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Our Monstrous Humanimality in Lucía Puenzo’s XXY and The Fish Child
Zoila Clark
Florida Memorial University
I think it‟s one of the scars in our culture that we have too high an opinion of ourselves. We align ourselves with the
angels instead of the higher primates.
Angela Carter
There are considerable differences between types of animals. The animal that therefore I am … [is called human].
Jacques Derrida

The first two films of Lucía Puenzo, XXY1 (2007) and The Fish Child2 (2009), question
gender identity from the perspective of a subject who, in refusing to abide by standard
contemporary delineations of masculinity and femininity, has variously been defined by others as
intersexual, bisexual or lesbian, to name but a few of the terms currently in circulation. Often
erroneously labeled as female, such subjects are negatively scrutinized as strange or monstrous
beings by other characters within the films rather than by the camera, which, conversely,
presents them as indistinguishable from anyone else in terms of speech and behavior. In fact,
both films are structured around a series of parallels in which the actions and speech of their
respective subjects are mirrored in other characters and even other animals, a feature that has the
effect of deconstructing classical definitions of gender identity based solely on reproduction. The
following analysis seeks to show that gender identity is either without limits, or that its
boundaries are constantly shifting, a quality it shares with other identities, such as those based on
race, class, and age. These various identities all interconnect because we are, after all,
“humanimals” inextricably bound up with one another in the business of existence.
1

The film XXY is a fairly free adaptation of a story by Sergio Bizzio titled “Cynicism.”
http://lomioesamateur.wordpress.com/el-cuento-del-mes/cinismo-de-sergio-bizzio
2

