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Who Holds the Key to the Tin Manʼs Heart?

Foucault, Sexual Stereotypes and Hybrid Identities Within the Works of Barbin and 

Brown

 Monsters. No, not the freakish creations conjured in the closets of young 

children. Nor those evoked in the works of Shelley, Gibson, Burroughs and Lynch, but 

monsters, real monsters.  The kind that exist simultaneously within two realms, the 

masculine and the feminine. They are an anomaly because they can achieve a variation 

of experience that is “hybridized” and beyond the comprehension of a hetero-normative 

hegemony. They are monstrous because they are different. The primary characters in 

Jericho Brownʼs Please and Michel Foucaultʼs collection of documents concerning the 

iconic nineteenth century hermaphrodite Herculine Barbin are monsters. Yet, their 

uniqueness develops a resistance to the attempts of specific institutions of power to 

define their identities. As a result, these “hybrid identities” manage to shatter modern 

conceptions of both sexual orientation and sex-role stereotypes.

 In order to fully explain this relationship, three concepts must first be explained: 

sexual orientation and sex-role stereotypes, how they are perceived in a ʻmodernʼ 

context, and the role of Gender Inversion Theory as a link between the two. Wendy 

Lynn Geigerʼs doctoral dissertation on “Testing the effect of target sexual orientation and 
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gender trait type on anticipated communicative behavior during an initial interaction” for 

the University of Kansas provides an excellent reference for recent (or ʻmodernʼ) 

examples of sexual stereotypes. While Dr. Geiger “acknowledges that how an individual 

draws on a stereotype in perception may have negative consequences” as a preface to 

defining the main subtypes of female and lesbian stereotypes she encounters in her 

study, these groupings “place [the] artificial boundaries on the ways in which gays and 

lesbians are perceived” that she is trying to avoid (Geiger 12,11). Some examples of the 

sexual orientation stereotypes that are identified in the study are: the “positive (lipstick 

lesbian, career-oriented, free-spirit, and soft-butch) and negative (radical butch feminist, 

sexually deviant, sexually unsure, and hypersexual)” (Geiger 13). This polarization is 

contrary to her earlier assessment of female (or feminine sex-role) substereotypes as 

neither “positive or negative,” but rather as “traditional (e.g., housewife, maternal, 

conformist) , unconventional (e.g., career woman, feminist, womenʼs libber) and sexual 

(e.g., vamp, sex bomb)” (Geiger 7, 12). Notice the distinct similarities between the 

positive and the negative sexual orientation stereotypes and the “unconventional” 

female subtype (career-oriented - career woman, radical butch feminist - feminist). The 

term “butch” is often used to refer to a woman with masculine traits (appearance, 

attitude, or otherwise). This stereotypical description is a prime example of the core 

principle behind the Gender Inversion Theory. Dr. Geiger defines the Gender Inversion 

Theory as “predict[ing] that gay men will have traits of heterosexual women and 

lesbians will have traits of heterosexual men” (Geiger 10).

 What role, then, does sexual preference have with that of anatomical discourse? 

In order to define someone as either heterosexual or homosexual there needs to be an 
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initial grounding point in which the distinction is anchored. Sexual orientation requires 

direction, there has to be a “sex” in order to orient the connection. Is a hermaphrodite 

that is both sexes always essentially bisexual, or there no way to classify the nature of 

its sexual orientation without a binary opposite in nature? For Herculine Barbin, the 

choice in preference in homogenous sex is clear, but the confusion created by her own 

mixed identity makes grounding herself infinitely more difficult. Mélisse Lafranceʼs essay 

“Uncertain Erotic: A Foucauldian Reading of Herculine Barbin dite Alexina B,” notes that 

it is “somewhat anachronistic to refer to Herculineʼs transition as a case of gender 

reassignment, for the distinction between sex and gender was not commonly used or 

understood until the mid-twentieth century” (Lafrance 130). However, there is clear 

evidence of at least a prototypical model of the link between sex-roles and sexual 

orientations within the Dossier section of Foucaultʼs collection on Barbin. Despite 

exhibiting disfigured genitalia of both sexes, the Doctor from La Rochelle alters Barbinʼs 

“sexual identification” using evidence of a supposed “predominance of masculine sexual 

characteristics” based on anatomical observations and his observation that Herculineʼs 

“tastes, her inclinations, draw her toward women” (Foucault 127-8). Additionally, the 

doctor cites the case of Marguerite-Marie as precedence. Herculine simply cannot exist 

within a system of control that is designed only to support two polar extremes. When 

she breaks the system, essentially the system destroys her by “monstrifying” her. 

