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Introduction  

In a broad sense, feminist readings – and feminist writings – tend to expose or challenge 

patriarchal structures and values. Foregrounding the agency, potential and talent of female 

characters in literature, feminist literary criticism is often concerned with highlighting 

empowered female subjects that resist and refuse male domination and objectification. 

Conventionally, however, the notion of what constitutes a feminist, female character depends 

on the Western, patriarchal, heterosexual economy of gendered identities, which “disempowers 

contestatory possibilities by rendering them culturally unthinkable” (Butler, Bodies That Matter 

73). In other words, the empowered feminist female character has limited possibilities of 

becoming and transforming, and is compelled to a role within the confinements of her culture 

and society. That is to say, she must represent a culturally recognizable and dignified woman 

who in terms of gender, social class, race, et cetera performs an intelligible behavioral scheme 

(Holman Jones and Adams 212). Thus, for the female subject, the terrain of resistance is – 

linguistically, materially and symbolically – always already pre-determined. Adrienne Rich 

wrote in a famous poem: “This is the oppressor’s language, yet I need to talk it to you” (hooks 

28). Resistance for the female subject may, therefore, not always be a movement of liberation, 

but rather a confined place of struggle.  

  A writer who challenges these cultural boundaries is the American writer Kathy Acker 

(1947-1997), whose characters – following a conventional, feminist reading – do not appear 

particularly empowered. Acker portrays sex-workers/prostitutes, strippers, masochists and so 

forth, and some feminist scholars have therefore deemed Acker's characters self-destructive and 

passive; without agendas of their own (Pitchford 155). The female characters of the novel 

Pussy, King of the Pirates (1996) could even be seen as feminist antipodes. Nonetheless, in the 

actions, speech, demeanor, and in the relationships between the characters, a narrative pattern 

is exposed that operates to sabotage and disrupt the patriarchal world order. When Audre Lorde 

said: “For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (Preston 941), she implied 

that genuine change will not transpire by transferring power from one body to another; rather, 

by dismantling both the power and the constitution of bodies. In a similar fashion, the characters 

in Pussy assume the task of forming and re-forming themselves and the world. Therefore, 

despite the fact that some scholars perceive Acker’s characters and texts as antifeminist, I claim 

that such an interpretation fails to notice their subversive power. In fact, the characters in Pussy 

resist the patriarchal world order, and they do so by means of destabilizing and disrupting the 

female position in the heterosexual male/female dichotomy. Thus, what appears to be a 

disorganized quest is intrinsically an attempt to disrupt the confinements of a patriarchal society 
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– “the land of the dead” (Acker 11) – in which women are objects. As W. Lawrence Hogue 

mentions in Postmodern American Literature and Its Other (2009), “Acker is not concerned 

with the relationships between men and women, but with women finding their own history, 

power, desires and subjectivities” (140). With the heterosexual dichotomy out of the picture, 

the characters become free to manufacture a new world order. As they move between dreams 

and reality, they follow their bodily desires and urges. With the body as origin of all movement 

– the body as movement itself – the characters eventually inhabit queer bodies, which becomes 

a tool to sabotage the patriarchal world order. In what follows, I will therefore suggest that the 

characters in Pussy sabotage the patriarchal world order by discontinuing the heterosexual 

lineage, eradicating the division between dreams and reality, and through discovering and 

redefining the female body and desires.   

 

Previous Research and Material  

The primary source of study is the novel Pussy, King of the Pirates, which was published in 

1996 by Grove Press, New York. Accompanying the novel is a song by The Mekons and Kathy 

Acker which can be found via Quarterstick / Touch and Go Records. Pussy is, according to 

Paige Sweet, a postmodern cloud nine; a pastiche of numerous literary works as well as a 

bricolage of prose, letters and drawn maps (22-23). Through this intertextual novel, which 

partly is a mocking plagiary of Robert Louis Stevenson’s classic Treasure Island (23); we 

follow O – the “name-shifting protagonist” (Kraus 280) – along with Ange, Pussy, Ostracism, 

Antigone, Bad Dog and Silver on their journey through brothels, dreams, masturbation, 

abortion, queer desires, pirating, and a hunt for a hidden treasure.  

Henceforth, I would like to give a brief account of Acker, and place this study in its 

context by presenting some critical approaches to Acker’s writing. Even though the scope of 

this study inevitably requires that I delimit this report, introducing this field of study 

familiarizes the reader with Acker and her work, even though most studies have explored 

Acker’s previous writings. In regards to studies on Pussy, I have encountered barely a handful: 

Hogue’s research on American postmodern writers that write from the margins, and who 

“denaturalize and de-universalize Euro-American male identity” (191); Christopher Kocela’s 

article on the correspondence between the fiction in Pussy and Judith Butler’s queer and gender 

theory, where he claims that Acker “[brings] fiction and theory together in a mutually informing 

and constructive manner” (98); Marcella Althaus-Reid’s article where she argues the potential 

of a feminist theology in the portrayal of the divine, female body in Pussy (165); and Paige 

Sweet’s discussion of intertextuality and anti-capitalism (27). Out of these studies Hogue’s 
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work is the most extensive, as he dedicates a chapter to discuss the problematizing of the 

“modern Eurocentric male subjectivity that needs woman as object” (94) in Acker’s Pussy and 

Rikki Ducornet’s The Jade Cabinet (1993). Relying on Enrique Dussel’s differentiation 

between a Eurocentric modernism and a planetary modernism, Hogue designs a theory of 

planetary postmodernism by emphasizing “women, African American and Indian American 

[writers’]” (Zhou 783) narrative techniques. He claims that in Pussy, Acker creates “nonrational 

‘feminine’ spaces so that the binary oppositions between public and private, masculine and 

feminine, are dismantled” (784). Although Hogue’s theoretical approach differs somewhat 

from that of this study, much of his material has been relevant to the analysis in this study.   