All translations and photos included are mine. The original title is: El niño pez. The legend of the fish child does
not exist, but one that does is that of the underwater palace at Ypoá, from where a princess watches over Paraguayan
citizens, like a mother goddess.
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Carrie Packwood Freeman observes that western culture is founded upon humanist
principles that dignify humanity over non-humanity, and, by creating this hegemonic distinction,
it is able to justify the mistreatment of animals and the destruction of nature. In order to curtail
this violence, she suggests deconstructing the human/animal dichotomy and creating a new
identity in its place. In her view, people are misguidedly bound by a need, “to understand a
defining notion of „self.‟ Rather they should understand themselves more openly via their
dynamic relationships with all beings” (29). Her coining of the term “humanimality” (14) seems
especially effective since it breaks down the barriers or chains that limit a mentality colonized by
western thought, which, according to Epplin Craig, may be summarized as follows:
Western philosophy has handed down to us a model of understanding the world in
which humans reign supreme over non-humans. In this line of thought, the human
is regarded as an exception within the general order of things. Humans lord it over
all creation, or they are uniquely endowed with language, or they are political
animals, or they lie beyond the missing link in an evolutionary chain. In short,
humans are radically different from non-humans, and this ontological bias is
foundational for modern thought. Think of the humanities, in whose very name it
is inscribed. (3)
This explains why, during the conquest and colonization of Latin America, there was a
common feeling that indigenous peoples and blacks, universally considered as soulless animals
or low-grade primitives, could be put to work as slaves and domesticated according to
contemporary precepts of humanism in renaissance Europe. The ensuing conceptual contrast
between civilization and barbarism became evident in all forms of Latin American cultural
expression. Faustino Sarmiento, for example, wrote an essay entitled Facundo: Civilization and
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Barbarism (1845) which describes the gauchos as animals. Years later, Argentina saw the
genocide of people of color and the welcoming of white European workers into the country.
Such events demonstrate that the human body is the controlling force that dictates the degree of
privilege apportioned to its owner, and this practice, according to Victoria Kannen, is bound up
with a brand of racism in which appearance alone may relegate a person to the ranks of the
inhuman: “being stared at and eliciting more social reaction renders the Other as less human”
(151). This would explain how the Latin American identity came to be identified with Caliban,
the monster from Shakespeare‟s The Tempest, and described as such in Spanish chronicles.
It is against this background that in both films Puenzo has chosen to focus on gender in
conjunction with other such identities as those relating to race, class, and age, from a postcolonial perspective that revisits the boundaries between civilization and barbarism, but which
avoids any confrontation between them. The result is that both films take place in borderline
spaces that converge at different points. Gloria Anzaldúa, for example, maintains:
I advocate for putting Chicana, tejana, working-class, dyke-feminist poet, writertheorist in front of my name. I do so for reasons different than those of the
dominant culture. Their reasons are to marginalize, confine and contain. My
labeling of myself is so that the Chicana and lesbian and all the other persons in
me don‟t get erased, omitted or killed. Naming is how I make my presence
known, how I assert who and what I am and want to be known as. Naming myself
is a survival tactic. (“To(o) Queer” 250-51)
The agency she proposes adopts a fluid or multiple identity and each adjective that
describes her is, by definition, positive since she is the subject that has chosen it from her own
experience rather than having it imposed by some norm-referenced European humanism or other
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example of civilization. Anzaldúa‟s standpoint indicates that there are many civilizations from
borderline spaces that need to accept and learn from each other‟s differences with respect to
gender, race, class, and the correlation between maturity and age, since these have all been
conceptualized within specific social structures, none of which can claim any degree of
universality for their own versions. Let us now see how Puenzo‟s characters manage to gain safe
passage across the various borders.
XXY takes place in Uruguay on the frontier with Argentina, and whereas The Fish Child
is rooted within Argentina, the characters of XXY come and go across the frontier with Paraguay.
In this film, Alex is born a hermaphrodite to a father that we hear angrily proclaim to family and
friends, “We left Buenos Aires to get away from a certain kind of people. Don‟t you remember?
And now it turns out that we and they are all seated around the same table.” Those to whom he
refers turn out to be the city friends who come to visit Alex‟s family in the Uruguayan
countryside. They are convinced that Alex must undergo an operation called “normalizing” to
counter the gradual changes that are making him/her more masculine. As Jeffrey Weeks argues,
“heterosexuality is natural, but we have to reach out for it; it is inevitable, but it remains under
constant threat; it is spontaneous, but, in fact, we have to learn it” (145-46). It is interesting to
observe that this ideological system of categorizing humans into men and women is protected by
science and that in the film, the visitor is a plastic surgeon whose son, Álvaro, explains to Alex:
“my father doesn‟t cut bodies up, he rearranges them.” It becomes evident that Alex‟s family
were forced to emigrate to the countryside as a result of being excluded from a civilization that
will only confer citizenship upon those who conform to its strict delineation of what constitutes
human normality.
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A pervasive theme in XXY concerns the (often negative) impulse to draw rigid boundaries
between groups of people and objects and the reluctance expressed by some to perceive these
boundaries as more fluid and less easily defined. Despite its “No Entry” sign in red capitals, the
door to Alex‟s country house is symbolic of the more flexible kind of division that allows for an
overlap and exchange between two seemingly different entities. Álvaro chooses to open and
close this door, suggesting an instinct for flexibility; however, we see his family take the
opposite stance when they later symbolically flee the Kraken‟s den3 as if terrorized by sea
monsters. In taking refuge in the city, Álvaro‟s parents have distanced themselves from
whatever is abject, monstrous, or refuses to be normalized, and they have come to live as adapted
beings that negate their natural instincts. This condition, incidentally, is, for Freud, emblematic
of both maturity and misery in civilization (See Fig. 1) and is, moreover, a condition that favors
sex-change surgery or normalization for many transsexuals.
Within the film, the character of Scherer is an example of one such transsexual that has
undergone normalization. We learn that at the age of eighteen he chose to go from being a
woman to a man and that his decision to build a typical family consisting of a wife, a son and a
daughter was indicative of an impulse to reinforce his identity and safeguard his continuity.
However, his decision to eliminate ambiguity and put himself unequivocally within one gender
group means that for him, childhood represents physical and emotional castration.
In another case, the attempt to normalize involves self-denial and subterfuge. The irony
of Álvaro‟s father is that while demonstrably chauvinistic in company, he turns out to be a
sexually ambiguous man in private, one who has chosen a dominant female partner. Ironically,
the effeminate personal habits he hides from the outside world serve to reinforce in his son the
3

Kraken is that last name of Alex‟s family.
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very homosexuality he has always feared might consume him. Unlike Alex‟s country house,
which welcomes the visitor to cross its threshold, Álvaro‟s family seeks to conceal its
abnormalities behind closet doors, thereby creating a Pandora‟s Box whose dangerous and evil
contents must be contained if the family is to function within respectable society.

