the tomboy’s plot always threatens to 

‘turn queer’ that arouses so much anxiety” (Quimby, 2). We can look to Davis’s Tomboy 

to map this phenomenon within current perspectives on and attitudes about the tomboy. 

Though the book includes anecdotes from queer women who identified as tomboy 

children in order to suggest that adult queerness is, in fact, a possibility and an acceptable 

outcome for tomboys, her study ultimately tries to preserve the tomboy from the threat of 

queerness in childhood by embracing a humanist approach. Though Davis’s work permits 

queer adults who were once tomboys to exist, she still aims to protect the child from 

queerness out of fear.  

The figures of the “child” and the “queer” have long been kept separate from one 

another. As Lee Edelman has argued, queerness “is understood as bringing children and 

childhood to an end” (Edelman, 293), therefore requiring the figure of the child to be 
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preserved and saved from queerness until adulthood. Yet, in her 2009 book The Queer 

Child, Or Growing Sideways in the Twentieth Century, Kathryn Boyd Stockton counters 

Edelman’s point by proclaiming that every child is queer; in fact, the child in a general is 

a “ghostly, unreachable fantasy” that is “precisely who we are not and, in fact, never 

were. It is the act of adults looking back” (Stockton, 5). How, then, can queerness be both 

oppositional and inherent to the child? I believe that the tomboy, in its proto-queerness, 

embodies exactly that. The tomboy is both permitted queerness as it is allowed to 

transcend white cisheteropatriarchal structures of gender in a way that is considered 

natural and appropriate in childhood and is simultaneously denied queerness by being 

confined to childhood. The tomboy embodies the threat to turn queer to the highest 

degree, but it simultaneously never actually turns queer; it is bubbling – really, almost 

bursting – with queer potential. Jack Halberstam perhaps puts it best in his analysis of the 

child, as he claims that it “can… be a vehicle for the most normative social fantasies and 

the most flamboyant social fears” (Halberstam, Trans*, 55). Yet, this double bind is only 

true so long as gender and sexuality are charted along a linear path. When one 

deconstructs, among other things, the belief that gender/sex/sexuality are part of a linear 

sequence of maturation, divided into childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, each of 

which are granted varying levels of validity in one’s “actual” gender/sex/sexuality, the 

tomboy is allowed to be wholly queer.  

Though queerness and genderqueerness have become more widely accepted in 

society, there still exists a belief that one cannot know their gender identity or sexuality 

until they have matured enough. Any alternative to cisheterosexuality is considered 

something one grows into; it is something that children are commonly believed to be “too 
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young” to know about themselves yet, despite the fact that cis and hetero ideals are force 

fed to children from a young age. Following the same line of reasoning, wouldn’t the 

baby assigned male at birth, who is too young to know that he is gay, also be too young 

to know that he is “A Ladies’ Man” as many baby bodysuits proudly proclaim? What 

about the bodysuit that reads “Sorry Boys, Dad Says No Dating” supposedly meant for 

babies assigned female? When the argument is made that children are too young to know 

whether or not they are queer, we must read between the lines. What this argument means 

is that cisheterosexuality is the default in society and that, while a child may one day 

grow to become a queer adult, it is crucial that queerness be kept separate from children. I 

remember being slyly encouraged as a little girl to have “crushes” on older, male family 

friends, but the infatuation I had with my female babysitter – a smart, funny young 

woman who went to Amherst College – was written off as idolization instead of 

attraction.  

The underlying message of this is that queerness in children is perverse; the 

thought of a child touched by queerness is just as alarming as the homophobic craze 

around a child touched by a queer. This, after all, was the message Anita Byrant and her 

Save Our Children coalition ran on in the 1970s to keep school children safe from 

predatory, gay teachers. It is also the narrative spun today by transphobic politicians and 

activists who warn of men disguised as women preying on little girls in the women’s 

restroom. I remember my parents jokingly warning my brother not to find himself alone 

in the classroom with his queer science teacher in the sixth grade. I do not argue that we 

should want kids to be in danger of sexual or physical abuse at the hands of adults; I say 

that this association of queerness with perversion, specifically pedophilia, is a 
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perpetuated attitude of homophobia and transphobia that is disguised within modern, 

neoliberal, progressive homonationalism. Queerness is permitted, but conditionally. 

When queerness is not permitted in childhood, of course the myth is created that 

there are no queer children. When I reflect on my life, my sexuality, my constant 

questioning of Do I want to be her or do I want to kiss her?, I know I have been queer all 

my life. Even so, when I began to recognize the queerness of these thoughts at fourteen, I 

wanted to find some way to end them – to end myself. I felt wrong, creepy, perverted. In 

high school locker rooms, I put my gym clothes on in the bathroom stall with the fear that 

changing in front of the other girls would give something away. I avoided physical touch 

with other girls as if my skin would scale over, my emotions and feelings becoming an 

external suit from which other girls my age would recoil. “Creepy” was the word that 

reverberated in my head. I’m a creep, I thought to myself late at night, wanting so 

desperately to think normally, to not see myself as a predator to all my girl friends. 

Hating myself so much for these thoughts, thinking I was some sort of pervert, of course I 

couldn’t come out as queer. My own queerness horrified me. Would it horrify my 

friends? Would it horrify my parents, if their beloved daughter, so perfect in every other 

way, came out as a queer child? When I did come out as queer at the age of eighteen, 

supposedly in the safe territory of adulthood, I could still feel my parents digging deep 

into the past with a sense of sickness that, all along, there had been some sinister 

queerness possessing their baby girl.  

Instead, queerness can only be conferred on the child I once was, without ever 

allowing the child itself to be presently queer. Stockton uses the Freudian term 

“nachträglichkeit” in The Queer Child, Or Growing Sideways to describe the construction 
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of childhood as an experience of looking back. Queerness is considered a “mature” 

phenomenon for individuals, one that symbolizes progression and ultimate realization. 

The tomboy as a figure embodies Stockton’s use of “nachträglichkeit,” as the tomboy is a 

creation of looking back at one’s childhood to a time believed to be before queerness. 

After all, Lisa Selin Davis writes her book looking back at her own tomboyhood, and 

both her supporters and detractors stake their claims on looking back on their own 

tomboyhood. As C. Lynn Carr’s study has made clear, the tomboy is most commonly a 

retrospective identity applied to children, following Jack Halberstam’s belief that “the 

condition of childhood is the condition of being represented by adults” (Halberstam, 

Trans*, 57). This is not the case on the individual level alone. Looking again to C. Lynn 

Carr’s study at cultural level, her results suggest that childhood tomboyism offers a sense 

of queerness in culture before queerness was accepted. Karin Quimby’s article about Jo 

March corroborates this, as she suggests that Jo’s tomboyism was a sort of queercoding, 

wherein her boyish (or queer) ways were made acceptable through the tomboy who 

ultimately marries a man. It is socially acceptable, in fact, even natural, to be a tomboy, 

but it is not acceptable to be queer. The tomboy, then, is seen only in a proto-queer sense, 

both for individuals coming to terms with their own queerness and as a way for society to 

accept queerness on a larger scale. The tomboy exists on a scale of temporality that 

normalizes progressive, maturing linearity wherein one individual or one society will one 

day become its fully realized form. 

This understanding of temporal linearity that keeps the tomboy doubly bound in 

its queer and child embodiments is the result of the figure’s castration of its histories. As 

I have previously outlined, the tomboy as it is understood in the twenty-first century, is a 
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watered down, childproofed shell of its past iterations. Yet not only does this lack of 

context construct a one-dimensional view of the figure, erasing the ways it has been co-

opted to serve white cisheteropatriarchal institutions, but it also allows for a narrow view 

of the tomboy within normative understandings of gender and sexual development as a 

social experience. In this way, the tomboy has not only had its past erased, but its queer 

potentialities have been shut down. It is crucial, then, to elucidate and liberate the tomboy 

from these constraints. But why is this important? What exactly does the critically 

liberated tomboy have to offer to cultural understandings queerness? And is there 

anything left of the figure to salvage after it has been so sorely used and restrained for 

centuries? Though the tomboy has long been preserved in a white cisheteropatriarchal 

understanding of gender, this essay argues that, by elucidating and liberating its queer 

potentials, the tomboy embodies an alternative, queer experience of gender as a temporal 

phenomenon that offers an understanding of gender that transcends not only sets of 

binaries (male/female, cisgender/transgender, conforming/nonconfomring, etc.) but that 

also transcends normative time. 

In order to do this, my thesis primarily focuses on Louisa May Alcott’s 1868 

novel Little Women and the main character, Jo. I have chosen to focus on Jo for two 

reasons. First and foremost, Jo March is considered by self-proclaimed tomboys and 

Alcott fans to be the original tomboy. In her book, Lisa Selin Davis claims that Jo 

“changed the literary landscape and the hearts of girls forever” with her ability to access 

boyishness that had been “hitherto off limits” (Davis, Tomboy, 83). British blogger and 

“personification of the ‘feminine tomboy’” Claudia Amendoeira recognizes Jo as 

“fearless, loud, and wonderfully herself” (Amendoeira). “Her power resides in her being 



 10 

a girl who — by viewing herself equal to boys at a time when the world told her 

otherwise — shows other girls that they can be whoever they want to be,” she writes. 

And in the service of the adored tomboy archetype, fans of Jo March often go to great 

lengths to assert that Jo is a tomboy and not queer. Amendoeira continues her reflections 

on Jo by asserting that Alcott’s character is not queer – and she is especially not a 

transgender boy, as some queer fans of the book have suggested. Such an assumption, 

Amendoeira writes, “solidifies the gender stereotypes we should be dismantling.” While 

Amendoeira and those who side with her may feel as though they are making a feminist 

claim to Jo March, such a careful preservation of Jo from any sense of queerness does 

less to “dismantle” gender stereotypes and far more to perpetuate the homophobic and 

transphobic rhetoric that affirms that queerness is always at odds with the child. My 

reading of Jo and of Little Women asks what it means if we recognize Jo not only as both 

a tomboy and queer but also if we recognize the ways in which her tomboy identity crafts 

a valid queer identity. 

Secondly, Jo and Little Women emerge at a rich time in tomboy history. The Civil 

War Era and its following Antebellum Era were transformative for cultural perceptions of 

womanhood and femininity, specifically through the mission of maintaining whiteness in 

a post-slavery nation. My first chapter engages with this history more deeply, drawing 

from scholarship by Michele Anne Abate and others, but the short explanation is that this 

era crafted the image of the tomboy as we know it today: a white, cisgender, heterosexual 

female child who engages in more boyish or masculine activities, ways of dressing, and 

community making. Jo is the prevailing literary representation of the tomboy of this era 
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and, as Davis’s and Amendoeira’s explanations present, has remained the standard of 

American tomboys to this day. 