Who was Kathy Acker, then? And in what way is her work relevant to feminist literary 

studies? Born into an upper middleclass Jewish family in New York, Acker published a number 

of essays, novels and poetry collections. Acker also worked as a stripper, porn performer, and 

lecturer (Kraus 101). Being an experimental postmodern writer and poet, she was affiliated with 

the underground punk subculture, and her writing has been regarded by some postmodern 

feminist theorists as having “transformative potential of contemporary culture” (Pitchford 12). 

Rosi Braidotti, for example, considers Acker’s work to provide an enlightening “[account] of 

the monstrous imaginary of contemporary culture” (Metamorphoses 186), which comprises 

alluring research material in the scope of post-human, post-structural and postmodernist 

feminist research. Furthermore, Hogue claims that the construction of Woman as subject in 

Pussy is a rather profound project, as it destabilizes the foundation of otherness. He asserts that 

“Acker is not concerned with the liberation of women who exist in a repressive movement” 

(120); rather, Acker re-organizes systems and structures, and complicates fixed social positions 

in a Eurocentric and patriarchal, Western society “by normalizing the feminine and the 

nonrational” (142). In this sense, Acker’s fiction offers an innovative site of transformation for 

the female subject.  

 However, due to the elaborate portrayal of sexuality and sexual violence in Acker’s 

novels, some feminists have labelled Acker’s writing “pornographic”, and thereby innately 

antifeminist (Pitchford 153). Victoria de Zwaan asserts that “much of what [Acker] says is 

disruptive of contemporary feminism” (133); yet, in Lust for Life, Peter Wollen claims that: 

“Women, in Acker’s books, are both sexually exploited and sexually voracious, an antinomy 

which generates a cascade of complex discourses, crystallized in the figure of the outlaw 

heroine, both flaunting her independence, defying her oppressors and bolting in desperation, 

abject and humiliated” (8). Nicola Pitchford asserts this paradox to be Acker’s tactic in 

challenging authority and rationality, which she performs by unapologetically repeating the 

violence, objectification and oppression that “primarily women, but also men of color, gay men, 
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and the poor” (59) are exposed to. Acker’s characters do not avoid society or the identities 

imposed on them; instead, they turn to the bleakest and most painful abysses of their subjugated 

existence, and from there, they re-write, disembody and dismantle themselves (102-104).  

In order to disassemble their reality, Acker’s characters transform and transgress their 

conditions of being by moving in countless directions. As Acker frequently uses a child-like 

manner of expression in her narratives, she is blasphemously ignorant of forming respectable, 

adult, female characters. Instead (as Acker claimed herself in an interview with Ellen Friedman 

in 1989), she is “looking for a myth […] where no one else is looking” (Hogue 120). By using 

a narrative technique where memories and facts are blended with sudden impulses and 

imagination, she builds a language that disqualifies the authority of the Western literary and 

academic canon (Harryman 43). Acker’s literary style – named “literary piracy” by Acker 

herself (Sweet 27) – is a wicked interpretation of intertextuality; a hyperbolic utilization of 

plagiarism of known philosophical and literary work.  

It is, then, not surprising that the protagonist of Pussy, O, is a pirated character from a 

different work; namely Pauline Réage’s Story of O (1954), where O is a submissive, female 

masochist and sex-slave (Beckman 49). In addition, O appears repeatedly in Acker’s writing, 

and not for the first time in Pussy, thus making her a multiply copied and re-formed version of 

the original. For example, in Great Expectations (1982) – Acker’s intertextual piracy on 

Dickens’s novel with the same title – O appears as a segment of the scattered, cut-up, gender-

vague protagonist. Frida Beckman concludes in her dissertation: “If the violence in Réage’s 

text functions to de-subjectify the female body, the violence in Acker’s novel works to 

reconfigure the relation between subject and body and open up for embodied but fluid 

subjectivities” (52). Unlike the traditionally feminist renunciation of female masochism, Acker 

“opens for an alternative construction of subjectivity” (64) by refusing to construct a female 

character who is in opposition to a patriarchal portrait of the female object; thus, rejecting the 

hegemonic ideals that are the very pillars of subject-formation. 