Fig. 1
In the case of The Fish Child, a geographical boundary is established - the frontier
between Uruguay and Argentina - and it is one that is crossed as a result of immigration, since
Aileen is an indigenous girl from the rural section of Paraguay who comes to work in the city of
Buenos Aires. At age twelve she is impregnated by her father and abandoned in his country
house. As in “La Llorona,” she drowns the child in the river when she loses the affection and
protection of her father, who becomes fixated with the adulation he receives as an actor in the
city and disappears for more than a year. The myth,4 however, is subverted because no one

4

In XXY and The Fish Child old myths are subverted and new ones are created to shed light on taboo stories in our
real world. This time, monsters such as The Kraken, La llorona, and The Fish Child are used to heal our traumas.
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focuses on Aileen‟s guilt as a bad mother. A significant difference in this case is that her son
does not die, and, in his transformation into a fish child, he becomes living testimony to the fluid
boundary that divides human from animal.
Aileen creates the myth of Mitay Pyra when she tells everyone she submerged her baby
in Lake Ypoá because he was unable to breathe out of the water and would asphyxiate in the air.
Her explanation indicates that the water of this lake cures those who suffer. A pervasive cultural
theme in this tale is that marginalized characters frequently need to leave behind the ostracism
they experience in country homes if they are to create a less restrictive identity and erase the
widespread perception of them as strange or monstrous beings. Puenzo echoes this point during
an interview in which he makes the following comment on XXY:
The house and the location are for me an important character, a reflection of what
is happening: even in such a desolate landscape the characters can feel trapped. It
was a contrast I was intentionally searching for. That is why we alternated
intimate close-ups, where we see every detail of their expressions, almost to
suffocation, with big landscapes, to create the asphyxia the six characters are
feeling in the days they all spend together. (Sophie Mayer 14)
Another common feature of both films is a mood of oppression in which all the
characters are exposed to the intrusive scrutiny and judgment of others. Foucault speaks about
the asphyxiating eye of civilization in which each person watches over another, and it is in these
circumstances we learn that Alex was conceived by the roadside and in full view of oncoming
traffic. Alex and his/her mother Suli live in fear, and when Álvaro finds homeopathy pills in the
house, Suli explains, “what you‟re holding in your hand is for people who are afraid of becoming
victims. When you are afraid that someone might hurt you.” Immediately superimposed on this
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scene is the image of Alex crying, hidden like a turtle within its shell. His/Her fear is reflected in
the drawings contained in his/her diary, in his/her hunched posture and cowed head, and in
his/her fits of violence; however, through identifying with animals, family affection and
increased awareness on the part of his/her father, Alex succeeds in overcoming his/her fears and
the trauma5 of harassment. S/he manages to look at others from the perspective of an equal,
thereby refusing to be labeled strange, freakish and pitiful. Alex expresses this spirit of selfconfidence during a scene at the dinner table when Érica, Álvaro‟s mother, questions Suli about
her dream of having four children. The conversation spurs Alex to comment that “it looks like
Susanita [Suli] got scared somewhere along the way.” It turns out that both mother and daughter
have had to suffer homeopathy.
Social control is also evident in The Fish Child when Aileen remembers the criticism that
circulated when, after giving birth to her father‟s child, she becomes convinced that her son can
only survive underwater and keeps him in the sink in which he was born. The public consensus is
that, “there was a monster locked up in the house;” whether this is because the child could
breathe underwater or because he was the product of incest remains moot. From her perspective
as an imaginative twelve year old girl, Aileen declares, “I do it for him,” and when she proceeds
to drown her son, the irony is that in reality it is she who is drowning, alone at home and with a
fatherless son. The lake represents a secure place, like the maternal womb in which the child is
connected to its mother, replete with food and protection. Aileen, on the other hand, has no
mother and is betrayed by her father. No one has ever loved her enough to stay with her, and this
leads her to idealize the lake and to see herself reflected in the picture of the siren that we see in
Lala‟s dining room. This is a space that she occupies only once when she is invited to eat beside
5