 After my first chapter, which thoroughly analyzes how the modern figure of the 

tomboy came to be, I move on to present a theoretical history of how the figures of the 

tomboy, the child, and the queer have been constructed and how they interact. In this 

second chapter, I rely on Lee Edelman’s 1998 essay “The Future is Kid Stuff: Queer 

Theory, Disidentification and the Death Drive,” Katherine Boyd Stockton’s The Queer 

Child, Or Growing Sideways, Jack Halberstam’s Trans*, and Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick’s 

essay “How to Bring Your Kids Up Gay: The War on Effeminate Boys” in order to assert 

that the tomboy has been isolated from queerness and utilized as a tool to reaffirm the 

symbolic order of gender/sex/sexuality. I use “gender/sex/sexuality” throughout this 

essay in order to establish the three pieces as standalone yet thoroughly interconnected 

components that establish what is often simply referred to as “gender” alone. In turn, 

Chapter Two also provides a beginning argument that gender/sex/sexuality are 

understood and validated along straight time and temporally linear understandings of 

maturation and development. Chapter Three takes all of the preceding chapters into 

consideration in order to provide a queer reading of Little Women through the notions of 

queer time as presented by Jack Halberstam’s In a Queer Time and Place, José Muñoz’s 

Cruising Utopia, and Elizabeth Freeman’s theory of temporal drag. Finally, my thesis 

concludes that a reading of Jo March as a tomboy within queer time permits her to 

embody fully realized queerness as a child, therefore resisting cisheterosexual 

understandings of maturation and development that places queerness in opposition to 

childhood. In turn, such a reading can offer not only new ways of reading literature about 
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tomboys but also identify the tomboy as one of many “new and different ways… to claim 

a body” in a queer sense that disrupts notions of gender and sexual fixity through the 

resistance of queer time (Halberstam, Trans*, 50). 
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Chapter 1: How to Build a Tomboy 
 
 

Growing up in the early 2000s in New England, I was the quintessential tomboy. 

With an older brother as my primary partner in crime, I spent my days in ripped jeans, 

Red Sox t-shirts, and a pair of Converse (featuring neon green skulls and crossbones), 

catching garden snakes with my hands and biking through the woods behind our house. 

Even at school, when my brother and I were separated by grade levels, I spent most of 

my time playing with the boys in my class as we dangled from monkey bars and skinned 

our knees playing Four Square. I remember, in the first grade, my teacher pulled me aside 

to talk about a recent conference she had had with my parents, where they told her they 

wanted to see me play with more girls. I was dumbfounded and offended – I played with 

the girls, too. Rebecca, Kate, Morgan, and Clara were all my friends. So, what if I just 

spent more time with Paul, Drew, Nick, and Theo jumping from the slide on the 

playground rather than sliding down it?  

Maybe it was less because of my commitment to playing with boys and more 

about my unwavering love of boys’ toys and clothes that concerned my parents. At every 

fast food drive through, I had my order set: one kids’ meal with a cheeseburger, no onion, 

and a boys’ toy. I remember one time receiving a Barbie by accident in a Happy Meal; 

my brother and I promptly shoved her inside my cheeseburger, splattering her with 

cheese and condiments, before cutting off her hair with a pair of scissors and using 

acrylic paints to color her green. And like these toys, I had a similar mindset about girl 

clothes. Not only did I happily don ripped hand-me-downs of my brother’s on the daily, 

but I idolized men’s clothes for being badass and sleek. When Halloween rolled around, I 

begged my mom to let me dress as Anakin Skywalker. When she refused, I decided to 
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trick-or-treat in my beloved Buzz Lightyear costume for the third year in a row. As I got 

older, nearing puberty and my teen years, my parents worried that my boyish interests 

and aptitudes would not be treated so kindly by my peers. If I remained the quintessential 

tomboy, who defaced dolls and longed to be a jedi, what would become of me when I 

reached middle school? 

When I say those words – “quintessential tomboy” – what exactly does that 

mean? By whose definition? Lisa Selin Davis understands tomboys as “precocious, 

outspoken, and unbeholden to the silent or explicit rules around them,” repudiators of 

feminine fashion, and athletes who “played primarily with boys” and “like boys” (Davis, 

Tomboy, 3-4). C. Lynn Carr’s study establishes the tomboy as a girl who “choos[es] 

masculinity” and “reject[s] femininity,” through her choice of clothing, activities, and 

playmates because she believed that “boys and men enjoyed more privileges” (Carr, 121). 

And yet, Michelle Ann Abate, who is perhaps the leading tomboy scholar of the twenty-

first century, assigns to the figure “a proclivity for outdoor play (especially athletics), a 

feisty independent spirit, and a tendency to don masculine clothing and adopt a boyish 

nickname” (Abate, xvi). What do each of these definitions mean? And how have they 

created the figure of the tomboy? While each of these attempts to identify and codify the 

tomboy reflect similar values and constructions of the figure, they neglect to tell the 

whole story of the figure. While Davis’s book makes a valiant attempt by recording the 

narratives of dozens of self-proclaimed tomboys and Abate’s book uses literary 

characters to illustrate an image of the tomboy, each of these attempts neglect to establish 

a clear enough image of the figure of the tomboy.  
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 As each of these definitions, which set the groundwork for the ways in which the 

tomboy is culturally identified, suggest, the tomboy, at its most basic understanding in a 

modern, Western context, is a girl who acts in ways deemed to be “boyish.” This can be 

accomplished through a variety of expressions such as clothes (like my repeated Buzz 

Lightyear Halloween costume), playmates (my parents asking me to play with more 

girls), and toys (the McDonald’s toy Barbie stuffed into a cheeseburger). Tomboys might 

be seen as spunky, rough, sassy, boisterous, loud, and rowdy. Yet what these definitions 

leave out are the true parameters required in order to earn the title of tomboy. 

Specifically, the tomboy, as Davis, Carr, Abate, and many others understand is a 

prepubescent, white, cisgender girl, who is assigned female at birth. I was a 

“quintessential tomboy” not only because I terrorized dolls, eschewed princess dresses, 

and idolized Anakin Skywalker, but also because I was a Caucasian girl under age twelve 

who had female genitalia. Had any one of those things not been true, I probably would 

not have fit the constructed image of the tomboy. If I had been Black, my “boyish” way 

of playing could have been viewed not as an innocent, “natural” phenomenon, but as a 

marker of aggression. If I had been born with genitals that were seen not to fit the 

“female” or “male” definitions, my preference for basketball shorts and t-shirts could 

have been viewed, at best, as gender nonconformity or, at worst, Gender Identity 

Disorder. If I had been in the throes of puberty, my draw to befriend boys over girls could 

have been viewed as sexual promiscuity or, perhaps, a type of sexual “inversion” even. 

My identification as a tomboy depended less on my personality and preferences and more 

on my embodiment.  
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The tomboy, as it is presently understood, defended, and praised, is the 

descendant of a nineteenth century construction of femininity that served the white, 

cisheteropatriarchy. This dominant narrative of tomboyism is expertly outlined in the first 

chapter of Abate’s book Tomboys: A Literary and Cultural History about E.D.E.N. 

Southworth’s 1859 novel The Hidden Hand. Southworth’s character Capitola Black, a 

cross-dressing, horse-riding city slicker turned country girl, reflected a Civil War Era 

shift away from “the Cult of True Womanhood,” marked by domesticity and docility 

towards a hearty, healthy femininity that encouraged strong and able women for 

reproduction (Abate, 4). Thanks in part to the burgeoning feminist movement, this shift 

away from refined femininity represented an effort to preserve American whiteness in the 

face of abolition by encouraging healthier, stronger girls to engage in typically “boyish” 

pursuits in order to create apt reproducers of a white race. With the threat of formerly 

enslaved Black Americans emerging into society as free citizens, white Americans 

grasped for methods through which to maintain racial dominance and determined that 

ramping up the breeding of a white race would prevent disruption to the racial hierarchy. 

In response, focus shifted to improving women’s health, which celebrated physical 

exercise, healthy diets, and engagement in the labor market for crafting fit wives and 

mothers. Engaging in “boyish” activities in childhood such as sports to more masculine 

obligations in adulthood like working in factories would make white women “not only 

productive wives and mothers but, more importantly, reproductive ones” (Abate, 6). 

When Louisa May Alcott published Little Women in 1869 in the wake of the Civil 

War, this encouragement of tomboyism to breed a strong, fertile white race was still the 

norm. This may feel discordant with the views of the novel as well as the history of the 
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Alcott family for some readers and scholars. Afterall, the novel is a Civil War and 

Antebellum story of a New England family supporting the war efforts of the Union either 

through direct combat, as Mr. March represents, or through more domestic efforts at 

home. The family’s Union ties are communicated throughout the book through the 

idolization of Mr. March who is “work[ing] faithfully for as long as he can” (Alcott, 8). 

When he is wounded in battle, the entire March and Laurence households are invigorated 

by his sacrifice for the nation. In his correspondence with Mrs. March, who has gone to 

D.C. to care for her husband, Laurie even takes on the identity of a Union colonel, 

addressing his letter to the “Head Nurse of Ward II,” invoking the Battle of 

Rappahannock Station, and reporting “a salute of twenty-four guns on receipt of good 

news from Washington” on Mr. March’s health (173). His playful metaphor of the March 

household as a significant battleground in the Civil War aligns Alcott’s charming, 

domestic narrative with the mission of the Union army. Additionally, Jo’s idolization of 

the Union army, communicated by her desire to join the frontlines as a soldier, drummer, 

or nurse (8), as well her willingness to sacrifice her hair for “the fate of the nation” (162), 

expresses the novel’s Civil War sympathies. The 2019 film adaptation of the book by 

Greta Gerwig features Civil War iconography as well, as Marmee (played by Laura 

Dern), who has, in an allusion to slavery, “spent [her] whole life ashamed of [her] 

country” (Gerwig, 01:10:19), takes on a prominent role in supporting the Union army by 

providing supplies to soldiers passing through New England. Additionally, Alcott herself, 

raised by an abolitionist family, served as a Civil War nurse at a Union hospital in 

Washington, D.C. throughout the war. How can Little Women, then, possibly utilize and 
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celebrate the tomboy as a method of preserving whiteness in Reconstruction Era 

America? 

Though the book addresses the Civil War and expresses an alliance with the 

Union, it never actually addresses the cause of the war: slavery. While there is ample 

celebration of Mr. March’s willingness to serve as chaplain for the Union army, 

emphasizing his admirable moral compass, there is never any mention of the Civil War’s 

focus on the abolition of slavery, erasing enslaved and free Black people from the 

narrative the Civil War. Instead, white actors in the conflict are given center stage and 

recognized for their heroism not only in battle but in being, so to say, on the right side of 

history. Even in the film adaptation, when Marmee alludes to slavery by expressing her 

shame for her country, she says so to the only speaking Black character in the film – an 

unnamed woman who suggests that Marmee should still be ashamed (Gerwig, 01:10:22). 

This character, portrayed by actress Susan Robbins, is plugged into the film to somewhat 

acknowledge the national setting of racism, slavery, and abolition that the narrative 

occurs in and, in doing so, is supposed to speak for all Civil War Era enslaved and free 

Black people to assert, at the most minimal level, that slavery is bad. Otherwise, the film 

not only fails to feature another speaking Black character, but neglects to, in its 

representation of the March family’s Civil War efforts, even acknowledge that the war is 

in any way influenced by race, racism, abolition, or slavery.  