  It should however be noted that (as Hogue has identified in his analysis of Pussy), “Acker 

neglects the intersubjectivity between European American women and women of color” (Zhou 

784). Even though the black poets, activists and writers Maya Angelou and Angela Davies 

figure as admired icons in a passage of the novel, Acker overlooks “the sociohistorical forces 

of systematic connection between blacks and whites” (Hogue 141) by depicting black/women 

of color in a superficial manner.  
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Aim and Approach  

The aim of this study is to analyze how the characters in Pussy resist and disrupt the patriarchal 

world order. In order to do this, I will pursue a close reading of the text; and, by means of 

postmodern feminist theory – mainly focusing on theoretical concepts presented by Rosi 

Braidotti, Judith Butler and Sara Ahmed – I will seek to exhibit in what ways the characters 

perform feminist resistance. Analogous to postmodern feminist theory, bodily experiences and 

bodily movements are fundamental matters in my analysis; where I treat desire – as well as 

dreams and imagination – as bodily phenomena, rather than processes detached from the 

material body. I will investigate the depiction of the nuclear family and reproduction as 

obstacles, and claim that the characters – in order to create a new world order – must eliminate 

the heterosexual dichotomy in order to progress in their transformation. Moreover, I will study 

the significance of dreams, and aim to reveal that they function as reliable guides; obstructing 

the polarity between dream and reality. For the characters in Pussy, what is dreamed is also 

real, and oftentimes the reader does not know what is a dream and what is not. Finally – as the 

heterosexual contract has been discarded, and the characters no longer exist in the confinements 

of the patriarchal family – they start discovering their bodily desires, thus queering the world; 

demolishing the very foundation of the patriarchal society.  

In this study, I apply an understanding of Woman as a hybrid figuration in continuous 

transformation with lived, bodily experiences. For Braidotti, embodiment is understood as the 

coinciding of physicality, the symbolic and the social in the subject’s external and internal 

realms (The Posthuman 27). Braidotti claims that “She, in fact, may no longer be a she, but the 

subject of quite another story: a subject-in-process, a mutant, the other of the Other, a post-

Woman embodied subject cast in female morphology who has already undergone an essential 

metamorphosis” (Metamorphosis 11-12). Woman is nature and culture unified, thereof is a 

dichotomization between sex/gender not “adequate to critically mapping complicated 

dimensions of embodiment” (Cipolla et al. 198). Female subjects should be understood as 

“corporeal and consequently sexed beings” (Metamorphosis 22) that continuously internalize 

the phallogocentric representations of “Woman as Other” (25). In my reading, Woman is 

understood in terms of cultural recognizability, since the possibility and conditions of the 

subject depend at large on societal and cultural norms. However, it should, then, be noted that 

Woman is in no way a stable or fixed identity, but rather a temporal label.  

Against this theoretical stance, a phenomenological approach to the question of subjection 

enables an interpretation of the subject’s consciousness and experience from her own 

perspective. In Queer Phenomenology (2006), Ahmed highlights the “lived experience, the 
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intentionality of consciousness, the significance of nearness of what is ready-to-hand, and the 

role of repeated and habitual actions in shaping bodies and worlds” (49). Ahmed uses the 

concepts orientation and disorientation: to be oriented is about familiarity; it means knowing 

one’s place and direction in the world. In other words, it means being rewarded by feeling at 

home. The rewards are connected to “lines of privileges” (Sullivan 2668), which work as tools 

that keep things in its place and offer direction to bodies that inhabit the familiar lines. For the 

body that fits within the privileged lines, existence is mapped out; as the world in which we 

orient ourselves “is shaped by the directions taken by some bodies more than others” (159). 

The queer body, however, does not fit these lines, and therefore becomes disoriented. To 

Ahmed, the queer body becomes an object as it cannot find its place or its path: “The queer 

subject within straight culture […] deviates and is made socially present as a deviant” (21). The 

deviant body is encouraged – or sometimes forced – to capitulate within the privileged lines as 

an inferior subject. In this study, the concepts orientation and disorientation will be applied to 

analyze how the characters orient themselves, and how disorientation is an essential experience 

in redefining their positions and subjectivity. It should, however, be noted that I do not strictly 

pursue a phenomenological reading. Instead, I use Ahmed’s concepts because I find that they 

accurately explain the existence, as well as limitations, of the queer body.  

 Through a queer theoretical lens, I will examine queer desires and unstable, disrupted 

gender figurations as tools to undermine the patriarchal world order. According to Butler, 

heterosexuality renders itself as “the original and the norm” (Bodies That Matter 85), and 

constitutes itself as the dominant culture. It is a hegemonic enterprise which systematically 

naturalizes and idealizes heterosexual desires and binary gender expressions. A queer 

conception of sexuality takes into account the intersections between gender and sexual desire, 

stressing the instability of – and simultaneously deconstructing – the hegemonic, heterosexual 

conception of gender. In Ahmed’s words: “To make things queer is certainly to disturb the order 

of things” (161). The queerness of the characters shapes their identity as well as their direction, 

as it becomes a tool of resistance towards patriarchal gender norms.  

Finally, I would like to mention that – due to the limited scope of this study – my analysis 

overlooks several critical approaches and perspectives that intersect with the feminist critique 

of patriarchy, and which would be necessary to generate an exhaustive analysis of Pussy. As 

Cyd Cipolla mentions, “heterosexist regulatory regimes intersect with structures of race, class, 

gender, nation, age” (159) et cetera; thus, the findings in this study should be treated as a 

fraction of matters that figure in Acker’s novel.  
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Analysis 

The analysis will be divided into four parts; Daddy, Mother, Dreams and Body. Following the 

analysis, I will summarize my results and discuss them in the Conclusion.  