Medak-Seguín finds out that there is a relationship between trauma and queer identity in: “Hacia una noción de lo
traumático-queer.” See Works Cited.
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her employers alongside bona fide members of the patriarchal family, which, in more typical
circumstances, have from other characters always betrayed her. In her dreams, the whole village
is submerged underwater, but her son reaches out from a window in their home and pulls her out
before she drowns. This merging of her inner child with her real son, which is reminiscent of
Jungian psychology, means that this story of the fish child acts as medicine for this girl, who has
been abandoned by society and forgotten by civilization. In fact, for Clarissa Pinkola Estés,
“stories are a medicine […] curative, integrated rites, first cousins of quack medicine and
mesemondók,6 all the details are carefully weighed up according to tradition, when to tell the
story, what story and to whom, what length and in what style, with which words and under what
conditions” (647-49). If we consider all these details, we may observe that Aileen only tells Lala
the legend of the fish child in its entirety at the end of the film when Lala has been shot like the
dog she gave to Aileen and with which Aileen identifies. On this occasion, we see that it is only
the ritual medicine of storytelling that has the power to revive Lala‟s will to live. Both girls
create a home together far from “civilization” and its unjust practices by establishing safe spaces
within the borderline interstices between the real and the imaginary, or at least unconscious, in
order to invent stories. There are countless scenes in which we see Lala and Aileen sleeping and
then waking up in order to remember what has happened to them. The effect of these is to render
fragmentary versions of their stories that become part of a patchwork completed by TV news
bulletins and by what other people say at the same time. Events thus unfold as they would in a
surreal world.
6