Whiteness rules this narrative of the Civil War as Black and enslaved perspectives 

are all but omitted in favor of featuring the morality, goodness, and heroism of white 

people. This is not entirely surprising considering the context of the Alcott family’s 

stance on abolition. While Bronson Alcott, Louisa’s father and the archetype for her Mr. 
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March, was an abolitionist who instilled in his daughters similar values, he believed that 

dark skin was indicative of a “primitive” soul. As Sarah Ebert explains in her book 

Louisa May Alcott on Race, Sex, and Slavery, Bronson Alcott “persisted in believing that 

Anglo-Saxon ‘races’ possessed more spiritually perfect natures, were generally 

‘harmonious,’ and had more lofty intellects than darker-skinned people” (Ebert, xv). In 

considering the ideas of the Alcott family as well as the utter erasure of Black people, 

Blackness, race, racism, and slavery from the novel and its modern iterations, it is clear 

that Alcott’s “tomboy dream come true,” Jo March, is manifested in a world of carefully 

preserved whiteness (Janeway, 97).  

Yet whereas earlier nineteenth century applications of the tomboy, such as 

Southworth’s Capitola Black, were expressly encouraged to take on more masculine 

traits, Antebellum perspectives on white womanhood affirmed femininity by forcing the 

tomboy to preserve not only the whiteness of the country, but also the 

cisheteropatriarchy. While girls were still encouraged to engage in masculine sports and 

play in order to strengthen their health in the hope that they would be stronger, more 

reproductive mothers, such boyish ways were only considered appropriate in childhood. 

With the emergence of the age category of “adolescence” in the nineteenth century, 

American society made space for a sort of intermediary period between childhood and 

adulthood – an “apprenticeship or training ground” of sorts wherein children were 

expected to “slough off their juvenile ways” and grow into adults (Abate, 29). At this 

time, it was expected that the boyish ways of playing, dressing, and acting that were 

permitted in childhood as “normal” and crucial to a young girl’s healthy development 
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would be eschewed for a more classically feminine lifestyle marked by marriage and 

childrearing.  

Thus, emerged the literary practice of tomboy taming. As Shawna McDermott’s 

2019 essay on the topic explains, “tomboy taming” refers to the “formulaic suppression 

of inappropriate gendered behavior” of tomboys, starting in late-nineteenth and early-

twentieth century texts, typically completed through the establishment of a heterosexual, 

romantic union or a violent fate that left tomboys dead or maimed (McDermott, 134). 

Turning back to Little Women and Jo March, the quintessential tomboy, Jo, is compelled 

into heterosexual marriage and an adoption of femininity after the death of her sister her 

Beth, the figure of feminine domesticity. It is after Beth’s death that Jo wishes Laurie 

would propose to her again so that she may accept, eschew her childhood boyishness, and 

take up her rightful role. In this sense, “tomboyism isn’t a deviance; it is a very well-

disguised part of the same old story” of heteronormativity (McDermott, 149). Alcott’s 

text essentially chronicles the taming of Jo; by being held to the standard of the “little 

woman” throughout her life, Jo’s tomboyishness, which many readers understand as 

resembling her queerness, is constantly being straightened out. The March girls are given 

the title of “little women,” by their father, the patriarch of the family who constantly 

urges his daughters to “conquer” themselves “beautifully” (Alcott, 8). Even though Jo 

may be considered brotherly and boyish to her sisters, she is nonetheless, under the 

constant control of her father, who eagerly trades in his “son Jo” for a “young lady who 

pins her collar straight, laces her boots neatly, and neither whistle, talks slang, nor lies on 

the rug” (223). 
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Even when Jo becomes what would be considered a fully realized adult woman 

when she marries Professor Bhaer, she still takes on the role of the feminized child to 

Bhaer’s father role. In her essay “Little Women: Alcott’s Civil War,” Judith Fetterly 

points to the “papa Bhaer’s… Germanic and ursine connotations [of] heavy authority” 

(Fetterly, 382). This, she suggests, is a not-so-subtle, Oedipal attempt to provide Jo with a 

paternal husband who represents her father both in age and personality, therefore 

neutralizing any remaining boyish qualities. This is not the only instance of animal 

imagery in the text that communicates a need for female submission, tomboy taming, and 

domestication. In Alcott’s original introduction to Jo, she is described as “very tall, thin 

and brown, and reminded one of a colt” with “long limbs” and “long, thick hair” (4). The 

comparison of Jo to a horse – particularly a young, male, uncastrated, unbroken one – not 

only aligns her with masculine childhood or adolescence but specifically views her as 

possessing some masculine power or energy that must be severed and tamed. With the 

constant emphasis of male hierarchical superiority over Jo March in the figure of both her 

father and her eventual husband, Jo is eventually tamed and domesticated, becoming not 

only a mother and wife, but also “Mother Bhaer” to the dozens of young boys who are 

educated and live at the Plumfield under her stewardship (485). Though Jo may be a 

tomboy, it is always her role as a “little woman” that comes first and foremost, 

illustrating how the tomboy is utilized as a tool of feminine submission. 

The practice of tomboy taming still exists today, as Shawna McDermott’s article 

points out. Using Regina George from the 2004 film Mean Girls to illustrate how severe 

physical injury is used to tame girls’ ambition and Katniss Everdeen from the 2008 series 

The Hunger Games to display the role of heterosexual marriage and motherhood in 
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domesticating even the rowdiest of young women, McDermott’s article proves that 

tomboy taming is not a thing of the past. Rather its persistence in twenty-first century 

texts continues to use the tomboy as a tool in childhood to promote an image of healthy, 

white girlhood and stripped away in order to ensure that that girlhood matures properly 

into reproductive, white womanhood. Such an emphasis on the tomboy’s acquiescence to 

normative, domestic, heterosexual womanhood represents an American fear of queerness. 

When pushed beyond the confines of childhood and continued into adolescence, 

tomboyish qualities could mark one as a sexual invert, a figure labeled by sexologists 

through the late nineteenth century to describe “the masculine soul heaving in the female 

bosom” for female inverts and the opposite for male inverts (Taylor, 289). Since 

“tomboy” is related to the prefix “tom,” used in the eighteenth century to confer a sexual 

masculinity on a subject, such as in the word “tomcat,” a “tomboy” could also – when 

allowed to exist beyond puberty – indicate a woman with a sexual appetite similar to that 

of a man  (Halberstam, Female Masculinity, 51). While this could be interpreted with an 

eighteenth century meaning that applied to prostitutes who were able to have sexual 

relationships with men without being married to them, it also suggests queerness in 

women who love, or, who fuck, like men: lesbians, bisexuals, queers. 

The image of the tomboy that has developed in American literature and American 

society from these ideological interventions is exclusively white, heterosexual, and 

prepubescent, limiting its potentials for alternative forms of being that can liberate 

queerness and gender from the white cisheterosexual patriachy that still, no matter how 

(neo)liberal our country and society claim to be, exists and prospers. As a result, other 

images of the tomboy have been erased from popular discourse, eliminating the nuance 
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and dimensionality of the figure. If not for this image crafted in whiteness and 

heteronormativity, one might be able to identify the tomboy in myriad ways, such as an 

iteration of what Jack Halberstam refers to as “female masculinity,” which is not “simply 

a derivative of male masculinity” (77), but rather a “recogn[ition] and ratif[cation] of 

differently gendered bodies and subjectivities” (8). One might also be able to embrace the 

tomboy in other cultures, such as in the Philippines where a tomboy “broadly refers to 

male- or masculine-identified females or transgendered subjects on the female-to-male 

(FTM) spectrum of embodiments, practices, and/ or identities… who often have sexual 

and emotional relationships with feminine females who identify as ‘women’” (Fajardo, 

405). This particular iteration of the tomboy and how it differs from Western 

understandings of gender and sexuality has been explored by various scholars such as 

Kale Bantigue Fajardo, Kevin L. Nadal and Melissa J.H. Corpus, and Maria P.P. Root, 

among many others. By only understanding the tomboy in the singular sense of a 

prepubescent, white, female child, protected from any queerness, the way we understand 

gender/sex/sexuality across time and space is significantly limited. 

So how can we liberate the tomboy from this singular understanding? Elucidating 

and evaluating how exactly that image came to be is one step in the process; the tomboy 

has long been viewed as a “natural” and “normal” phenomenon in American culture 

(Carr, 120). As Lisa Selin Davis points out in her book, a narrative emerged in the early 

twentieth century that the tomboy “phase” was an indicator of a “hearty, healthy, happy, 

graceful child” for young girls (Davis, Tomboy, 25). It was natural for girls to engage in 

rowdy childhoods and to express an interest in boyish clothes, toys, and playmates. As 

this exploration into the construction of the tomboy has illustrated, however, the 
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normalization of childhood tomboyism was part of a larger agenda to maintain the white, 

cisheteropatriarchy in favor of a domestic image of white womanhood. The tomboy is not 

at all a natural occurrence, but it serves as an apt reminder that gender in all its forms is 

not a natural occurrence, but rather, as Judith Butler has established “a kind of doing, an 

incessant activity performed… it is a practice of improvisation within a scene of 

constraint” (Butler, Undoing Gender,1). Once we understand that the tomboy itself is not 

a naturally occurring figure but rather a politically charged tool of racial, gendered, and 

sexual dominance, it becomes easier to recognize that gender itself is not a naturally 

occurring, fixed phenomenon. By deconstructing the singular image of the tomboy, other, 

valid expressions and understandings of gender are allowed to exist. Yet much of the 

myth of tomboy’s natural occurrence hinges on its connection to childhood, where it is 

viewed as a developmental stage. 

The next step, then, is to unmoor the tomboy from its position in childhood, 

where it, as a tool of the white, cisheteropatriarchy, is applied in order to create a stage of 

maturity and growth that prioritizes and validates a way of being as an adult, or a fully 

realized individual, that is constructed along the lines of whiteness, cisgenderism, and 

heterosexuality. Just as the tomboy is a figure created by adults in an effort to maintain 

societal structures, so too is the child. Modern, Western understandings of childhood as a 

part of a temporally linear experience of maturing echo the belief that experiences of 

gender and sexuality are also temporally linear and dictated by one’s biological and 

societal maturing process. By understanding how childhood and children are created by 

adults, therefore reinforcing a myth of growing and maturing in a linear sense, this essay 

further probes the belief of gender as “natural” or “fixed” at any point in time or space.  
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Chapter 2: The Kid and the Queer 
 
 

 Lee Edelman’s 1998 essay “The Future is Kid Stuff: Queer Theory, 

Disidentification and the Death Drive,” establishes the child as a figure constructed by 

adults to embody a sense of political futurity and reproductive futurism that preserves the 

cisheteropatriarchy. Emphasizing the role of American politics in crafting an “impossible 

place of an imaginary past,” Edelman explains that the figure of the child – this innocent 

being that must be preserved and protected – is deployed as a weapon of America’s 

conservative society to affirm the role of the normalized, naturalized white 

cisheteropatriarchy in “protecting” the child. The child as a figure represents both past 

and future; it is a past insofar as adults can view it as a previous iteration of themselves, 

and it is a future insofar as it represents coming generations. The example that Edelman 

uses to articulate this practice is the series of public service announcements former 

President Bill Clinton made on behalf of the Coalition for America’s Children, which, as 

Republican strategists feared, portrayed him to the American electorate as “‘a concerned, 

hard-working parent’ who attends to the well-being of children, unable to protect 

themselves” (Edelman, 288). In doing so, these public service announcements attempt to 

convey an apolitical message about caring for children – who, after all, can stand against 

caring for children? – that in turn reaffirms America’s conservative agenda that seeks to 

protect the white, cisgender, straight, able child. 