As the narrators in Pussy shift incoherently, the characters’ actions appear as a collective 

movement rather than an individual journey. In the second chapter, we learn that “[h]er name’s 

not important. She’s been called King Pussy, Pussycat, Ostracism, O, Ange. Once she was 

called Antigone…” (Acker 163). Thus, a distinction between the characters is occasionally both 

impossible and redundant. However, O could be considered the main protagonist as she appears 

in all chapters of the novel; which will be reflected in the analysis.  

In Pussy, the plot does not follow a linear order in relation to time. Due to this 

arrangement, the analysis will inevitably be designed in a way where quotes and examples from 

different chapters of the novel may be assembled in the same sections of the analysis below.  

 

Daddy 

The beginning of becoming nothing, in other words deconstructing the female position, starts 

with the disappearance of men, as they hinder the transformation of the female subject. At the 

beginning of the novel, O is dominated by her vicious boyfriend; who makes her enter a brothel 

in China. O says: “W, my boyfriend, said that if I loved him, I would whore for him. I knew 

that W got off on women who were prostitutes” (Acker 8).  As W leaves O at the brothel and 

does not come back, O begins to realize that W does not love her. This causes her immense 

pain and suffering, and she asks herself why she always fall for men that do not love her. As 

Hogue explains, the characters in Pussy lack “desire and [have] no meaning”, which could 

explain why they seem to “adore the man who possesses it” (125). This admiration turns into 

an obsession, and O is driven into an abyss of grief and desperation; she ends up lonely, 

humiliated and abandoned. However, this emotional state is the outset from where O embarks 

on her journey. As an outcast in society, she begins telling her story from the margins. As the 

men disappear – the hegemonic subject against which the Other (the woman) is reflected – the 

heterosexual kinships begin to weaken in significance.  

At first, O sees what she lacks in W; which is a libido of her own. However, as soon as O 

realizes, not only that W does not love her, but also that he is in fact a joint owner of the brothel, 

she starts seeking a way out. She later encounters the young male poet Artaud1, who is ironically 

posed as a noble hero. In the preface, as the narrative voice switches between Artaud and O, 

                                                
1 The character Artaud is an intertextual reference to the French poet and theater playwright Antonin Artuad 
(1896-1948), who “was a representative of French surrealism” and a “cult figure, a revolutionary force” 
(Kurmelev 77). 
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both narratives bring O’s predicament into focus. However, their perspectives differ with 

respect to how to solve the situation. Artaud views O as a terrified victim, who “above all […] 

want[s] a man to take care of her” (3). He tries to buy her from the brothel “so that [he] could 

give her her [sic] freedom” (19). However, Artaud’s seemingly noble intentions are flawed, as 

his true desire is to possess O. He writes in a letter: “I knew that when she had found what she 

had to find she would belong to me” (13). In O, Artaud sees the beginning of his sexuality, and 

becomes angry as he is denied entry to the brothel. He says: “I wanted O to love me. Their 

denial of my sexuality planted in me the seeds of rebellion” (18). Even though he seems to have 

fallen in love with O, Artaud is not particularly concerned with O’s own desires or wishes. For 

example, O is not made aware of his attempts to buy her from the brothel. As he finally arrives 

with the requested amount for O’s release from the brothel, she therefore tells him that she does 

not want to see him. O says: “He forced himself into my room, so I hit him“(22). Artaud believes 

that O must be unhappy in the brothel; that it is a destructive site for her, and that she is better 

off with him, elsewhere. However, O’s response to his intrusion is to hit him in order to, in 

Ahmed’s words “[create] distance through the registering of proximity as a threat” (2). As O 

registers Artaud as a threat to her space, her home, she reacts affectively to protect herself. 

Artaud’s chivalrous endeavor to save O from what he considers a confined, harmful place, has 

failed. With the help of a fortune-teller, O instead acquires new knowledge of her situation: 

“For [her], there were no more men left in the world” as “[she] stood on the edge of a new 

world” (23). By analogy, Braidotti explains: “In so far as man, the male, is […] the standard-

bearer of the Norm, the Law, the Logos, Woman is dualistically, that is, oppositionally, 

positioned as his ‘other’ “ (Metamorphoses 78). In a world without men, the female subordinate 

position is disturbed, which is why removing the superior matter (the male) against which 

women are subjected, entails opening up a world of possibilities.  

  Artaud and the other male characters are linked historically and structurally to the father. 

O proclaims: “Since I never knew you, every man I fuck is you, Daddy” (Acker 15). The male 

characters are therefore depersonalized and lumped together; for instance the punk boys who 

have no names, “the Mexican boy”(93), or the “the guy who resembled an ex-boyfriend” (166). 