Pinkola Estés describes mesemondók in the following terms: “I come from a long line of tellers: mesemondók, old
Hungarian women who tell while sitting on wooden chairs with their plastic pocketbooks on their laps, their knees
apart, their skirts touching the ground... and cuentistas, old Latina women who stand, robust of breast, hips wide,
and cry out the story ranchera style. Both clans storytell in the plain voice of women who have lived blood and
babies, bread and bones. For them, story is a medicine which strengthens and guides the individual and the
community.”
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Identity as dictated by class is more a focus in The Fish Child than in XXY. The latter film
presents professional city people that have chosen to go to the countryside, in contrast with
Aileen, who comes to the city at the age of thirteen years old. Born into the lower class, she grew
up in the country and speaks Guaraní, as do other workers in Lala‟s district. At the beginning of
the film, Puenzo introduces a scene in which someone penetrates the girl in her sleep, dog-like
from behind, creating a symbolic enactment of the treatment that servants receive at the hands of
their employers in the elegant districts of Buenos Aires. It also serves as a protest against the
neocolonialist exploitation that Latin Americans have inherited and internalized, not just in the
countryside but also in the city. As the film progresses, we see that membership to one class or
access to membership of another is bound up with race, and that Aileen‟s social role and that of
servants like her has such little value that, as workers, they must wear a uniform to cover up their
differences and become homogenous and unimportant. Like household objects, they perform a
function, which, in this case, it is to keep the masters happy no matter what they may demand.
Hence, their cooperation appears due to a mixed need for acceptance, affection, and survival.
María Lugones observes that “salaried work has been reserved, almost exclusively […] the
division of labor has been completely racialized, as if the demarcation were geographical” (21),
and that the concept of race has been invented to establish distinctions relating to superiority and
inferiority. The details of humanity and human relations then become fictionally reconfigured
with biological references as support (19). Class divisions are thus drawn according to race, a
process that creates a caste system which prevents social mobility, except in exceptional
circumstances.
Such discrimination on the grounds of race and class, as well as gender, seems
responsible for Aileen‟s lack of self-esteem and state of dependency on her masters in the
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opening scenes, and her journey towards independence and self-worth is not easy. Being an
abandoned child from a poor Paraguayan family, she becomes the mistress of Lala‟s father, even
though it is Lala that she loves. Her willingness to accept psycho-emotional dependence upon an
older man able to protect her from the patriarchal society in which she is an inferior means that
she has no hesitation in placing herself in the care first of a man who looks after dogs and then of
the master of the house. She maintains these two relationships from the age of thirteen to twentyone, at which point she succeeds in severing the dependence to join up with Lala. We see her
aboard a train crossing from a poor district to a luxurious one, and also effortlessly crossing the
borderlines that separate people according to class and race. Her search for affection, which ends
with her attachment to Lala, makes her appear like an abandoned dog forever on the move. She
is a character who lives between frontiers, and her changes of dress as she passes from one
district to another illustrate the way in which she seems temporarily able to erase her cultural
identity. Before arriving at work and donning her servant‟s uniform, she is seen in boots adorned
with fringes like those of American Indian tribes. Her clothing, in general, is consistent with
indigenous culture in being brightly colored, and we are given the impression that she has to
disguise herself in order to be accepted in the civilized world. Her transformations also suggest a
character whose relentless mobility goes beyond the physical and includes a cultural transience
that embraces gender, race, class, age and education.
The Marxist philosopher Mikhail Bakhtín has argued that the spirit of carnival delight
enables members from different classes to put aside their differences, and in The Fish Child we
have ample evidence of the way in which music serves as a unifying, empowering, and even
magical force. The music to which people dance in the poor quarters of Buenos Aires belongs to
a style developed by immigrants from the countryside who arrived in the city and sang of the
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woes they experienced. One variation of this style, known as Chicha, was originally only heard
in the poor districts in the eighties, but it has now entered middle-class city homes and even been
exported abroad. It is in this setting and with this music that we see Aileen freely dancing with
Lala, and expressing a sense of emancipation that is typically absent unless she is within the
confines of her poor neighborhood community, alone with Lala, or alone in the kitchen. The
power of music is similarly present on another occasion when we see Aileen and Lala‟s father at
a party exchanging flirtatious looks, while her mother dances and gets close to a young boy from
her own social class. The other privileged partygoers mirror this sense of cultural flexibility by
dancing just as comfortably and enthusiastically to rock as they do to Chicha. Also, despite her
mother‟s objections that only servants should attend to guests, Lala crosses class boundaries at
the party by offering to help Aileen pass around a tray of sandwiches. And while work is
undoubtedly demarcated along racial and class lines, we appreciate how music breaks down this
barrier when Lala crosses the Paraguayan frontier and hears Chicha music being played on the
bus. Music occupies a whole different space, conveyed, as it is, by the air which all human
beings breathe, a theme which is further evidenced by Aileen‟s singing in Guaraní in her
employers‟ house at dinner time sitting next to the family. This gesture indicates that cultural
frontiers are nothing more than imaginary social constructs or lines. Lala feels emboldened to
sing at the instigation of Lala‟s father, and his invitation carries with it an affirmation and
identification with Spanish culture: “It was like this that the Indians charmed the
conquistadores.” A double-edged image of medieval Europe is here invoked, since it also
includes the sirens that lay in wait for the Spaniards.
The passage from youth into adulthood frequently involves the imposition of constraints
and limitations on our freedom and ability to act. In this respect, both films feature stories of
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growth in which adolescents manage to mature and choose paths that do not follow the norms
prescribed by western civilization. In the case of Alex, Tracy Roberts-Camps notes that Suli is
the saturnine mother who tries to devour her daughter “when she believes she knows what is best
for her son/daughter and overlooks Alex‟s capacity to make his/her own decisions concerning
whether to continue with medications, submit to surgery, or simply allow his/her body to
change” (11). It is Suli that invites the city people to stay, not her father Kraken, who, in
contrast, allows Alex to decide on his/her own identity. We may perhaps infer from this that he is
driven by his role as a protector of nature similar to his namesake, the mythical sea monster
Kraken, which assumed the mantle of the cosmic god Cthulhu7 in seeking to destroy the advance
of civilization. Kraken repeats this protective role in his dealings with the fishermen‟s marine
turtles, and one fisherman, Vando‟s father, echoes the same sentiment when he refers to Alex by
saying, “too many endangered species as it is.” We may observe also that just before Alex is
sexually harassed, s/he goes back to covering his/her head as if s/he were a turtle, and later on,
his/her father defends him/her from the fishermen who attack him/her as they do the turtles.
These fishermen represent civilization‟s attack on the natural order inhabited by fish and marine
turtles, species with which we should live in harmony as humanimals. However, the young
fishermen feel compelled to see Alex‟s genitals, which, in their defiance of conventional
anatomy, both attract and repel like exhibits in a freak show. They also serve as emblems of the
sexual ambiguity experienced by the youth themselves and by all young people, especially
during adolescence.