 This is perhaps the greatest tool in the belt of the white cisheteropatriarchy, and it 

is constantly applied. Take, for example, attacks on Critical Race Theory and the 

systematic book banning happening in public schools in 2021 and 2022. On his first day 

in office, newly elected Virginia Governor Glen Youngkin, through his first executive 
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order, banned the teaching of Critical Race Theory in public schools, calling it inherently 

divisive and stating that “children deserve far better from their education” (Dress). This 

echoes much of the conservative sentiment around Critical Race Theory, which has 

viewed the intellectual field, which is rarely to never included in American K-12 public 

education curricula, as a threat to America’s children. Florida Governor Ron Desantis 

proposed his Stop WOKE (Wrongs to Our Kids and Employees) Act in 2021, in efforts to 

keep “bureaucratic elites, elites in universities and elites in corporate America” from 

“tear[ing] at the fabric of our society” (Farrington). Similar rhetoric has followed with 

Florida’s 2022 “Don’t Say Gay Bill,” which curtails the state from lessons on 

gender/sex/sexuality in public school classrooms. Desantis backed the bill heartily, 

expressing his belief that “it’s inappropriate to be injecting those matters, like a 

transgenderism, into a kindergarten classroom” (Izaguirre). In both situations, the child is 

invoked as a figure to protect or, as Edelman proclaims, “a prop of the secular theology 

upon which our common reality rests” (Edelman, 290). 

 It is important to note that the figure of the child is not a tool utilized only by the 

right – Edelman’s example of Bill Clinton embodying a “paternal figure” who fights for 

the wellbeing of children proves that, even as rumors about not only his infidelity but 

accounts of his sexual predation circulated. This is perhaps much of the reason why 

President Joe Biden is conveyed to the American people as grandfatherly, often 

surrounded by any number of his pristine, well-to-do grandchildren, as well as the zoo of 

presidential pets. While the image of the ever-multiplying Biden family may not 

communicate the values of whiteness and heterosexuality quite as explicitly as the 

legislation pushed by conservative Republicans, it still crafts an image of Americanism 
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that is figured into the fair, freckled faces of his six grandchildren that suggests that, 

while alternative forms of being beyond the white cisheteropatrirachy are permissible, 

this is the ideal way of being American. The child is crafted and applied, bipartisanly, in 

order to construe a certain image not only of individuals like the president, but also of 

America and American values as a whole. Though the political left and the political right 

appear to be in opposition on pretty much every topic under the sun, their common use of 

the child as a type of nonpartisan figure forwards the white cisheteropatriarchy as a 

protector of the American child. 

 With the child itself taking on such a symbolic role in the creation of a 

progressive, Western societal reality, the tomboy, too, amounts to only a figure. As the 

previous chapter established, the construction of the tomboy alongside American ideals 

of whiteness, cisgenderism, heterosexuality, and ability has crafted a one-dimensional 

image of being that eliminates other potential forms of tomboyism. Much of this creation 

has to do with the way that the figure of the tomboy has become intertwined with the 

figure of the child. While this has occurred in ways that implicate and erase nuances of 

race and ability among other facets of identity, my research focuses explicitly on the 

relationship between the child and the tomboy in regard to queerness in terms of sex, 

gender, and sexuality. In order to articulate how these two figures interact, I will first 

provide a deeper analysis of the child and the tomboy as symbols of political futurity and 

reproductive futurism. I will then adapt scholarship on the queer child from Eve 

Sedgewick, Katherine Boyd Stockton, and Jack Halberstam to the tomboy. As a result, 

this chapter will not only establish the figure of the tomboy in its relationship to the child, 

but it will establish the child as an experience of gender that hinges on developmental 
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linearity. The tomboy, then, emerges as an opportunity for a queer way of being that 

disrupts understandings of gender, sex, and sexuality as a fixed phenomenon, rooted in 

the figure of the child. 

 As has been outlined in the introduction to this chapter, the child has long been 

utilized as a figure against which to position all things considered threatening to 

American society. Edelman explicitly articulates that the child is representative of 

reproductive futurism, or the belief that progressive, Western reality cannot conceive of a 

future that is not dictated by the figure of the child, though this future is perpetually 

postponed. The child is the “culturally pervasive emblem of the motivating end, albeit 

endlessly postponed, of every political vision as a vision of futurity,” Edelman explains, 

and that vision of futurity hinges on heterosexual reproduction that continues to beget 

new children upon which more future can be hypothetically construed and supposedly 

built (Edelman, 291). Yet if the child continues to be that which requires protection, as 

well as that which represents white, heterosexual ideals, it can never fully be achieved, 

but must be strived for at the cost of all that threaten it, specifically, the queer. If the child 

takes on the “mandatory cultural labor of social reproduction” as Edelman describes, 

then, as the symbolic opposition to heterosexual reproduction, the queer is “understood as 

bringing children and childhood to an end” (293). It is a political goal that poses the 

queer and queerness in opposition to the child. 

 It is important to emphasize that both figures, the child and the queer, are 

constructed by the world around them. As Edelman points out, it is “nothing intrinsic to 

the constitutions of persons who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, 

transsexual, or queer [that] predisposes them to… place themselves outside or against the 
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acculturating logic of the symbolic” (292). Rather, queerness is an ascribed figurality that 

sees the queer as an inherent threat to the symbolic order; being queer is being the 

embodiment of that threat as deemed by the social order. The child, similarly, has been 

constructed as a political tool, as has been outlined, so that it represents something far 

more than being under the age of eighteen, but is nothing more than a construction by 

adults. As Kathryn Boyd Stockton argues in the introduction to her 2009 text The Queer 

Child, Or Growing Sideways in the 20th Century, “the child is precisely who we are not 

and, in fact, never were. It is the act of adults looking back. It is a ghostly, unreachable 

fantasy” that causes a projection of the figure of the child on actual, embodied children, 

who, importantly, do not know the figure at all (Stockton, 6). Stockton uses the Freudian 

term “nachträglichkeit” to describe this experience of backwards looking creation, and 

here Edelman’s emphasis on reproductive futurism intervenes to suggest that such 

backward looking creation is adapted to construct future forms of being that must be 

made to fit the symbolic order. The queer child then, as Stockton explains, “shows how 

the figure of the child does not fit children,” so other figures like the tomboy, I suggest, 

are created to accept proto-queerness in childhood in a way that, in the words of Eve 

Kosofsky Sedgewick “renaturalizes gender” even as queerness is supposedly accepted 

(Sedgewick, 159). 

 The tomboy, then, is a type of double creation. Not only is it required to take on 

the symbolic power of the child, but it is also forced to take on its own symbolism as a 

means to furthering white, heterosexual, cisgender reproduction that renaturalizes gender 

and sexuality. It is a tool within a tool that reaffirms the necessity of protecting the child 

in order to maintain white, cisheteropatriarchy in a way that forces the tomboy to exist 
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only in childhood. Like the figure of the child, the tomboy represents a futurity that is 

constantly postponed in favor of an agenda of reproduction that relies on the myth of 

gender naturalization and fixity. Through the practice of encouraging tomboy phases in 

young girls to create more able mothers, the presence of boyish antics in girlhood was 

viewed as “natural” (Davis, 48). By representing a developing state of reproductive 

futurity that “postpone[s] the encounter with the gap, the void, the emptiness [covered]… 

by spinning the gossamer web of the social reality” (Edelman, 297), the tomboy’s 

association with heterosexual motherhood reinforces a natural gender role for girls and 

women. It is the fact that “the tomboy’s plot always threatens to ‘turn queer’ that arouses 

so much anxiety,” Quimby writes, suggesting that queer potentiality is a threat to the 

imaginary constructions of gender and sex (Quimby, 2). But the tomboy is only ever that: 

a queer potential that is never permitted realization as a legitimate form of adult 

personhood. If, as Edelman suggests, “the future is kid stuff,” it is the political 

heterosexualization of the child, of the tomboy, that dethrones and postpones any 

possibilities for true queer futurity and naturalizes its unrealized state as a component of 

heterosexuality. Not only is the tomboy forced to take on the same labor of social 

reproduction alongside the child, but its unique position demands either perpetual 

childhood or death to the tomboy out of its threat to turn queer. To this effect, all 

children, all tomboys, are straightened out, forced to renounce their political queerness in 

order to be folded neatly into the social order – their gender/sex/sexuality all seen as 

fixed entities in their adult lifetimes.  

 Even as that symbolic order has supposedly become more progressive – accepting 

transgender, gender nonconforming, gay, lesbian, bisexual, and queer people into its 
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ranks – it does so with the requirement that gender/sex/sexuality, even if it is not 

normative, be legible. The “born this way” mantra of the early 2000s that was used by 

everyone from Lady Gaga to former President Barack Obama has been used to 

renaturalize queerness as a fixed phenomenon. While this message certainly normalizes 

LGBTQ+ identities in popular culture, it also perpetuates the myth that one’s sex, 

sexuality, or gender, even if it is considered to be nonnormative, is a natural occurrence. 

As Sedgewick points out in her 1993 essay “How to Bring Your Kids Up Gay: The War 

on Effeminate Boys,” grounding identity in “biology or ‘essential nature’ is a stable way 

from insulating it from social interference” (Sedgewick, 163). By identifying queerness 

as a result of being “born this way,” this rhetoric ignores the ways in which 

gender/sex/sexuality have all been constructed by a variety of institutions from medicine 

to education to the military. Each of these things – gender/sex/sexuality – are renderings 

of subjects by outside forces in order to make them legible and determine where, or if, 

they fit into the symbolic order. As Jack Halberstam explains in his 2018 book Trans*: A 

Quick and Quirky Account of Gender Variability, “gender is attributed as much as it is 

declared” (Halberstam, Trans*, 58). To this, I edit that gender is attributed more than it is 

declared because no matter what an individual declares their gender to be, it is the 

renderings of others – through bathroom signs, letters on passports, the naming of 

genitalia – that creates one’s gender to be read and understood by the world around them. 

 Childhood and the creation of the figure of the child is a similar experience of 

legibility. “The condition of childhood is the condition of being represented by adults,” 

Halberstam explains. “Children have little control over the mode of representation but are 

constantly subjected to it” (59). Just as Stockton suggests with her emphasis on 
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“nachträglichkeit” as a constructed experience of the child and childhood, Halberstam 

expresses a creation of the child and childhood that does not necessarily fit actual 

children but, rather, provides a legible text upon which adults can apply whatever 

meanings necessary for certain political agendas. Yet this figure has its limits; it can, after 

all, be usurped by the actual child. “The child is a screen onto whom gender normativity 

is projected but who reminds us of the variation that is spontaneous within presocial 

subjects” (59), Halberstam expresses, intervening with Stockton’s argument. The child, 

as a subject constantly subjected to political renderings and attempts to be made legible, 

is not always able to be read in a way that can be folded into the symbolic order. It is the 

emergence of queerness and the queer child in particular as unreadable, illegible 

declarations of gender/sex/sexuality that causes panic. Even the proto-queer child can be 

acceptable but the actually queer child, who is neither a representation of some 

unreachable, fantastical past, nor a of reproductive future, is inconceivable. 