The male characters can thus be seen as extensions of the father, who continuously returns, 

metaphorically, and disrupts the characters’ lives. He is the reason for their suffering. O’s 

attachment and constant search for her father implies that he functions as a symbol of power, 

and even though he is dead, he dominates her life in his absence and keeps controlling her: 

“Sitting in his realm of absence, he surveyed all that wasn’t” (10). The father, as a symbol for 

a patriarchal authority figures as an evil criminal, a murderer, and “the owner of Death, of the 

cathouse” (10). The cathouse is a nickname for the brothel, a place where women go to die, that 
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is, to become objects of men’s desires (8). As we encounter the character Ostracism, we learn 

that her father is a “taker-away of dreams” (97), and that in order to transform, she must “get 

away from Daddy” (104). Ahmed explains that “the family is the primary and intimate space in 

which libidinal energies are shaped, through identification with or desire for the mother and 

father” (73). The family is “associated with the body of the father” (73); the authoritarian leader 

whom the child (the daughter) should both desire and obey in order to please the heterosexual 

ideal of the family. What the characters expose is a growing consciousness regarding the 

oppressive nature of the father, and a desire to search for answers elsewhere. When Bad Dog 

says: “We come from a long and glorious lineage. Of death. For one of the meanings of the 

word lineage is ‘dead’ “ (190) she begins to understand that the men she meets imitate the 

father, and in addition the heterosexual family. As family is likened to death, she realizes that 

she needs to get rid of the men.  

In association with the men, phallic symbols in Pussy are also linked to the patriarchal 

economy. The phallic symbols – primarily penises – are treated as deteriorating matter; a 

literary tactic that serves to disarm the power of the phallus. As Artaud falls in love with O, he 

castrates himself: “I cut my cockhead off, and blood from a heart I had never known started to 

flow” (19). As he castrates himself, he connects to his heart, to emotions. In a letter to a dead 

American politician, Artaud writes: “[He] […] hated his own cockhead and so he descended 

into the Cocytus, into oblivion, three times, until his cockhead floated bloody on those waters. 

In other words, he hung himself” (17). Evidently, several of the men experience themselves as 

a void in the world. They start hating themselves and their bodies, as they realize that they have 

to “give everything away” in order to change. St. Gall Bladder says: “‘When I’m nothing, […] 

I’ll become human.’“ (43). When the women start burning down the brothel, he begins to die. 

Right before he shoots himself, he says: “‘Turn to water. Turn cocks into water.’“ (44). After 

they have left the brothel, the pirate girls, O and Ange, set out to find the hidden treasure. On 

the map, a dead cock appears. O says: “I looked down at the map and gazed at that dead cock 

[…] Ange and I followed the cock […] Cocks weren’t treasure but pointed to treasure” (274). 

The cock and the treasure are thus symbolically linked, as following the direction of the cock 

will lead to the treasure. However, as they arrive at the location of the treasure, they decide to 

leave it. Silver says: “‘I’d rather go a-pirating’ […] ‘If me and my girls take all this treasure, 

the reign of girl piracy will stop, and I wouldn’t have that happen’” (276). The characters refuse 

the treasure as they want to continue striving for a new anti-patriarchal world order. As the cock 

directed them towards the treasure, taking it would mean accepting the gift of patriarchy, which 

would “require origin, linearity, closure, norm, […] resolution, […] and the myth of wholeness” 

(Hogue 138). By rejecting the treasure, the characters diminish patriarchy.  
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Mother 

Similarly to the male characters, mothers appear as genealogically tied to the father and the 

patriarchal family ideal. It is through the heterosexual family contract that the women become 

wives and mothers, hence governed by the father. King Pussy says: “I saw it was my mother 

though it was a man” (91), therefore – as every man is equivalent to the father – the mother is 

an augmentation of the patriarchal father. When Ostracism’s mother marries her father, “she 

[dies]” (96). This death is symbolical, connoting subjugation and submissiveness, which 

eventually leads to jealousy and resentfulness which the mothers project onto their daughters. 

When O’s father abandons her mother, the mother perceives O as the reason for the 

abandonment. O says:  
 
When she was alive, my mother didn’t notice or, if she had to, hated me. She wanted me 
to be nothing, or something worse, because my appearance in her womb, not yet in the 
world, caused her husband to leave her. So my mother, who was ravishingly beautiful, 
charming, and a liar, had told me. While she was alive. (8) 
 

It is apparent that O internalizes her mother’s hate when she says: “I entered the brothel of my 

own free will, so that I could become nothing […] I couldn’t walk away, because inside the 

whorehouse I was nobody. There was nobody to walk away” (9). There are similar depictions 

of Ange’s mother, and Hogue notes that Ange’s mother dismisses her and shows no affection 

towards her. He quotes Acker from Bodies of Work. Essays (1997): “Women ‘who want their 

freedom, hate their mothers […] Mothers are prudes, haters of their own bodies, and religious 

fanatics, for they are obedient to the tenets of a patriarchal society. The daughter who does not 

reject her mother interiorizes prison’“ (126). However, according to Butler “no subject emerges 

without a passionate attachment to those on whom he or she is fundamentally dependent […] 

even if that passion is ‘negative’ “ (The Psychic Life of Power 7). The relationship between a 

child and his/her parent/s is thus far more problematic; when the child rejects the parent/s, she 

or he partially rejects the formation of oneself. This explains why the characters, hated by their 

mothers and abandoned by their fathers, find themselves lost, confused, and without knowing 

what they are doing. The brothel becomes, then – as “[every] whorehouse is childhood” (Acker 

8) – a revival of childhood; free from the authority of the father and mother, where the 

characters can reconstruct their own beginning.  

