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Her Kind is a seminal poem by Anne Sexton, a pivotal figure in the confessional poetry
movement of the 20th century. This poem intricately explores themes of female identity,
societal expectations, and the struggle for self-definition against the backdrop of patriarchal
constraints. Sexton’s work often delves into personal and collective experiences of women,
and “Her Kind"” serves as a powerful articulation of the complexities of womanhood. As we
analyze this poem, we will explore its themes, structure, imagery, and the broader context
of Sexton's work and the era in which she wrote.



Contextual Background

Anne Sexton and Confessional Poetry

Anne Sexton (1928-1974) emerged during a time when poetry was undergoing significant
transformation. The confessional poetry movement, which gained momentum in the 1950s
and 1960s, encouraged poets to delve into personal experiences, emotions, and
psychological struggles. Sexton, along with other notable poets such as Sylvia Plath and
Robert Lowell, used their writing as a means of confronting and processing their mental
health issues, familial relationships, and societal roles.

Sexton's poetry often draws on her own experiences, particularly her battles with
depression and suicidal tendencies. “Her Kind” reflects this confessional style, as it reveals
deep personal truths while simultaneously addressing universal themes of femininity and
societal expectations.

Historical Context

The late 1950s and early 1960s, when Sexton wrote “Her Kind,” were marked by significant
social change, particularly concerning women's roles in society. The post-World War Il era
saw women being encouraged to return to traditional domestic roles, a stark contrast to the
burgeoning feminist movement that began to gain traction in the 1960s. This dichotomy
created tension, leading many women to question their identities and societal expectations.
Sexton’s work can be seen as a response to this cultural landscape, as she examines the
complexities of being a woman in a world that often seeks to define and limit them.

Thematic Exploration

Female Identity and Otherness

At its core, “Her Kind” is an exploration of female identity and the concept of otherness.
The speaker in the poem identifies with various archetypes of women who exist outside
societal norms. Sexton writes:

“l have gone out, a possessed witch,
haunting the black air, braver at night;”

This opening suggests a reclaiming of power and identity through the lens of the witch
archetype—a figure often associated with rebellion, mystique, and societal rejection. By
embracing this "other" identity, the speaker challenges conventional notions of femininity
and societal expectations.



Rebellion Against Societal Norms

The poem is rife with imagery that conveys a sense of rebellion against the constraints
imposed by society. Sexton employs vivid language that evokes both fear and
empowerment. The repeated phrase “l am” serves as a declaration of self-identity and
agency, asserting the speaker's existence beyond societal definitions.

The speaker's connection to the witch archetype resonates with the feminist notion of
reclaiming power and identity. Sexton uses the witch as a symbol of defiance and
autonomy, suggesting that women can embrace their individuality rather than conform to
societal norms.

Isolation and Connection

While “Her Kind” expresses themes of empowerment and identity, it simultaneously
conveys a sense of isolation. The speaker’s journey through the night, described as
“haunting the black air,” suggests a deep yearning for connection while also acknowledging
the loneliness that can accompany nonconformity. This duality reflects the complexities of
female experience—while seeking freedom and self-expression, women often face
alienation from mainstream society.

Structural Analysis

Form and Style

“Her Kind” is written in free verse, a style that allows Sexton to explore her thoughts and
emotions without the constraints of traditional rhyme or meter. This structural choice
reflects the poem's content, as it embodies the chaotic and multifaceted nature of female
identity and experience.

The poem is divided into three stanzas, each of which builds upon the themes introduced in
the previous section. The repetition of the phrase “l am” throughout the poem creates a
rhythmic quality that emphasizes the speaker’s declaration of self. This refrain serves not
only as a mantra of identity but also as a powerful assertion of agency.

Imagery and Symbolism

Sexton employs rich imagery and symbolism to enhance the poem's themes. Key symbols
include:

- The Witch: Represents rebellion, power, and the rejection of societal norms.
- Night: Suggests mystery, danger, and the freedom to explore one's true self away from



societal scrutiny.
- The Black Air: Evokes a sense of the unknown and the darker aspects of female
experience.