 How can we allow the queer child to exist? First and foremost, the queer child is 

entirely illegible – it cannot be rendered. Jo March represents this lack of legibility in an 

early scene in Little Women where she performs as two male characters in the March 

sisters’ Christmas play, “The Witch’s Curse.” Here, as outlined by scholar Julie Wilhelm 

in her essay “‘Don’t laugh! Act as if it was all right!’ And Other Comical Interruptions in 

Little Women,” Jo unknowingly performs gender in a way that emphasizes her own, real 

life gender ambiguity. Compelled by her sister Meg to act as if all were “right” and 

natural, Jo’s costuming and acting play with gender in a way that mixes masculine and 

feminine. Jo experiments with gender performance in this scene when she, as Hugo, 

drinks a bottle of poison and, in his death, lets a lock of beautiful hair fall out from under 
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his hat. Here, Jo’s hair, previously called “her one beauty” (Alcott, 4), paired with her 

masculine russet boots, with which she is constantly associated, muddle her gender 

(Wilhelm, 69). Both her hair and the boots are used throughout the text as symbols of 

Jo’s character since they are both significant to her; by calling both of these objects to 

attention at the same time, Hugo’s scene highlights the ultra-feminine beauty in Jo as 

well as her masculine dress. The only way to know she is a girl playing a man or vice 

versa is to see both the hair and the boots, therefore painting an “unnatural” image, 

similar, as Wilhelm suggests, to drag (70). Not only does Jo become both male and 

female at the same time but in doing so, she becomes illegible, breaking the illusion of 

the play, unable to be rendered in the audience’s reading of the fictional world in front of 

them (Alcott, 20).  

When a child is illegible, they are not permitted normative development into 

adulthood. Kathryn Boyd Stockton argues that the queer child is forced to “grow 

sideways” – since the queer child, or, more typically, the “protogay child,” cannot grow 

up because it is not permitted a future, it is forced to grow “to the side of cultural ideals” 

(Stockton, 13). In this sense, the queer child, since it does not “grow up” in the normative 

sense, is never viewed as achieving its future or its adulthood, mirroring Freud’s theory 

of arrested development in homosexuals. Instead, as it grows to the side, it is placed 

within a hierarchy of being that prioritizes a straight “result” of “growing up” as the ideal 

and all other forms of growing as secondary, less than ideal ways of being. This is 

perhaps the fear around Louisa May Alcott’s Jo March, who is forced to grow sideways 

into a heterosexual marriage where she is likened to a child in her relationship with 

Professor Bhaer (Fetterly, 382). Because Jo, as a character read to be a queer child, 
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cannot “grow up” into heterosexuality, her only fit pairing is a Freudian paternal figure. 

As Jack Halberstam explains in his reading of Stockton’s queer child, a child’s gender, no 

matter how queer seeming, is “always oriented toward a normativity to come,” no matter 

how ill-fitting (Halberstam, Trans*, 62). Yet this notion of growing as a linear and 

temporal experience – whether it is up, down, or sideways – renaturalizes 

gender/sex/sexuality as a fixed experience that occurs linearly with one’s development. 

While queerness is considered to be more accepted in Western society, it is kept 

to adulthood. I remember, in the sixth grade, listening to a radio host discuss the recent 

coming out of singer Willow Smith as bisexual. “She’s too young,” he said. “There is no 

way an eleven-year-old can know that she’s gay.” Similar sentiments were expressed to 

me in high school by well-meaning friends who asked how I could know I was queer if I 

had never even kissed a girl. “The same way you knew you were straight before you had 

ever kissed a boy,” I would say. I use knowing in italics here to call into question its 

implied definitiveness. Saying that I knew I liked girls in high school makes it appear 

factual, set-in-stone when, in reality, I have changed my own definition of my sexuality 

about four times since I “came out” in 2017, and I rethink my sexuality and sexual 

attraction about twelve times a day. This is the same definitive factuality implied in 

saying that someone is “gay now” or “turned out gay.” Similar phrases are applied to 

transgender or gender nonconforming people to imply that they once had normative 

genders previously, but they are different now through a type of linear progression. I 

hated when my friend from high school, upon learning that I was calling myself “lesbian” 

at the time, remarked, “Oh, so you’re lesbian now?” Yes, the paperwork went through 

and my application was accepted, and I am now, officially, a lesbian. Her response felt 
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reductive, as if all that mattered was saying the word, when I felt in my heart that I was 

just assigning some legible token to an entire life experience. On the other hand, looking 

back, I love how blunt and clarifying that is – “oh, so you’re a lesbian right now?” In a 

way, it also gave me the space to be whatever I wanted whenever I wanted, which, 

though I did not know it at the time, I would need to feel fully comfortable. 

Just as gender/sex/sexuality is rendered by the symbolic order based on how a 

subject dresses, what pronouns they use, and who they have sex with, so it is rendered 

through the myth of linear time and development. Children are rarely permitted queerness 

because they are seen as “too young” to know and incapable of being associated with sex 

and sexuality. On the other hand, when adults claim queerness, after being denied it 

childhood, it is seen as this final destination of sorts. In this way, children who claim 

queerness are invalidated because they are not seen as “whole” people capable of 

claiming oneself in the way adults do. At the same time, once those children become 

adults able to claim queerness, they are required to claim something legible in order to fit 

the symbolic order. Jack Halberstam explains how such a perception of gender as a linear 

development renders it teleologically as an indicator of one’s holistic self. A linearly 

developmental view of gender “labor[s] to determine if gender is ever fluid or stable, 

unfinished or finished” in children and in adults (Halberstam, Trans*, 69). The result is 

an understanding gender/sex/sexuality as an expression of one’s wholeness – a child’s 

maturation into their realized queerness in adulthood. Who is to say one’s understanding 

of their queerness, even in adulthood, where one is supposed to be developed enough to 

have a fixed, unwavering sense of self, is final? Why is adult queerness and selfhood 

viewed as far more valuable, legitimate, and true than that of children? Halberstam 
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encourages a view of children and childhood expressions of queerness not as “micro 

articulations of the whole,” as represented by supposedly fully realized adults, but rather 

as “bodies whose parts, particularly their genitalia but also their musculature, their fleshy 

areas, their protrusions and their flatness, their parts that hang and their parts that retract, 

all mean something other than what the logic of gender dictates” (71). Instead of seeing 

children as “miniaturized adults taking a somewhat different path to normative 

maturation,” children’s own understanding of their gender/sex/sexuality should be 

understood as just as valid as that of adults, which are, in fact, not fully realized or fixed 

at all (70).  

Little Women is guilty of this miniaturization of children in attempts to invalidate 

the child, specifically Jo’s, sense of self. Constantly urged to “conquer [her]self 

beautifully,” Jo is encouraged by her parents and older sister Meg to drop her boyish 

ways in her mission to become a “little woman” (Alcott, 10). In fact, when Mr. March 

returns home from the Union hospital in Washington, D.C., he is overjoyed to find that 

his “son Jo” has been traded in for “a young lady who pins her collar straight, laces her 

boots neatly, and neither whistle, talks slang, nor lies on the rug” (223). Not only is Jo 

forced to give up her masculine, tomboy identity, but she is also forced to grow sideways 

into a miniaturized “little woman.” While the phrase “little woman” is already diminutive 

of women themselves, the emphasis on Jo’s acquiescence into the role from her boyish 

childhood reflects an image of linear development that views a miniaturized adult on a 

different path toward “normative maturation.” In turn, the tomboy is not only 

renaturalized as an un-queered rendering of the figure of the child, but that queerness is 

surrendered in favor of a teleological, heterosexual maturation into adulthood. Not only 
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must Jo move from childhood to adulthood in order to receive her father’s love and 

attention, but she must also transgress away from unrenderable childhood queerness into 

a legible form of womanhood.  

The tomboy emerges at the intersection between gender/sex/sexuality legibility 

and renderings of the child, which occur together within a linear progression of 

maturation and development. While the tomboy is a tool that has been actively applied to 

protect the white, cisheteropatriarchy, it is also a rendering of the child that has been 

applied in attempts to eradicate queerness. As Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick reminds us, 

parenting attitudes towards proto-queer or potentially queer children drip with “the wish 

that gay people not exist” (Sedgewick, 161). The tomboy has been applied in attempts to 

eliminate potential queerness from children, and the supposedly progressive emphasis on 

the tomboy as a type of proto-queer identity further eradicates the queer child from 

existence. Yet, as has been illustrated, if the tomboy is, like the figure of the child and 

gender/sex/sexuality itself, a mere construction of the symbolic order, which has 

eliminated other potential meanings and symbols of the figure from existing, can it be 

liberated from its singular expression? It can and, I argue, that the tomboy, in taking on 

myriad meanings across time and space, makes legibility impossible, highlighting the 

futility of the symbolic order that dictates sex, sexuality, and gender as ways of being. 
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Chapter 3: Jo’s Queer Middle 
 
 

 In her 1979 essay about Alcott’s Little Women and the ongoing, internal Civil 

War that Jo March faces on the punned domestic front, scholar Judith Fetterley expresses 

her own disapproval of the conclusion to the novel. Reflecting on Jo’s ultimate marriage 

to Freidrich Bhaer, acquiescence to motherhood, and submission to teaching young boys, 

Fetterley professes that “it is difficult not to see it as capitulation and difficult not to 

respond to it with regret” (Fetterley, 382). Similarly, Shawna McDermott, in her thorough 

analysis of the practice of “tomboy taming” in literature from the nineteenth to the 

twenty-first century, sees conclusions such as Jo’s and the tomboy at large not as a fight 

“against the violent machine of gendered adolescence” but rather “a very well-disguised 

part of the same old story” of subjugation into cisgender and heterosexual norms 

(McDermott, 149). Such disappointment in the conclusion to Alcott’s novel, specifically 

the domestication of her wild tomboy, Jo, is not a condition left to scholars alone. In my 

own reading of the novel, I found myself lamenting the transformation of Jo from a 

boyish child who bemoaned her girlhood and rejected femininity into a garishly 

domesticated New England housewife and mama Bhaer. So too did Alcott herself; 

“publishers won’t let authors finish up as they like but insist on having people married off 

in a wholesale manner which much afflicts me,” Alcott wrote in a letter to a friend 

written soon after the completion of the novel. “Jo should have remained a literary 

spinster” (Alcott, xxiii). With such a disappointing ending that appears heterosexually 

and cisgenderly bulletproof, how then can we read Jo and the tomboy in general in a way 

that liberates queerness and calls gender/sex/sexuality fixity into question? 
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 Scholar Karin Quimby suggests a method of reading that makes this possible in 

her 2003 article “The Story of Jo: Literary Tomboys, Little Women, and the Sexual-

Textual Politics of Narrative Desire,” where she encourages a reading of Alcott’s novel 

that focuses not on the conclusion of the work but rather on its “queer middle.” This 

queer middle rejects Alcott’s forced, straight conclusion for a celebration of the tomboy 

as a queer representation where “meanings do not line up into a seamless, univocal 

whole” (Quimby, 4) and disputes “that the ‘close’ of a plot confers meaning 

retrospectively on the entire story” (17). When I first read Quimby’s article and her 

suggestion to focus only on the middle of the novel in order to embrace Jo’s queerness, I 

found myself frustrated by her naivete. As someone who spent my childhood and young 

adulthood grasping at straws for any semblance of queer representation in books, movies, 

T.V., music, and all other forms of media, I believed that queer people, and queer 

children especially, deserve more from representation than some far-fetched analysis of 

mere pieces of heterosexually-driven narratives. My sentiments were echoed by 

McDermott, who viewed Quimby’s suggestion as nothing more than a “bait-and-switch,” 

which draws readers in with “gorgeous fantasies about wild and untrammeled girlhoods” 

only to yield “feminine disappointment and thoroughly domesticated heteronormativity” 

(149). For McDermott and I, Quimby’s emphasis on queer middles was not enough to 

redeem the tomboy from its role as a means of enforcing fixed heteronormativity. That 

being said, I now argue that such a reading appeared insufficient to McDermott and I 

because our understanding of narrative hinged on an exclusive belief in straight time. By 

adapting Quimby’s suggestion that readers embrace the queer middle of Little Women to 

the concept of queer time established by Jack Halberstam and José Muñoz, the tomboy’s 
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queer potentialities can be realized, and the figure can become more than a reductive 

reassertion of white cisheteropatriarchy. 