In comparison to the father, whose authority is rather external, the dominance of the 

mother is internal. This is evident in the depiction of mothers, which shows that the mother-

daughter nexus is one of grief and rapture; and which has generated a shattered sense of self. 

For example, O states: “‘My mother’s inside me. She wants me to suicide because she 

suicided.’“ (42). For O, as for the majority of the characters, the mother neglects and pushes 
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them away, making them lonely, and “being lonely is what scares [them] most in the world [...] 

To be lonely in the world, it seemed to [them], is to be solely with [their] mother” (93). 

Consequently, it is because of loneliness that O enters the brothel. She claims that: “I was a 

whore because I was alone [...] I was trying to get rid of loneliness and nothing would ever rid 

me of loneliness until I got rid of myself” (11). O hence enters the brothel by virtue of having 

been rejected by her mother. As she has been denied proximity to the mother’s body, which, 

according to Ahmed “promises care and protection” and a feeling of being “at home” (146), O 

has to look for a home elsewhere. Therefore, the characters’ internalized repulsion is a complex 

matter, as most of the characters, having identical experiences of their mothers, struggle with 

feelings of emptiness and loneliness.  

As a consequence, this internalization causes an alienation and aversion to maternity. This 

is exhibited in the image of the treasure map that “[Ange’s] dead mother gave [her]” (Acker 

233). When O moves to Alexandria and enters the second brothel, she befriends Ange, who 

becomes her loyal and permanent companion. Subsequently, Ange and O meets the pirate girls; 

Ostracism, Silver, Pussy, Pussycat, Antigone, Andromeda, Bad Dog et cetera, and they begin 

their journey towards the hidden treasure. Nevertheless, new issues arise. As they leave the 

brothel and encounter the pirate girls, the map causes violent conflicts among the characters, as 

they all want to possess it. Because they do not trust each other, Pussy and O end up in a fight. 

At first, O threatens to kill Pussy, but then reflects over “how the pirate map that had started all 

this had come out of Ange’s dead mother’s box” (265). The dead mother’s box is seemingly a 

metaphor for the womb, and O thereby clearly links the conflict to maternity, which is further 

connected to the patriarchal family and the father: “‘That map might have come from [Ange’s] 

mother’s body, but it’s dead men’s talk’“ (233). Luce Irigaray’s understanding of maternity, 

according to Braidotti, is that while being “a resource for women”, it coincidentally is “the site 

of women’s capture in the specular logic of the Same that makes her subservient to the 

Masculine” (Nomadic Subjects 99). Irigaray’s notion – the logic of the Same – translates to 

phallogocentrism, a concept which purports that the male thought, logic, behavior and language 

are established as the universal. In brief, this suggests that the gender binary male/female is a 

biased, asymmetrical dichotomy, where women are subordinate (Metamorphoses 13-14). 

Further, according to Butler, “[i]n reproduction, women are said to contribute to matter; men, 

the form” (Bodies That Matter 6). Evidently, the characters reject maternity as they perceive it 

as on the one hand a corrupt authority (the mother), and on the other hand an inferior position 

where they become commodities to men; a position they do not want to inhabit themselves. The 

characters reject both the father and the mother, thus rejecting the phallogocentric, binary 

foundation of the patriarchal world.  
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The rejection of reproductive possibilities is manifested in the story of King Pussy’s 

abortion. Her pregnancy takes place “[i]n the days before the beginning of sexuality” (Acker 

90), stressing Hogue’s observation of Acker’s intentions. He claims that, in Pussy, “[o]nce 

sexuality is cut loose from reproduction, womanhood can no longer be equated with 

motherhood” (132). The decision to have an abortion does not come easy, and King Pussy faces 

several obstacles. Although she is certain that she “must get an abortion” (73), she asks herself 

“why she [doesn’t] want a child, because all women want to bear children” (73). After having 

been told by the nurse practitioner (a male) that she needs to wait a full six weeks before she 

can have the abortion, she tries to terminate the pregnancy with a natural remedy using 

pennyroyal tea. The tea makes her dream nightmares where she “[murders] her daughter”, and 

later, the nurse practitioner tells her that “‘[a]fter your abortion [...] you are going to have to 

pay’“ (74). King Pussy realizes that to be a woman “includes the possibility and even the act of 

murder” (74), and the abortion itself is complicated; it does not succeed the first time, and the 

medical staff announces that King Pussy “might [still] be pregnant”, but they “don’t know 

where” (81). Evidently, King Pussy must go against, not only her own doubts, but also one of 

the principal foundations of a Western, Christian society that, according to Braidotti, “separates 

women from mothers and rewards the latter” (Nomadic Theory 190). King Pussy struggles with 

an inner conflict as well as an outer, but realizes that in order to go pirating with one of her 

girlfriends, she must escape maternity. Thus, while the mothers are linked to the 

father/family/patriarchy, the female characters – who do not engage in reproduction – become 

rebellions and subsequently launch a new world.  