7

Cthulhu is a type of kraken to be found among the mythological sea monsters of H.P. Lovecraft which resemble
both enormous female genitalia and gigantic octopuses. The fear that children have of castration, according to Freud,
is experienced by Alex, but Dr. Kraken inculcates the concept that femininity is the origin of all species so that Alex
should accept her condition a s natural. The feminine ceases to be monstrous in this film.
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In general, adults assume the power to make decisions for their children at birth as to
whether they should they be intersexual or even aborted beforehand if the fetus has been
diagnosed as “abnormal.” According to a study assessing the number of abortions carried out on
intersexual fetuses or those manifesting Klinefelter syndrome in the USA between 1980 and
1998, the result is “58 per cent; CI 50 per cent to 66 per cent. When comparisons could be made,
termination rates were similar in the 1990s to those reported in the 1980s” (Mansfield 808). This
high percentage indicates that intersexuality is perfectly normal and that it constitutes a variety in
gender.8 The problem is that heterosexuality has, in hegemonic style, mythologized sexual
inconsistencies in accordance with a patriarchal and capitalistic society built around family
blood-ties.
Interestingly, the openings of both Puenzo films feature images of underwater spaces
with plants that tread a fine line between vegetable and animal life and a fish child who might be
the missing link in our evolution, or rather, transformation, since all infants are like fish in the
maternal womb. For Henry Gee, “Vertebrates include many of the animals with which we are
familiar. Fish, amphibians, reptiles, birds and mammals are vertebrates […] marine creatures that
generally (but not always) spend their adult lives fixed in one place, as sponges and corals do”
(1). It is no coincidence that in Dr. Kraken‟s study we see clownfish, a species that switches
gender and whose name is not only reminiscent of the mythical sea monster but also a symbol
for our fear of the unknown and our denied origins.

8

There have been many cases in which no one has known that people were intersexual until they were given a
hormonal exam in a developed country. Examples include those who, because their testicles failed to drop, were
raised as women that were later unable to have children, and babies like Alex that were born like Tiresias, the
mythic hermaphrodite. Some famous people manifesting this condition have been Alexina Barbin, Gottlieb Göttlich,
Calliope Stephanides, and Caster Semenya. Semenya was eventually banned from the Olympic Games once it was
discovered that, notwithstanding the lack of a penis, her increased strength was the result of high testosterone levels.
A previous gold medal victory was annulled.
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The same imagery is at work in the lizard that appears between Alex‟s and her doll‟s legs
in her bedroom. Even Álvaro appears beside a crab, or vice-versa, when he wants to procure
Alex as his secret lover. He seems to have acquired the tendency to hide and deny his desires
from his father, who, while afraid his son might be homosexual, is himself a metrosexual.9 His
personal habit of using his wife‟s moisturizing cream and his choice of a masculine wife more in
control of her emotions than is he communicate to the audience that gender does not depend on
the cut of a knife, as surgery would have us believe. Alex, on the other hand, does not deny his /
her animal instincts and nor is s/he ashamed of them. This confidence is expressed when she / he
tells Álvaro that he knows nothing about the various species in his/her house when he tries to
draw a ladybug that he considers a “strange little insect.” Alex prefers to kill it rather than have it
categorized by Álvaro in such a manner. And upon seeing their reflection in the mirror, Alex
says to Álvaro that he, as spectator, is also strange and could just as easily be held up for
judgment. The same holds true for us, the viewers, in the sense that the film mirrors our fears and
prejudices, making us part of the parallel structure. This specific example and its effect are
reminiscent of the classic Velazquez painting, about which José Amicola remarks, “Las Meninas
by Velazquez matches the room on the canvas with that of the spectator” (9), thus providing a
virtual effect which includes us as parallel subject matter. Therefore, the identification of Alex
with other people in the story serves to blur our neat classification of him/her being different
from ourselves just as the spectator becomes melded with the royalty, “freaks,” and dog of the
Velazquez painting.

9

Mark Simpson coined this term in an article of The Independent newspaper on November 15th, 1994. However, its
connotations have become broader. It refers to men with high income who spend money on taking care of their
beauty like women do.
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Likewise, we see Alex on the one hand moving between water and land like an
amphibian, and on the other consuming milk and meat like a mammal alongside Álvaro‟s father,
who has come to study him/her and tried to convince his/her parents that she / he should be
“normalized.” His work involves shaping bodies in line with prescribed standards, but what
justification could there be for him to correct Alex if no one can show how Alex is
fundamentally different from him or anyone else? Rather the move seems reflective of the
current trend for all manner of people to go under the knife in search of cosmetic enhancement,
an impulse suggesting that our natural differences are both created and erased by science.
Alex, whose name is gender-ambiguous, tells us at the end that s/he wants her body to
develop naturally and to stop taking drugs that control his/her transformation. When his/her
father invites him/her to choose, s/he answers, “And what if there isn‟t anything to choose.”
Later, tired of hiding and of being attacked for being considered monstrous or strange, s/he also
bravely declares that “people should know,” these people being those who consider themselves
normal and who recommend either castration or correction. Alex instead demands their
acceptance, and, resolute in this goal, manages to stop running around with a knife in his/her
hand,10 a habit seen at the beginning of the film. In so doing, Alex dares to be living proof that
clear cut divisions between masculine and feminine do not exist. Alex matures as an intersexual
person and succeeds in getting his/her father to see him/her differently, which eventually ensures
the respect of the whole community.