 Jack Halberstam’s 2005 book In A Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies 

and Subcultural Lives makes a powerful argument for understandings of time and place 

that not only call into to question normative, linear, “straight” time but actively dismantle 

it. Halberstam’s idea of straight time, sometimes referred to in the book as “family time,” 

is the linear understanding of temporality that has been naturalized in relation to 

sexuality, often organized along the lines of capital accumulation through notions of 

“development, maturity, adulthood, and responsibility” (Halberstam, In a Queer Time 

and Place, 13). Marked alternately by the term “family time,” this naturalized, normative 

understanding of time hinges on the functions of white cisheteropatriarchal capitalist 

society, which is divided into time for work and for leisure, forwarded through linear 

development from childhood to adulthood (determined by one’s ability to work), and 

held in place by a system of capital and biological – labor – reproduction. As Halberstam 

points out, and as Edelman’s figure of the queer emphasizes, queer subjects are 

inherently oppositional to this understanding of time because they directly oppose 

reproductive futurity; as Foucault says in in his essay “Friendship as a Way of Life,” 

“homosexuality threatens people as a ‘way of life’ rather than as a way of having sex” 

(Foucault, 310). That being said, these queer subjects can be integrated into straight time 

through the process of homonormativity that straightens deviant, queer practices by 

promoting the state institution of marriage, investing in fertility methods that afford queer 

couples with the ability to reproduce, and monitoring communities of color or religious 

minorities that are construed as “violent” towards LGBTQ+ individuals and families. 
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José Muñoz furthers Halberstam’s notion of straight time by referring to it as an 

“autonaturalizing temporality” that “tells us that there is no future but the here and now” 

and is marked by “reproductive majoritarian heterosexuality” (Muñoz, 104).   

 This notion of straight time that Halberstam and Muñoz engage with not only 

recognizes the role of adulthood queerness in challenging or relenting to normative 

temporalities but calls into question the notion of development in a straight context. The 

categories of child, teenager, adult, and so on that, on the surface, appear to confer age 

qualifications, are determined by sex, sexuality, and gender and, moreover, one’s ability 

to assert their gender/sex/sexuality. In this way, straight time declares that queer ways of 

being, though acceptable in some contexts when hammered into the white 

cisheteropatriarchy, is an exclusively adult, developed, complete phenomenon. In this 

way, much like Quimby suggests that the “close” of a narrative retroactively confers 

meaning on to the narrative as a whole, adult “results” when it comes to 

gender/sex/sexuality (ie. “coming out,” “turning out,” “becoming” queer) are considered 

to be real, set in stone. Following this assertion made by straight time, the queer child 

cannot exist but is considered some sort of mythic being, far removed from the real or the 

symbolic order of understanding the world through a lens of cisgender, heterosexual 

development. As a result, straight time and its requirement for boxes such as maturation, 

marriage, and reproduction to be checked establishes “the base of nearly every definition 

of the human” (Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place, 153). To be a human in the eyes 

of straight time, one must conform to the standards set by the white cisheteropatriarchy 

that establishes adulthood, even if it is somewhat “deviant” to be a final destination of 

sorts, where one’s identity is considered whole and fixed. 
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Queer time, on the other hand, “disrupts conventional accounts of youth culture, 

adulthood, and maturity,” as Halberstam’s chapter on lesbian punk rock puts it (152). By 

blurring the set lines that determine life stages and by muddying the development of the 

individual in the context of linear time, queer time establishes a way of being that refuses 

to confer meaning on a final “result.” Instead, it rejects the finitude with which both 

adulthood and gender/sex/sexual identity are considered to have in crafting a fixed and 

finished way of being. In doing so, queer lives can willfully reject narrative in the sense 

of straight time by refusing to conform (49). In consideration of how queer time achieves 

this, Halberstam argues in his chapter entitled “What’s That Smell,” that in particular, the 

“stretched out adolescence of queer culture makers… challenges the conventional binary 

formulation of a life narrative dictated by a clear break between youth and adulthood” 

(153). Halberstam identifies the dyke punk as a figure who embodies this perpetually in-

between state of prolonged adolescence in a way that refuses “to grow up and enter the 

heteronormative adulthoods implied by [the] concepts of progress and maturity” (179). In 

his chapter on Los Angeles punk venues, José Muñoz similarly identifies queer punk as a 

utopian performance of the queer child that has been forever delayed and held captive in 

straight time in favor of preserving the symbolic order (Muñoz, 307). This queer punk, 

both as a figural embodiment and as a way of life, represents to potentialities of queer 

time which, as Muñoz would phrase it, is presently on the horizon.  

The figure of the tomboy embodies that same refusal by existing in a similarly 

liminal space as the queer punk. Much like Halberstam’s rendering of the punk, the 

tomboy inhabits a stage of prolonged adolescence that appeals to both an endearing 

understanding of childhood rebellion and a warning of the threats embodied by non-
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normative development and maturity. Like the punk, the tomboy is perpetually viewed as 

a delayed form of proto-queerness, never being permitted the opportunity to embody 

queerness because it is preserved to the realm of the child. Because of this, like the punk, 

the tomboy must submit to straight time and mature in order to respectfully take on its 

queerness in adulthood. To read the tomboy within straight time as a representation of 

queerness is not possible then because in order to achieve its queerness, it must renounce 

its ties to the child. Therefore, we must embrace a reading of the tomboy as a figure in the 

real world and in fiction along queer time, where it is allowed to challenge not only 

temporal linearity and development, but the fixity of gender/sex/sexuality within the 

symbolic order. Considering Quimby’s suggestion that we mine Jo March and Little 

Women for its queer middles, I urge that such a reading must be done with an 

understanding of queer time and development in order to liberate the queerness of the 

tomboy. In doing so, we do not see the tomboy in a perpetually delayed state of yet-to-be-

realized queerness, but rather embodying an identity that can be “carr[ied] forward, 

inhabit[ed], and sustain[ed],” as Halberstam suggests is possible (179). In order to do 

this, I conduct a reading of Alcott’s Little Women and Greta Gerwig’s 2019 film 

adaptation of the novel that calls into question notions of gender/sex/sexuality and 

temporal linearity/fixity at the same time. 

 In order to provide a queer reading of Alcott’s text through the lens of queer time, 

I would like to engage Elizabeth Freeman’s theory of temporal drag. Used to connect 

anachronistic callbacks towards previous eras in modern feminist movements 

characterized by queer interventions, Freeman’s “temporal drag” plays with the queenier 

concept of gender transitive dressing and embodiment to ask, “what is the time of queer 
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performativity?” (Freeman, “Packing History, Count(er)ing Generations,” 728). In turn, 

temporal drag interacts directly with Muñoz’s notion of utopias within queer contexts, as 

temporal drag implicates all “gestures towards the past’s unrealized futures,” which are 

only permitted a space on the perpetual horizon (Freeman, “Deep Lez,” 60). Therefore, 

Freeman advocates against the idea of symbols of novelty, newness, radicalism, and 

progressivism in gender/sex/sexuality and subjectivity production as inherently more 

significant than anachronistic symbols steeped in the past. While Freeman’s theory of 

temporal drag works specifically with generations of feminism, queer activism, and 

political advocacy, I argue that temporal drag can also be adapted to the more individual, 

minute scale of a person’s lifelong development from childhood and adulthood. Take as 

an example the nod to supposedly “adult” subjectivities in childhood or the opposite, 

wherein the concepts of linear maturation, development, and lifetimes are blurred. The 

tomboy, then, as much as it is created by the act of “adults” looking back and creating 

meanings for children to embody, is also an embodiment of premature adulthood and 

prolonged childhood, both of which are marked by its flirtations with queerness. 

Therefore, I offer that Jo March, because of the ways she as a tomboy engages queerness 

and feminine masculinity, can direct a reading of queer temporality by making turns back 

to previous generations in history, specifically in literary history, but also by performing 

a type of anachronistic, supposedly adult masculinity that muddies linear development in 

favor of a queer understanding of time. 

 Known throughout the novel by herself and others as “topsy-turvy,” Jo literally 

engages with turning time on its head. Michelle Ann Abate’s chapter on the subject in her 

book Tomboys: A Literary and Cultural History establishes the frequent description of Jo 
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as “topsy-turvy” as a nod to Topsy from Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 

conflating Stowe’s emphasis with a pre-Civil War America with Little Women’s in media 

res approach to the conflict and Alcott’s own Antebellum period of writing (Abate, 33). 

While this reading of Jo’s “topsy-turvy” nature implies a sense of temporal drag between 

historical periods, I also want to suggest that the phrase also highlights Jo’s gender 

ambiguity as a tomboy. Let us return again to the March sisters’ Christmas play, which I 

discussed in the previous chapter. The set for the play is also described as “topsy-turvy” 

as the furniture is turned over, no men are allowed, and Jo “play[s] male parts to her 

heart’s content” (Alcott, 16). In The Witch’s Curse, Jo plays Hugo, the villain, and 

Roderigo, the hero of the play, donning her russet leather boots, and performing two 

types of masculinity that are described as Shakespearean. Her Hugo character is bearded 

and “gruff,” while her Roderigo is a charming, singing, Romeo character who rescues the 

damsel from the previous man; Alcott appears to be calling the reader’s attention to 

works like Hamlet, Othello, and Romeo & Juliet in contrast to the Civil War Era New 

England homestead the play takes place within. The scene only proves to become more 

topsy when Jo, as Roderigo, invites Zara, played by Amy, to descend from her tower, 

only for the set – a “masterpiece of stage carpentering” – to fall on top of the two actors 

(18). As the set turns literally topsy-turvy when it crashes to the ground, Jo lets out a 

womanly “shriek” and the “russet boots wave wildly,” muddying the boundary between 

Jo and Roderigo, as well as her masculinity and femininity. Topsy-turvy Jo not only 

engages with a suave, Shakespearean masculinity – an anachronistic trope of maleness – 

but she also conflates that masculinity with her present femininity, as the shriek and boots 

contrast one another to emphasize gender ambiguity. 
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 Gender and temporality are similarly called into question with the March sisters’ 

Pickwick Club, which draws inspiration from the novels of Charles Dickens (99). A type 

of gentleman’s club, the Pickwick Club not only allows the girls to transcend literary and 

historical time and place by allowing them to inhabit Dickens’s Victorian England, but it 

also permits them to engage in temporal drag by acting as adult men rather than boys. In 

fact, when Jo – Mr. Snodgrass – urges the rest of the club to admit a new member, 

Theodore Laurence, Amy carefully and elegantly asserts, “We don’t wish any boys” 

(105), allowing the girls to inhabit not only a historically past performance of masculinity 

but also a linearly “mature” expression of manhood. The correlation between age and 

gender is emphasized throughout the debate of Laurie’s admittance. In the continuation 

of Amy’s opposition to the addition of a new member, attributed by Alcott to Mr. Winkle 

rather than to Amy herself, she declares the Pickwick Club to be “a ladies’ club” that is 

“private and proper” (105). In doing so, Mr. Winkle, who is both a Victorian gentleman 

and a little girl, codes the famous gentlemen’s club along the lines of feminine propriety. 