 

Dreams  

In Pussy, there is no clear boundary between reality and dream. Neither is given the prerogative 

of defining what is real, or what is the truth. Rather, the dreams function as important guides, 

as vessels of knowledge and insight. In the preface, O is at a dreary place: “In [O’s] dream, the 

city was the repository of all dreams. A city that was always decaying” (Acker 3). She has just 

moved to China because of her boyfriend who has left her at the brothel, and “[d]uring this 

period of time, O lived and stayed alive by dreaming” (5). O learns through her dreams that the 

relationship between her mother and father repressed her mother, and made her mother a 

commodity in the patriarchal, heterosexual family project. The dreams help her understand that 

her father dominated her mother: “O realized, for the first time, that her father could have 

murdered her mother […] O became scared. If her father had killed her mother, he could 

slaughter her” (5). Thus, dreams help O seeing and understanding the world, which 

acknowledges their substantial significance. Quite similarly, but within a different discourse, 
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Braidotti mentions Donna Haraway’s post-humanism, claiming that her understanding of 

epistemology and science is that it is not “narrowly rationalistic, but rather allows for a 

broadened definition of the term, to include the play of the unconscious, dreams and the 

imagination in the production of scientific discourse” (Metamorphoses 240). The blending of 

dreams and the real, then, disrupts the line between the rational reality, and the irrational 

imagination/dream, suggesting that dreams, fantasies and imagination constitute conscious 

intentions, rather than passive phenomena. Thus, what is a dream, what is fantasy and what is 

real, become interconnected in the novel, which disrupts the phallogocentric rationality. 

 Therefore, the characters rely heavily on dreams for guidance and information. Dreams 

are portrayed as eye-openers which are irreplaceable and vital; without them, the characters 

become lost. As Antigone tries to escape life in prison – depicted as: “boredom, then forcible 

identity-disappearance” (164) – she steals money to buy a motorbike and escape “from all this” 

(165). She states: “I’m going to learn how to see [...] I started learning something when I had a 

dream” (165). However, the dreams do not appear completely randomly. When O and Ange 

have burnt down the brothel in Alexandria, they find themselves at a standstill, hence dream-

less. O tells Ange: “‘My dreams’re no longer telling me what to do. There’s nothing in this 

place, Ange. We can’t stay here’ [...] ‘We got rid of our johns. Now our dreams don’t mean 

anything ‘“(54). When the johns (the clients of sex-workers/prostitutes) were present, O and 

Ange could dream of resistance. They could dream and imagine their sexualities and desires, 

and they knew what they were doing. As they find themselves without dreams, they have 

become disoriented. Ahmed illustrates that disorientation “can be a bodily feeling of losing 

one’s place, and an effect of the loss of a place […] Disorientation involves failed orientations: 

bodies inhabit spaces that do not extend their shape, or use objects that do not extend their 

reach” (160). The brothel, the women inside the brothel, and the johns, constitute spaces and 

objects that have become familiar to Ange and O; and which have given them direction. Clearly, 

these characters – as whores and immoral women with queer desires – do not feel at home once 

they are outside the safe space of the brothel. As the dreams have disappeared, the characters 

need to resume their journey to find their path. The dreams are thus a significant tool in the 

characters’ quest for a new life.  

 The final part of the novel begins with a subtitle that suggests that reality is dreamed. 

From that point, dream, reality, imagination and fantasy are merged and in disorder. As “Pussy 

never differentiates between dream and waking” (196), she proclaims: “’I, King Pussy, see 

through my dreams’” (268). As Hogue notes, “in a dream within Ostracism’s story, the reader 

learns of Bad Dog, who exists in a narrative where nothing is stable. She is on the edge of a 

new world. Sex and gender categories are in flux, and women are discovering their bodies and 
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unleashing their desires” (132). Reality is, by many of the characters, dismissed at the advantage 

of dreams, imagination and fantasy. The real world is often perceived as boring and oppressive, 

with no room for transformations and inventions. Bad Dog sings to her turtle:  
  
 Imagination arises 
 when there’s no more reason 
 so the mind can make 
 a kingdom. (193) 
 
Thus, the imagination is granted the capacity to create what does not exist in reality. However, 

what is peculiar in Pussy, is the ontological significance of this otherwise typically internal 

world. Since the characters share dreams with each other throughout the novel, the internal 

world becomes an external, shared world. Most of the narration is, in fact, built on an exchange 

of dreams and imagination. Moreover, the characters occasionally dream the same dream. 

Analogous to Braidotti’s claim in the introduction to Metamorphosis, the characters are not 

occupied with “Being in its classical modes” (2), but rather transform and become via dreams 

and the imaginary. Thus, Acker’s characters in Pussy disregard the rational and logic reality, in 

favor of the imagination and the dream.  

 

Body 

The movement of the body and bodily desires begin in the brothel in Alexandria. Together with 

several other women, O and Ange create a space where their bodies and desires open up a new 

world. One of the women, Louise, writes a letter to her sister: “In the brothel, where women are 

talking, where the women are cooking, lips on lips, hands on hands: all the world is at peace” 

(Acker 30). In this limited space, where men can enter but not live (as opposed to the family 

home), “Lulu and Ange decided to masturbate so they could find a reason to live” (31). The 

women teach each other how to masturbate, how to access the “world”, which is “nothing but 

pleasure” and “desires for more intense [...] joy” (33). From now on, the bodily explorations 

continue. As the women masturbate, they start dreaming, and when they dream, they 

masturbate; encountering and familiarizing themselves, continuously, with new bodily 

pleasures and desires.  