 Yet, out of the two texts, Jericho Brownʼs “Tin Man” provides what is possibly an 

even more complex examination of a “hybrid” identity. One that arises from both the 

character of the Tin Man and the act of reading the poem itself. The Tin “Man” is no 

more man than woman, it is an automaton.  Where Herculine had to confront the 
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problem of possessing a set of two malformed genitalia, the Tin Man has the opposite 

problem, it has none. The Tin Man, then, is essentially genderless, and is far more 

capable of embodying the “sexual non-identity” that Foucault claims is characteristic to 

the hermaphroditic experience than Barbin (Foucault xiv). The word “man” is a label that 

is an extension of the idea that it (the Tin Man) was created in the image of man. Yet the 

name implies that the figure is masculine, especially when you consider the portrayal of 

the Tin Man from the 1939 film adaptation of The Wizard of Oz that Brown is alluding to. 

However, the portrayal only exhibits masculine traits, it does not necessarily make the 

Tin Man “male.” The bushy eyebrows and handaxe are the only symbols which offset an 

otherwise androgynous being. Ozʼs Tin Man is searching for a “heart” because it 

believes that it has none. At the filmʼs conclusion, following the metaphorical “lifting of 

the veil” that reveals the true identity of the wizard, the Tin Man comes to the realization 

that it has always had a heart. This “heart” is the Tin Manʼs soul, the essence of its 

identity, regardless of whether or not there exists an anatomically accurate 

representation within the Tin structure of its body. 

 “Tin Man,” the poem, conveys a sense of cadence, with most lines containing 

three to four syllables (though there are a few two and five syllable lines) that mimic the 

asynchronous rhythm of a damaged heart. “Man made me” or “Men made me” claims 

the Tin Man (Brown 36). Or rather it does, depending on how the text is read. This is 

where the act of reading “Tin Man” becomes important. Due to its composition, without 

the reader the narrative of the poem is in a constant state of flux. No choices have been 

made, no story has been told. By including the reader as an active participant, Brown 

allows the reader to invest a sense of personal agency within the text. The poem is as 
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much the readerʼs unique experience as it is the Tin Manʼs, or Brownʼs. Although there 

are a finite number of possible paths the reader can take through the poem, their own 

experiences help shape the identity of the character. For example:

  “In my chest / Drop a penny / I canʼt feel a thing. / Never believe / Iʼve 

  watched color die / Iʼve killed it. / and every tree must fall, / A missing 

  beat. / Skip it- / Add a little oil, / drop one penny, / Pull the lever: / I chop”

 is fundamentally different from 

  “Donʼt say love, / Remember / the color green. / No green is god. / Iʼve 

  watched color die. / Slicing the air. / In my chest / A missing beat. / Skip 

  it- / Hush, love. / drop one penny, / Pull the lever: / So I stop”

or even, “Tired of your body? / Use mine. / I wonʼt feel / one damn thing” (Brown 36). 

The first reading contains the essence of violence in an active sense, “Iʼve killed it,” says 

the Tin Man (Brown 36). This is decidedly more masculine (aggressive) than the second 

reading with itʼs emphasis on passive voice and emotion, “love ... Iʼve watched color 

die ... Hush, love” (Brown 36). The third reading is much more ambiguous. An offer to 

“use” the body signifies an offer of prostitution, though it is not necessarily clear whether 

the proposal comes from a male or female voice. This is where the role of the reader 

comes into play. 

 Therefore, by examining Herculineʼs identity crisis and the Tin Manʼs ontological 

crisis, it can be determined that it is a “hybridized” sense of identity that allows the 

characters to refute social constructions (in the form of sexual stereotypes). Whether it 

is Herculineʼs existence in the sexual realms of men and women, and yet belonging to 

neither, or the Tin Manʼs existence inside and outside of the text in conjunction with the 
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reader, both present a unique perspective. So who holds the key to the Tin Manʼs heart? 

You do.
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