Alcott contrasts feminine pronoun with masculine antecedent again when she observes 

that Pickwick, taken on by Meg, pulls at “the little curl on her forehead” (105). Not only 

does this decision to apply female pronouns to Mr. Pickwick establish gender ambiguity, 

but the symbol of the “little curl” of Pickwick’s forehead attributes a girlish gesture of 

tending to feminine beauty to the gentlemanly club leader. Yet while each of the March 

sisters, dressed as gentlemen, unknowingly engage with temporal drag to transcend 

gender, historical time, and age maturation, Jo is the most anachronistically masculine of 

all. While the other sisters are granted feminine pronouns and allowed to inhabit girlish 

activities, Jo is only attributed masculine pronouns. Additionally, after the Pickwick Club 
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approves the admission of Laurie to the group, Snodgrass urges that there is “nothing like 

‘taking time by the fetlock’” and reveals Laurie to have been spying on the group all 

along. “Fetlock” is a word used to describe a horse’s ankle and is misused by Amy in her 

contribution to the “Pickwick Portfolio”’ as she attempts to describe the necessity of 

seizing the current moment (102). As a result, she crafts a nonsensical phrase that both 

affirms and obfuscates the meaning of the present or the now. By alluding to Amy’s 

misused phrase to convey that there is no moment like the present, Jo reaffirms that the 

present moment is simultaneously significant and meaningless. The whole ordeal of the 

Pickwick Club serves as a way of creating nonlinear, illegible understandings of 

gentlemanly masculinity. 

 Yet it is not only through play that Jo engages with temporal drag; offstage and 

beyond the Pickwick Club she asserts anachronistic portrayals of masculinity. 

Oftentimes, Jo explicitly takes on the role of the gentleman. During the first interaction 

between Jo and Laurie at a New Year’s Eve dance, Alcott reflects that “Jo’s gentlemanly 

demeanor amuse[s]” Laurie and sets him at ease. In turn, by talking with Laurie about 

pretty girls, cricket, and European cities, Jo is “her merry self again, because her dress 

[is] forgotten” (29) and she begins to fall more into her boyish ways, using slang. In this 

scene, despite her dress and gloves, which are, importantly, ripped and stained, Jo 

embodies both a gentleman and a young boy. Throughout the novel, she establishes 

herself as men and boys of different ages. In the opening chapter, she both wishes that 

she were a boy (3) and also establishes herself as “the man of the family” (5), yet, only 

pages later, begrudgingly declares that she will try to be a “little woman” (9). When she 

sees Laurie for the first time after their New Year’s Eve meeting, she tells him that she 
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tells him she does not go to school; “I’m a business man – girl, I mean,” Jo shares, again 

muddying her gender as well as her age. By embodying a boy, a girl, a gentleman, a man, 

a businessman, and a little woman, Jo not only establishes her queerness through a sense 

of gender ambiguity, but also disrupts notions of straight time and maturation by 

identifying with supposedly adult terms in her expression of her identity. Through Jo’s 

embrace of temporal drag, the novel itself crafts a queer middle defined by gender and 

time nonconformity. 

 The 2019 film adaptation directed by Greta Gerwig forwards this queer rendering 

of Jo. It takes temporal drag to the next level by playing with wardrobe, specifically Jo’s 

and Laurie’s. In a 2019 Vogue interview, Little Women costume designer Jacqueline 

Durran explains her methodology for dressing the characters. While she notes that each 

March sister was given a different color palette to work with, she emphasizes the 

similarities between attire in Jo and Laurie. Using a color palette of red and indigo to 

Saorise Ronan’s Jo, Durran notes that the same colors were adapted to Timothée 

Chalamet’s Laurie in order to establish him as a “true Bohemian and a partner to Jo” 

(Specter). This is apparent in the scene where Jo and Laurie first meet at the New Year’s 

Eve dance; here, Jo is dressed in a long sleeve, oversized red dress, while Laurie dons a 

burgundy jacket as he leads her along in a goofy, mocking dance up and down the 

hallway. More significant than the color palette, however, is the decision to swap clothing 

items between Jo and Laurie. Whereas the 1999 film used the same dresses between 

sisters to craft a sense of hand-me-down fashion, Gerwig’s adaptation trades hats, 

scarves, and vests, seen as gender androgynous or masculine pieces of clothing, between 

Jo and Laurie. In a childhood scene from the film, in the midst of playing a game 
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together, Jo gets down on one knee and gives Laurie – dressed in a gold and red vest – a 

ring as a symbol of their friendship (Gerwig, 00:54:48). In an echo of this moment, as 

Laurie professes his love for Jo and asks her to marry him, intentionally reversing the 

roles of who is (figuratively and literally) down on one knee, Jo has taken on Laurie’s 

same vest (01:36:40). The sartorial emphasis on Jo and Laurie’s connection not only 

underscores their friendship but allows them to function essentially as drag versions of 

one another throughout the film. They not only establish ambiguity between men’s and 

women’s fashion and gender roles, but the reemergence of certain articles of clothing 

throughout the film and therefore throughout the pair’s maturation accomplishes what 

Freeman’s theory of temporal drag aims to do. Jo is not only in turn playing with gender 

across a male/female binary but uses fashion to call back to and disrupt traditional gender 

roles.  

 The film also places an emphasis on queer time by eschewing linear narrative. 

Much as Halberstam asserts that queer subjects “willfully defy narrative” (Halberstam, In 

a Queer Time and Place, 49), Gerwig’s rendering of Alcott’s story similarly refuses to be 

understood through straight time, along the lines of linear development and maturation, 

marked by childhood, adolescence, marriage, and motherhood. The 2019 film follows 

two concurrent, intersecting narrative timelines, which follow the March girls through 

their childhood and into their adulthood, respectively, finally meeting at the moment of 

Beth’s death in the narrative. This narrative decision appears to visually engage Freud’s 

idea of “nachträglichkeit” that both Stockton and Freeman emphasize in their theories of 

queer time and child’s development, where a subject takes a turn backward to the past 

that in turn confers meaning onto the present or future moments; in doing so, “the subject 
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literally relives a past she could not ‘live’ at the time” (Freeman, “Deep Lez,” 64). A key 

example of this turning back is seen in Beth’s death scene, as seen through the eyes of Jo. 

Spliced with clips from Beth’s childhood bout with scarlet fever, where Jo finds her sister 

in full health sitting at their kitchen table, Beth’s death scene shows Jo entering the 

kitchen again to find only Marmee, sobbing, at the table (Gerwig, 01:30:09). By turning 

back to the childhood scene in articulating the adulthood scene, the film allows the 

viewer to plainly see what is missing from this image: Beth. The vibrancy of her recovery 

in the first scene serves as an establishment of the loss and despair of the second scene 

where the third March sister is painfully absent. Yet, Beth is still alive in the movie in 

some way; thanks to Gerwig’s nonlinear narrative, we see her dancing alongside her 

sisters at Meg’s wedding. A similar interaction occurs with the splicing between Laurie’s 

proposal scene (01:39:52) and Jo’s internal debate between her loneliness and her desire 

to remain unmarried (01:42:12); at stake in these contrasting scenes is Jo’s tomboyhood 

as marriage looms in front of her as a sort of exit into adulthood and yet feels still so ill-

fitting to her. Here the rejection of straight time not only crafts a world where Jo’s 

tomboyhood and queerness can flourish beyond the temporal binary of child and adult, 

but it also creates a place where the dead are living.  

The nonlinear approach to narrative in the movie also allows for multiple readings 

of the text by aligning Jo almost explicitly with Alcott herself. The “adult” Jo that the 

film shows living in a boarding house in New York City is understood to be writing the 

story of the film, acting as a stand-in for Alcott herself. While there are allusions to this 

throughout the film, such as a zealous Jo perched over drafted pages of the famed novel, 

this is perhaps most expertly achieved in the spliced final scenes of the film. After Jo 
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marries Professor Bhaer – a decision that is questioned in the film by Jo/Alcott herself 

and, therefore, made to appear as one of a number of possible outcomes – a duo of 

contrasting scenes begin. In one line, colored with the same warm hue as the film’s 

“childhood” narrative, we see Jo and Professor Bhaer at Plumfield running a school for 

both boys and girls. They are surrounded by the rest of the March family: John and Mr. 

March are teaching handwriting in the living room, Meg conducts a dramatic acting class, 

Amy hands off a (humorously large) baby to Laurie as she teaches painting, and Marmee 

reclines, surrounded by her daughters, with a gorgeous cake in front of her. This image of 

domesticity is interwoven with a montage of the production of Jo’s book: the type is set, 

the cover is glued, and the title is printed, revealing the words “Little Women” by “J.L. 

March” (02:08:54). In this scene Jo and Alcott become one in the same and, moreover, 

Alcott’s beloved tomboy character is allowed to live multiple futures. The image of Jo as 

a married woman could be the same Jo whose name appears on the cover of the book, but 

it could also be a different Jo altogether, one who achieves her desired fate of a “literary 

spinster, with a pen for a spouse, a family of stories for children” (Alcott, 440). In 

crafting endings that are made to appear at odds with one another, the film leaves Jo’s 

destiny open to be one of, both, and neither of the things she is shown to be at the end. By 

finishing with such an open ending, Gerwig’s film refuses the belief of straight time that 

the “‘close’ of a plot [must] confer meaning retrospectively on the entire story” (Quimby, 

17). Instead, Jo is not tasked with the obligation to grow up, as is emblemized by 

marriage and domesticity for women, but rather is permitted to embody her literary 

spinster self, who may be read as the continued embodiment of the tomboy who refused 

to follow the markers of straight time. 
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The effect of nonlinear narrative, temporal drag, and indefinite endings is a 

creation of a queer middle, through which Jo’s tomboy, unconstrained by straight time 

and its demands for linear maturity, is permitted to achieve queer potentials. Whereas 

Katherine Boyd Stockton’s work on the queer child suggest that queerness in childhood 

can be recognized when that child grows “sideways,” this emphasis on queer time and 

queer narrative highlights the significance of the queer middles of stories for crafting 

spaces wherein the queer child can flourish not as a type of proto-being of unrealized 

queerness, but can actually embody both its childhood and its queerness. The idea of 

growing “sideways,” while evoking a sense of queerness, accomplishes the same goal of 

growing “up”; it still views one’s identity and, specifically, their gender/sex/sexuality as a 

final destination of sorts that must be achieved through a means of legible development. 