10

Alex feels persecuted by those in favor of castrating her with a scalpel and for this reason, we see her cutting the
branches off the trees of a natural forest as she runs, a gesture which enables her to avenge her fear of mutilation.
Her father also operates on wounded turtles and, knife in hand, he cuts the silence at the beginning of the film by
uttering the first word, which is “female.” The image of castration is even more evident when Alex‟s mother cuts her
finger while chopping a carrot.
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Aileen also finds a measure of success. In her case, it involves accepting the love offered
to her by Lala when the latter risks her life to save her from the hands of some corrupt police
officers who put her through the same ritual of sexual abuse as the dog trainer friend and Lala‟s
father. The officers take her from the prison for her nightly “outings” and, as the trainer explains
to Lala: “… carry on the same as I do with my dogs. They take them out and then bring them
back.” This provides evidence that servants are considered as mere bodies that can be abused
with society‟s blessing, especially when it comes to an indigenous lower class woman like
Aileen. She herself accepts it and says to Lala that “things in prison are improving.” since the
system of exchanging sex for male protection is the only way she knows to get a man to shield
her from worse evils. She is not covered by the protective umbrella of the law, and her
knowledge of this is exemplified towards the end of the film after Lala has killed her own father
by poisoning his glass of milk.11 In Lala‟s absence, Aileen takes the blame for the murder, fully
aware that if Lala were to appear and confess her guilt, it would make no difference since the
judge would choose not to believe her. In a society ruled by wealth and status, such an authority
figure would prefer instead to condemn a poor immigrant girl than a member of privileged
society, no matter who was innocent or guilty.

11

The milk which is normally associated with life and maternity is here transformed into a drink of death that
delivers the daughter from her father. While Lala is guilty of patricide and Aileen of infanticide, both kill a male.
Lala poisons her father in a game of Russian roulette because when Aileen abandons her, she wants to commit
suicide. Her father is a selfish man only concerned with his reputation as a writer and shows no affection towards his
family, Aileen being the exception and this due to his desire to have sex with her. He even told his young son that he
would be safe to jump from the tree into his arms, only to let him fall to the ground as part of a lesson that no one
can be trusted. The boy ended up in a mental hospital and taking drugs after his broken bones recovered. As regards
Aileen, she did not suckle her child because, like Lala, she is a child who has learned to survive broken trust,
absence of love, and the brutality of her parents and guardians. Patricia Carbonari compares Lala‟s and Aileen‟s
fathers and finds that the former “lives in his world proudly wielding an unlawful power bestowed upon him by his
position as judge and as a wealthy member of the bourgeoisie [...] his egoism infected his surroundings” (83), which
suggests that he was a bad element within his social class. Aileen‟s father, on the other hand, “also possesses a high
degree of egotism” (83), but operates by fitting in. “Both understand that their fathers are wicked but captivating”
(83), adds Carbonari, and it transpires that neither one is prepared to relinquish the privileges granted to them by a
patriarchal society, not even for the sake of their own children.
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The film clearly shows that Aileen is a misfit of whom robbery and crime is expected,
and this becomes even more evident when she is accused of murdering her mistress. Aileen tells
Lala, “Your mother sent me to the front-line.” So profound is Aileen‟s lack of self-esteem that it
is not until the end that she believes Lala loves her and gains the strength to confront the pain of
her past. Lala submerges herself in the Ypoá to show the fish child the present she will give to
Aileen for her birthday, thereby relieving herself of the guilt she carries in her subconscious. By
doing this, she is able to melt the ice that Aileen, as an outsider, had frozen around her heart as a
protection against the suffering she experienced within the enclosed spaces of Lala‟s house and
in prison. Oppression is clearly not the exclusive domain of interior settings, however,
resurfacing, as it does, in the open in the form of social control and police persecution. In
Aileen‟s case, the only refuges from it are the kitchen, the dining room containing her treasured
siren picture, in chichodromo parties and in her imagination. 12 It is within this last refuge of
fantasy that she can create and recreate herself as a real and imaginary character that lives within
the space of the oppressed and the downtrodden: the unconscious. This place, with all its
associations of ocean depths and the maternal womb, is the location of the underwater house
about which she dreams and from where she emerges, thanks to the myth of the fish child who
rescues her before she asphyxiates.
It is worth noting that both girls are in the bathtub when Aileen confesses to Lala her
greatest desire: to have a house on the banks of the Ypoá where she can imagine her son free of
the prejudices of others. This simulation of the maternal womb and its association with the
house, according to Bachelard, forms part of a body of images which provide man with a
rationale for and an illusion of stability. “Let‟s re-imagine ourselves without giving up our
12

