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Anne Sexton, born on March 9, 1928, in Newton, Massachusetts, is a prominent figure in
American poetry, known for her deeply personal and confessional style. Her poem "Her
Kind," published in her collection "Live or Die" in 1966, serves as an emblematic piece that
encapsulates her themes of femininity, mental illness, and the societal constraints placed
upon women. This article offers a comprehensive analysis of "Her Kind," exploring its
themes, structure, and the broader context of Sexton’s work and life.

Background of Anne Sexton

Anne Sexton’s life was marked by personal struggles, including battles with mental illness
and issues surrounding her identity as a woman in mid-20th-century America. Her poetry
often reflects her experiences and emotional turmoil, leading to the development of a
confessional style that resonates with many readers.

1. Mental Health and Personal Struggles: Sexton was hospitalized multiple times for mental
health issues, which she candidly discussed in her poetry.
2. Feminist Themes: Sexton’s work is also significant for its feminist themes, as she often
challenged traditional gender roles and expectations.
3. Literary Influences: Influenced by poets such as Robert Lowell and Sylvia Plath, Sexton’s
writing is characterized by a raw and unflinching exploration of her inner life.

Overview of "Her Kind"

"Her Kind" is a powerful poem that explores the complexities of womanhood and the
societal perceptions of women who deviate from the norm. The poem is structured in three
stanzas, each revealing different facets of the speaker’s identity.

Stanza Breakdown

1. First Stanza: The speaker introduces herself as a woman who does not conform to
societal expectations. She describes herself in vivid, often unsettling imagery, highlighting
her isolation and the way she is perceived by others.

2. Second Stanza: This stanza delves deeper into the speaker’s self-perception. Here,
Sexton employs metaphors relating to witchcraft and the supernatural, suggesting that
women who embrace their individuality are often seen as threatening or otherworldly.

3. Third Stanza: The final stanza brings a sense of resolution and empowerment. The
speaker acknowledges her “kind” and asserts her identity, suggesting a reclamation of the



traits that society has marginalized.

Thematic Analysis

"Her Kind" addresses several major themes that are central to Sexton’s work:

Feminine Identity and Rebellion

The poem grapples with the concept of feminine identity. Sexton presents a speaker who
feels disconnected from societal norms. This rebellion against traditional roles speaks to the
struggles many women face in defining their identities in a male-dominated society.

- Defiance: The speaker's defiance is palpable as she embraces her uniqueness.
- Reclamation of Power: Through her narrative, Sexton suggests that women can reclaim
their power by embracing their differences.

Isolation and Loneliness

A recurring theme in Sexton’s poetry is isolation. In "Her Kind," the speaker's sense of being
an outsider contributes to her loneliness. The imagery used evokes feelings of alienation, as
the speaker is aware that her identity separates her from others.

- Imagery of Darkness: Sexton uses dark imagery to convey the speaker’s emotional state.
- Connection to Mental Health: This isolation can be linked to Sexton’s own struggles with
mental illness, providing a deeper understanding of her work.

The Supernatural and the Marginalized

The references to witchcraft in "Her Kind" speak to the historical marginalization of women
who were seen as different or powerful. Sexton draws parallels between her speaker and
the witches of folklore, suggesting that women who assert their independence are often
demonized.

- Witchcraft as a Metaphor: The use of witchcraft symbolizes the fear society has of women
who break free from traditional roles.
- Empowerment Through Rebellion: By embracing this identity, the speaker finds
empowerment, suggesting that there is strength in being seen as "other."

Literary Techniques

Sexton employs several literary techniques in "Her Kind" that enhance its emotional impact



and thematic depth.

Imagery and Symbolism

The poem is rich in imagery, using vivid descriptions to create a sense of the speaker’s
internal landscape.

- Dark Imagery: The use of dark, unsettling imagery reflects the speaker’s struggles and the
societal perceptions of women who do not conform.
- Symbolism of the Witch: The witch serves as a powerful symbol of female strength and
defiance against patriarchal constraints.

Structure and Form

The structure of "Her Kind" is significant in conveying its themes.

- Free Verse: Sexton’s use of free verse allows for a fluid expression of thought and
emotion, reflecting the chaotic experience of the speaker.
- Repetition: The repetition of the phrase “I am” emphasizes the speaker’s assertion of
identity and serves to unify the poem.