By removing the standards of straight time, a rendering of Little Women that finds 

significance not in the heterosexual marriage that supposedly concludes the novel but 

rather in the concurrent pasts, presents, and future that form Jo’s tomboy subjectivity 

allows for the tomboy, and for other means of doing gender, to be liberated from the 

conservative methodology of the queer versus the child that polices and villainizes 

queerness. 
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“Conclusion”: An (Un)Ending 
 
 

 After everything I have written about the potentials of queer time to create and 

liberate new forms of being, it feels wrong to craft a definitive “conclusion” to my work. 

In reality, what I have established about the tomboy, its queer potentials, and how it may 

expand not only our understandings of sex/sexuality/gender but also of straight time, is 

only a threshold through which future scholarship can cross into countless galaxies of 

further exploration. In the time I did not have to write this thesis, I wish I could have 

engaged more with various topics such as the role physical ability plays in the figure of 

the tomboy, as well as probing more deeply into what the figure represents beyond its 

carefully crafted whiteness. So instead of drawing this thesis to a close, I instead look 

towards the future. And, of course, to look to the future, I am going to turn back to the 

introduction. 

 This whole thesis was inspired by Lisa Selin Davis’s book Tomboy: The 

Surprising History and Future of Girls Who Dare to Be Different. Davis’s book, while it 

does validate gender nonconforming and transgender children, preserves the tomboy 

from any inklings of queerness with the utmost care. While her staunch support of the 

tomboy alongside her support for transgender and queer children may appear progressive, 

what it really accomplishes is a continued push for American conservatism – even in 

liberal circles – to maintain certain types of queerness which are kept separate from the 

sacred phenomenon of childhood. The sentiments of Davis’s book and her commitment 

to ensuring that the tomboy is not conflated with nonbinary or transgender individuals, is 

applied to Jo March directly by British blogger Claudia Amendoeira to dispute a claim 

made by online LGBTQ+ publication them.’s Michelle Kim that Jo March is queer. In 
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her response to Kim’s essay, Amendoeira accuses her of “solidif[ying] the gender 

stereotypes we should be dismantling” (Amendoiera). “By turning Jo into a transgender 

character based on her dislike of dresses, polite society and the idea of marriage, we 

necessarily suggest that girls are meant to like dresses, polite society, and the idea of 

marriage,” Amendoiera says. “In wanting to become more progressive in how we view 

and accept gender, we’ve actually ended up less so.” It is clear here that Amendoiera, as a 

tomboy defender, spends her time and words protecting Jo from queer potentials rather 

than examining the structures of heterosexual marriage, domesticity, and procreation that 

demand Jo perform gender in a way that aligns with nineteenth century understandings of 

femininity. As Karin Quimby expertly points out in her own article on Jo’s queerness, 

defenders of Jo March who chalk her tomboyhood up to “full humanity” rather than 

“limited femininity” imply that only cisgender, heterosexual women can overcome the 

limits of feminine gender roles (Quimby, 6). 

 This painful normalization of the tomboy in order to differentiate her from 

queerness and claim her as a figure of progressive feminism echoes the ways that 

transgender bodies have been packaged into the white cisheteropatriarchy as described by 

Jack Halberstam. First, transgender bodies undergo the “project of stabilization” wherein 

the destabilizing effects of trans narrative are defused by identifying the narrative as 

“strange, uncharacteristic, and even pathological” (Halbertsam, 54). In the case of the 

tomboy, stabilization occurs in narratives that simultaneously establish tomboy phases as 

“natural” phases of heterosexual development that highlight mere eccentricities in one’s 

character. Next is the project of rationalization, where “reasonable explanations for 

behavior that may seem dangerous or outrageous at first glance” are crafted to explain 
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why one acts/dresses/fucks/loves a certain way. For feminist readers of Little Women, 

Jo’s tomboy identity is a mere desire to break out of restrictive, antebellum feminine 

gender roles. The third and final means of making trans being legible to the white 

cisheteropatriarchy is the project of trivialization, where the subject’s perceived threat to 

gender fixity is portrayed as inconsequential. The tomboy goes through this project, too, 

as its queerness is never permitted full actualization so long as it is restricted to 

childhood. Davis’s eagerness to maintain the tomboy as a category altogether separate 

from transgender or nonbinary individuals establishes the same thing – it attempts to 

remove the tomboy from queerness altogether. 

 It becomes clear then that there are very few ways of doing gender that are 

considered legible with the symbolic order of Western society and much of that is 

because gender/sex/sexuality have been crafted as explorations or journeys with 

definitive endings that, if one works hard enough and grows in ways deemed to be 

healthy, one can achieve. But gender/sex/sexuality are not things to be achieved but 

rather constant performances and creations crafted by individuals as well as assigned to 

individuals. As Judith Butler explains in her essay “Imitation and Gender 

Insubordination,” gender is a “compulsory performance,” one not prescribed by sex or 

sexuality, but rather a gesture crafted by internalized expectations (Butler, Imitation and 

Gender Insubordination, 24). These expectations can be those held by oneself about how 

they should or would like to act, dress, or live, or these expectations can be held by the 

world around a subject about how a person should do those same things with regard to 

their gender, as, oftentimes, is directly related to their sex. The naturalization of sex and 

gender that has occurred over hundreds of years in Western culture suggests that sex and 
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gender are something assigned a birth, understood based off of one’s genitals – sex 

determines gender which, in turn, determines sexuality. Yet, as Butler points out, this 

could not be further from the truth; gender, in reality, is construction that is both 

personally built by an individual, as well as collectively built based around normative 

ideals of gender and sex. As Jack Halberstam explains, “gender is attributed as much as it 

is declared,” reminding us that, while each person is at liberty to construct and construe 

their gender in any way that they so choose, it is often how others render that subject’s 

gender that creates their social reality (Halberstam, Trans*, 58). 

 My goal in showing the constructedness of the tomboy is not only to help the 

tomboy and the tomboy alone. First and foremost, by charting how exactly the tomboy as 

we know it came to be, I want to emphasize the role other identity categories play in 

crafting the concept of “gender.” Not only is gender a constructed phenomenon, per 

Butler and Halberstam’s work, but it is a construction deeply embedded in imperialist, 

Western values of whiteness and ablebodiedness. By enforcing the figure of the tomboy 

as it has been created starting in the nineteenth century on to children today, we not only 

perpetuate a standard of cisheterosexual femininity, but also a standard of whiteness and 

white supremacy that reaffirms racial hierarchy. In deconstructing the tomboy and 

recognizing the figure as a tool of the white cisheteropatriarchy, we are able to recognize 

the some of the frames that whiteness and imperialism play in constructing gender and 

sexual hierarchies as well. In turn, we may be able to recognize valid forms of queerness 

and expand beyond what is culturally considered to be appropriately or inappropriately 

queer. 
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Deconstructing the tomboy does not simply invite a queer reading of boyish girls 

in favor of labeling them as transgender, lesbian, bisexual, nonbinary, or any other word 

that denotes nonnormative gender/sex/sexuality. Instead, the tomboy, as a constructed 

figure crafted from other constructed the figures (the child, the queer, the woman/girl) 

acts as a case study which allows us to see how all of gender is constructed as a 

developmental experience. One commenter on Davis’s 2017 New York Times article 

urged that the term tomboy should not be lost “in our quest to be trans-sensitive.” This 

comment implies that gender/sex/sexuality are things that only gender nonconforming 

individuals have and that opening up possible ways of doing gender/sex/sexuality only 

benefit or impact non-cisgendered people. Whether we like it or not, everybody has a 

gender, a sex, and a sexuality that has been constructed. The labels of man and woman, 

male and female, and straight and gay are just as constructed as Other, non-binarized 

ways of being; they have just been naturalized over years. The most secure cisgender 

woman is as constructed – and as capable of being deconstructed – as a transgender 

woman, who is seen as attempting to do femininity. The tomboy, its archaic uses, and its 

potential for queer resistance are not matters of a “quest to be trans-sensitive,” but, rather, 

ways in which we can understand that all ways of doing gender/sex/sexuality are equally 

made up and, therefore, equally valid. 

The acts of deconstructing and reclaiming gender/sex/sexuality as an act of queer 

resistance are still crucial in today’s society. Though the United States has become a 

homonationalized state through the legalization of gay marriage and the outlawing of 

workplace discrimination against LGBTQ+ individuals, the figure of the queer still poses 

a threat to the symbolic order. This has been displayed through the recent surge of “Don’t 
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Say Gay” bills sweeping conservative states. Parading under the guise of parental rights, 

the notorious Florida bill bans “classroom instruction by school personnel or third parties 

on sexual orientation or gender identity… that is not age appropriate or developmentally 

appropriate for students” (Parental Rights in Education Act). The bill nimbly separates 

the child from queerness by crafting a state-guided, parent-enforced absence of any 

recognition of not only queerness, but the critical concepts of gender/sex/sexuality. The 

claim that LGBTQ+ issues are not appropriate for schools affirms that queerness and the 

figure of the queer are still considered to be a threat to children, and it is the role of the 

state to prevent any interaction between the two. The assumed developmental 

benchmarks invoked by the bill set a standard for queerness that is only permissible in 

adulthood. In a time where the vilification of queerness relies on refusing to acknowledge 

basic societal categories of gender, sex, and sexuality, it is important to take a microscope 

to all ways of doing gender/sex/sexuality and call them into question. Why, might we 

ask, is Ron Desantis’s manhood considered more set, more appropriate than a second 

graders gender nonconformity? 

Yet the deconstruction of ways of doing gender/sex/sexuality is only one part of 

queer resistance against straight time and the naturalization and fixity of gender. Along 

with this, I argue for a queer reclamation of terms and figures like the tomboy in order to 

produce and validate galaxies of gender/sex/sexuality. Terms like tomboy, punk, sissy, 

and many others that confer not only queerness, but a sense of arrested development and 

childishness have been used to simultaneously invalidate queerness as well as the child. 

Not only do such derogatory or negative uses of these figures recognize queerness as an 

immature state, but they also prohibit the child or young person from making a claim to 
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queerness. It is chalked up as a phase, a confusion, a Gender Identity Disorder, or any 

number of other conditions that refuse to acknowledge the possibility that a young person 

may be presently queer. By embracing the tomboy, along with similar identities, children 

and young people actively participate in a “refusal to grow up and enter the 

heteronormative adulthoods implied by [the] concepts of progress and maturity” (Butler, 

179). Such a choice not only challenges the idea of the queer as a threat to the symbolic 

order by crafting new, valid, fully realized ways to claim a body, but it urges everyone – 

straight and cisgender people, too – to recognize the ways in which institutions of 

marriage, family, schools, the workplace and many other facets of the symbolic order that 

rely on straight time have been constructed in meaningless ways that force assimilation to 

some unreachable, fantastical standard. 
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