Chichodromo parties are those in which Chicha de Jora, an alcoholic drink of maize, is drunk and the participants
dance to Chicha music, a hybrid indigenous Huayno Pop genre.
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reality” (48). What this means is that, deprived of her mother and betrayed by her father, Aileen
takes refuge in Lala‟s family and the house of the dog-owner; however, she still longs for a place
where she might feel safe and loved. She will have to learn to trust Lala for their love to enable
them both to cross not only geographical frontiers, but also those of gender, race, class and age,
and we see them achieve this passage when they make love on a map, money, and the symbol of
their bond: Aileen‟s mother‟s ring and Lala‟s mother‟s chain side by side on the drawing of their
dream house (See Fig 2).
All these items will be kept in the empty video box for the film Alice in Wonderland, a
fitting receptacle given that this is a film in which dreams materialize. It is also one whose
material reality is made up of memories or dreams narrated by various forms of media that are
reporting the murder of Lala‟s father, and by the film‟s narrators, Lala and Aileen, together with
other characters that Puenzo develops.

Fig. 2
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This crossing of frontiers shows that both films make use of Victoria Kannen‟s method of
gender betrayal as a means of problematizing gender. This entails a refusal to accept the identity
that society imposes on us, the formation of alliances with groups considered to be Others, and
the rejection of whatever privileges that might have been included with conventional identity
(158). Alex, in XXY, for example, refuses to carry on playing the spoiled little girl of the family
and begins to identify with his/her father in his mission to protect nature and with the queer
identity of certain animals. S/he comes across a section from a book written by Dr. Kraken that
states, “All vertebrates including the human being come from the female,” and when s/he is born,
her father declares that she is “perfect.” This is a thought upon which he has theorized so that
others might understand it. Lala, in The Fish Child, also rejects the privileges of race, class and
age apportioned to her as a white, middle-class Latin American girl and dependent adolescent, as
a means of identifying with her Paraguayan maid, Aileen, and of seeing her as an equal. The
betrayal displayed by these characters with regard to a privileged upbringing has the effect of
exposing a social injustice that marginalizes those lacking the hallmarks of normality required by
civilization for its seal of approval.
These artistic productions, which depict how bodily identity may be blurred by surgery or
whose boundaries may be erased within watery homes, like lakes and baths, complicate gender
because instead of defining it, they seem to dilute it. According to Gutiérrez-Albilla, these
depictions of ego-death are “a challenge to the symbolic order, since they aim at the
destabilization of the patriarchal and misogynist ideology. [They] leave a residual effect, an
uncomfortable lag in the social and psychic symbolic” (80). It thus appears that both these films
are, from the raw material of bodies deemed abnormal in images oblivious to dreams and
memories of the abject, seeking an ethical and epistemological change in the concept of how
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identity is constructed, using the alienation of the Other as their base. The protagonists yearn to
be accepted for who they are, and their voice is gaining strength among intersexuals in the
United States. According to Judith Butler, “the intersex community‟s resistance to coercive
surgery moreover calls for an understanding that infants with intersexed conditions are part of
the continuum of human morphology and ought to be treated with the presumption that their
lives are and will be not only livable, but also occasions for flourishing” (4). Puenzo‟s thinking
does not, however, provide concrete, arbitrary solutions, but instead raises unanswered questions
that arise from open-ended conclusions. It leaves the viewer with the impression that identity,
like the sea, takes on the shape of whatever form that happens to be within it and changes like a
river. As Anzaldúa affirms in Borderlands/The Frontier: the pivotal concept is that of a world
with open frontiers and fluid parameters. Perhaps Lala best guides us towards an answer in the
search for gender identity when she says to Aileen, “invent.” This appears to be Puenzo‟s
approach with regard to the social constructs of gender, race, and class as the “humanimals” that
we are, capable of choosing from a sea of possibilities our preferred state within nature.
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