Emotional Resonance

Sexton's confessional style creates an emotional resonance that draws readers into the
speaker's world. The vulnerability expressed in the poem allows for a connection between
the speaker and the audience, fostering empathy and understanding.

The Context of Sexton’s Work

Understanding "Her Kind" requires contextualizing it within the broader scope of Sexton's
life and the feminist movement of the 1960s.

Confessional Poetry

Sexton is often associated with the confessional poetry movement, characterized by its
focus on personal experience and emotional honesty. This style was revolutionary at the
time, as it broke away from traditional poetic forms and subjects.

- Personal Narrative: Sexton’s work often incorporates autobiographical elements, blurring
the lines between the poet and the speaker.
- Emotional Authenticity: The confessional style allows for an exploration of taboo subjects,



including mental illness, sexuality, and female identity.

Feminist Movement

The 1960s were a pivotal time for the feminist movement, and Sexton’s work reflects the
changing attitudes toward gender roles.

- Challenging Norms: Sexton’s poetry confronts societal expectations of women,
encouraging a reevaluation of what it means to be a woman in contemporary society.
- Empowerment through Art: By using her art as a platform for exploration, Sexton
empowers women to embrace their identities without fear of judgment.

Conclusion

Anne Sexton’s "Her Kind" is a poignant exploration of feminine identity, isolation, and the
complexities of being a woman in a restrictive society. Through her vivid imagery, powerful
symbolism, and emotional honesty, Sexton crafts a narrative that resonates deeply with
readers, particularly those who have felt marginalized or misunderstood.

As a representative of confessional poetry, Sexton opens up a dialogue about mental
health, societal expectations, and the power of embracing one’s true self. "Her Kind" not
only serves as a reflection of Sexton’s own struggles but also as an empowering anthem for
women seeking to assert their identities in a world that often seeks to define them. Through
her work, Sexton remains a vital voice in American literature, inviting readers to confront
the complexities of identity and the beauty of individuality.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Anne Sexton's
poem 'Her Kind'?
The main themes in 'Her Kind' include female identity, societal expectations, mental illness,
and the struggle for autonomy. Sexton explores the tension between traditional gender
roles and the desire for self-definition.

How does Anne Sexton use imagery in 'Her Kind'?
Sexton employs vivid and often haunting imagery to convey the complexities of female
experience. She uses metaphors of witchcraft and the supernatural to illustrate the ways
women have been marginalized and misunderstood.



What is the significance of the title 'Her Kind'?
The title 'Her Kind' refers to the speaker's identification with women who are seen as
different or outcasts. It emphasizes a shared experience among women who defy societal
norms and highlights the strength in embracing one's identity.

In what ways does 'Her Kind' reflect Sexton's personal
struggles?
The poem reflects Sexton's own battles with mental illness, feelings of alienation, and her
search for identity. Her personal experiences with depression and societal expectations of
women deeply inform the emotional resonance of the poem.

What poetic techniques does Sexton utilize in 'Her
Kind'?
Sexton uses a mix of free verse, repetition, and anaphora to create a rhythmic flow that
enhances the emotional impact of the poem. The repetition of 'I am' emphasizes the
speaker's declaration of identity and individuality.

How does 'Her Kind' challenge traditional gender roles?
The poem challenges traditional gender roles by presenting a female speaker who
embraces her 'otherness' and rejects societal expectations. Sexton portrays women as
complex beings who possess power and agency, contrasting with conventional depictions of
femininity.

What role does the concept of witchcraft play in 'Her
Kind'?
Witchcraft serves as a powerful metaphor in 'Her Kind', symbolizing women's independence
and the fear of female power in a patriarchal society. It also reflects historical attempts to
silence and control women who do not conform.

How is community portrayed in 'Her Kind'?
Community in 'Her Kind' is portrayed as a space of solidarity among women who share
similar experiences of exclusion and defiance. Sexton highlights the importance of
understanding and support among women facing societal judgment.

What impact has 'Her Kind' had on feminist literature?
'Her Kind' has had a significant impact on feminist literature by offering a candid
exploration of women's inner lives and experiences. It has inspired subsequent generations
of female poets to address themes of identity, mental health, and societal critique.
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