Masturbation – as a sexual, bodily practice – is an antagonist to reproductive practices as 

it opposes the Christian morals deeply rooted in the Western society. As Sweet suggests, Acker 

reveals the constrictions of the female sexuality, asserting that the only possibilities lie within 

“reproduction, marriage, and heterosexuality” (24). Simultaneously, Acker discloses the double 

standards of the contemporary society, where “feminine desire as masochism is culturally 

valued”, whereas “the erotics of blood, pain, and filth on which it depends” are repudiated (25). 
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In the brothel, the characters open up for “the potential to experience the joy of deviant desires” 

(Ahmed 176). Evidently, this is precisely what the characters do, as the sex and the masturbation 

is bloody, filthy, and vulgar. At the end of the novel, men cannot endure “[what] lies within 

women”, as “Pandora’s cunt […] smelled up the world. So badly that all those who could smell 

those smells – that is, men – wanted to die” (Acker 275). Fluids and odors take over when the 

characters embody their desires. Sex and masturbation no longer have anything to do with 

heterosexual relations or reproduction, and has become pleasure and recreation only.  

 When the men have been relocated further into the periphery of the story, gender identities 

become destabilized. As Ostracism explains: “pirates aren’t always either male or female” 

(112). At the graveyard – where the punk boys live – “[a]ll the girls” become “males” (141). 

Pussycat, previously described as a girl, “was [now] a boy who would never grow up” (122). 

When the men disappear, the phallus and the phallogocentrism lose their symbolic superiority. 

Without the threat of being captured within the heterosexual hegemony, genders become 

hybrids. O says: “The body [...] when not being robbed blind by family and religion, has an 

infinite capacity for self-transformation” (40). The patriarchal institutions – the family and 

religion – disappears along with the men, and the characters expand their gender horizons.  

 While in the brothel in Alexandria, the characters start to come in contact with their queer 

desires. As Hogue explains, “Acker pirates this Western male sexual institution and redescribes 

the whorehouse as a place where women, away from capitalist and patriarchal [control] […] 

discover […] their bodies for the first time” (128). Primarily, the characters become more 

sexual; eventually sex even becomes essential for the characters: “In order to live, Lulu needed 

to be in the realm of sex” (32). When O falls in love with Pussycat, she almost becomes 

obsessed: “’ Pussycat, I want to fuck you again’ [she] cried” (157). O states how the world 

expands as they have sex: “By fucking each other, Pussycat and I traveled to the edge of the 

territory that was unknown” (138). Ahmed explains that perversions are “useful starting [points] 

for thinking about the ‘disorientations’ of queer, and how it can contest not only 

heteronormative assumptions, but also social conventions and orthodoxies in general” (78). 

Thus, the queer subject takes an unknown route to discovery. When the characters explore their 

bodies and queer desires, they do so with neither a given direction nor a goal. There is no 

template to copy, no family to satisfy, or genealogy to continue; which opens up the possibility 

for brand new bodily desires.  
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Conclusion  

As men are the dominant part in the heterosexual contract of society, they are eradicated as 

potential partners, boyfriends, or husbands. In the first section of the analysis, I discussed how 

all men, as extensions of the patriarchal father, are depicted as obstacles in the female 

characters’ pursuit of inventing a new world order. As the father is the symbol for the 

heterosexual lineage, he is the almighty ruler; hence the cause of all agony. In order to demolish 

the oppressive realm of the father, the characters must terminate the heterosexual lineage. This 

action enables the female characters to escape the phallogocentric system in which they are 

consequently compelled to subjugation. 

As a consequence of dismantling the power of the father, the characters also reject the 

mother; and in turn, their own reproductive possibilities. In the second part of the analysis, I 

demonstrated that in the governance of the father, women are always either daughters, wives or 

mothers. Due to the father’s abandonment of the mother, the mother projects her anguish onto 

the daughter; hence forming a shattered relationship. This circumstance produces an internal 

conflict within the characters; a conflict which the characters solve by separating themselves 

from the mother. As the mother is both an imitation of the authoritarian father – and at the same 

time his subordinate – the characters renounce the mother as well as maternity.  

  Furthermore, the characters make no distinction between dreams and reality. As the 

dreams become reality, the guide the characters and open their eyes to new sensations and 

knowledge. In the third and fourth parts of the analysis, I exhibited that dreams draw the 

characters closer to each other and further within themselves, where they are able to eventually 

identify their bodily desires and urges. They start to explore themselves through masturbation 

and sexual activities, queering the world as well as embodying the queer self.  

  Finally, as I maintain in the introductory sections of this essay, the aim of this study is to 

examine in what ways the characters in Pussy resist the patriarchal world order. In accordance 

to my thesis statement, my analysis has demonstrated that the characters overthrow patriarchy 

by means of abolishing the heterosexual genealogy, by effacing the dichotomy between dreams 

and the real, and through exploring their desires and bodies.  
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