These symbols combine to create a vivid landscape in which the speaker navigates her
identity, reflecting both empowerment and the inherent risks of stepping outside societal
boundaries.

Literary Devices

Sexton’s use of literary devices enriches the poem's emotional depth and thematic
resonance. Notable devices include:

- Repetition: The phrase “l am” serves as a powerful refrain, reinforcing the speaker's quest
for identity.

- Imagery: Vivid descriptions create a sensory experience that immerses readers in the
speaker's world.

- Metaphor: The witch serves as a metaphor for female nonconformity and empowerment,
encapsulating the struggle against societal constraints.

These devices work in tandem to create a compelling narrative that invites readers to
engage with the complexities of female identity.

Conclusion

In “Her Kind,” Anne Sexton masterfully explores the themes of female identity, rebellion
against societal norms, and the duality of isolation and connection. The poem serves as a
powerful testament to the struggles faced by women in a patriarchal society, while
simultaneously celebrating the strength and resilience of the female spirit. Through her use
of vivid imagery, structural innovation, and potent symbolism, Sexton invites readers to
reflect on their own identities and the societal forces that shape them.

“Her Kind” remains a significant work not only within the context of Sexton’s oeuvre but
also in the broader landscape of feminist literature. It challenges readers to confront their
perceptions of femininity and the complexities of self-identity in a world that often seeks to
define and limit them. As we continue to engage with Sexton’s work, we are reminded of
the enduring power of poetry to illuminate the intricate web of human experience,
particularly the nuanced realities of womanhood.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Her Kind' by



Anne Sexton?

The main themes in 'Her Kind' include feminism, identity, the struggle for self-acceptance,
and the complexities of womanhood. Sexton uses the poem to explore the societal
expectations placed on women and the desire for autonomy.

How does Anne Sexton use imagery in 'Her Kind' to
convey her message?

Sexton employs vivid and often stark imagery to depict the experiences and feelings of
women who do not conform to societal norms. The imagery of witches and the supernatural
serves to highlight themes of alienation and empowerment.

What role does the concept of ‘the witch' play in 'Her
Kind'?

In '‘Her Kind', the witch symbolizes both the feared and the powerful aspects of femininity.
Sexton uses this archetype to challenge traditional notions of womanhood and to reclaim
the narrative surrounding women who are seen as different or rebellious.

How does the structure of 'Her Kind' contribute to its
overall meaning?

The poem's structure, with its irreqgular stanzas and varied line lengths, reflects the chaotic
and multifaceted nature of a woman's identity. This structure reinforces the theme of
fragmentation and the struggle for coherence within societal constraints.

What is the significance of the repetition in 'Her Kind'?

Repetition in 'Her Kind' serves to emphasize the speaker's defiance and insistence on her
identity. By repeatedly asserting her experiences and feelings, Sexton underscores the
resilience of women who refuse to be defined by societal expectations.

How does Anne Sexton's personal life influence 'Her
Kind'?

Sexton's personal struggles with mental health, societal roles, and her experiences as a
woman in mid-20th century America deeply inform 'Her Kind'. Her candid exploration of
these issues provides authenticity and depth to the poem's themes.

What literary devices does Sexton use in 'Her Kind' to
enhance its emotional impact?

Sexton employs various literary devices, including metaphor, alliteration, and symbolism, to
enhance the emotional resonance of 'Her Kind'. These devices help convey the complexities
of the female experience and evoke a strong emotional response from the reader.



In what ways does 'Her Kind' reflect the feminist
movement of its time?

‘Her Kind' reflects the feminist movement of the 1960s and 70s by challenging traditional
gender roles and advocating for women's rights and self-expression. Sexton's poem aligns
with the broader cultural shift towards recognizing and valuing women's voices and
experiences.
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