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Abstract
This thesis analyses Ethel Cain’s album Preacher’s Daughter (2022) through a queer

theoretical framework, focusing on queer aesthetics and queer temporality. Drawing on Cael
M. Keegan’s concept of “sensing transgender” and Judith Halberstam’s theory of queer time,
the study examines how identity and agency are constructed through aesthetic and temporal
strategies rather than explicit representation. Through close reading of selected songs, the
analysis demonstrates how fragmented perspectives, sensory disorientation, and non-linear
narratives destabilize heteronormative understandings of identity and development. The
findings show that identity within the album is presented as fluid and continually negotiated,
while agency emerges as fragmented and situational. In addition, the thesis highlights the
pedagogical potential of the album in the Swedish EFL classroom, arguing that music can serve
as an accessible tool for engaging with complex topics such as identity, trauma, and
perspective-taking. The study concludes that queer and trans* aesthetic frameworks not only
provide new ways of interpreting cultural texts but also offer valuable opportunities for

developing inclusive and critically engaged teaching practices.
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1 Introduction

Imagine walking into the classroom as a trans individual when you know that several of your
classmates have negative feelings towards you. A survey done in 2025 shows that students in
Swedish secondary and upper secondary schools have increased negative feelings against
LGBT individuals, compared to previous results in 2013 (Osterberg 7). About 15% of the
students answered that they had negative feelings towards certain minorities, with LGBT
individuals being the group that garnered the most negative feelings. This is a negative trend in
schools and society, and makes one think: What can we do to help our students understand and
respect each other? Finding meaning and representation through popular culture is something
that we all do; it cannot be avoided, as different stories connect with us in some ways. Therefore,
I will present an album made by a transgender woman to introduce and teach about queer
narratives in the EFL classroom. The following quote is taken from said album and is meant to

represent the artistic choices that can impact and resonate with students in the classroom.

Hide me there

Under the leaves

Nine going on eighteen

Lay it on me

Tell me a story

About how it ends

Where you're still the good guy

I'll make pretend

'Cause I hate this story

Where happiness ends and dies with you
- Ethel Cain, Preacher’s Daughter “Hard Times”

Preacher’s Daughter is a narrative concept album that explores the life of 20-year-old Ethel
Cain, a trans woman escaping from her religious community and abusive home. It tells the story

of how she falls in love with a criminal who is later killed in a shootout with the police, then
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how she unintentionally falls in love with the person who kidnaps her and who later kills and
cannibalizes her. The album ends with the character’s inner thoughts after she has died. With
this, the album explores topics that connect it to the contemporary gothic genre, with depictions
of horror and otherness, and is a brutal exploration of agency and abuse.

In this thesis, I will analyze Ethel Cain’s album Preacher’s Daughter, released on May
12th, 2022, which contains 13 tracks and places itself within the Southern Gothic genre, both
musically and lyrically, with its depictions of the grotesque and horror through storytelling
deeply connected to religion and religious trauma. Ethel Cain is a pseudonym used by Hayden
Silas Anheddnia, a trans woman born and raised in Florida in a deeply religious community
that inspired her to start creating music, often using religious themes and metaphors, such as in
her album Preacher’s Daughter. Anhedonia’s gender identity can provide opportunities to
introduce queer pedagogy into the classroom, which is both relevant and necessary for students
to understand other perspectives. Although the artist’s name is Hayden Anhedoénia, I will refer
to her as Ethel Cain, considering that she uses the pseudonym as her artist name. This thesis
explores how Preacher’s Daughter can be analyzed through a queer theoretical lens and how
such an analysis may contribute to queer pedagogy in the EFL classroom, particularly in
relation to teaching difficult or sensitive topics through music. To address this aim, the study
examines how agency and queer identity are represented in the album’s lyrics and how these
representations can be used pedagogically.

In a study, Tiphaine Riant explores how Cain and her album Preacher’s Daughter have
created fictional worlds and meanings through transmedial storytelling, meaning that the album
is not only a record but also a cross-platform engagement between the artist and fans (Riant
75). This is further explored in a paper, written by Jamie Mullennix, that analyzes how Cain
and the interaction with her album Preacher’s Daughter can be seen as her being categorized

as a saint for her religious themes and engagement in challenging religious trauma (Mullennix
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70). The album Preacher’s Daughter not only explores religious trauma but also depicts horror
and the grotesque. This is something that Rio Karjalainen explores in their bachelor’s thesis, in
which they examine how Cain uses depictions of the grotesque, horror, and demonized
femininity, concluding that the album follows the Southern Gothic genre (Karjalainen 18).
Furthermore, I will present studies done on the effectiveness of using albums and music
in the EFL classroom. Given that pop culture is something that students are aware of and
interact with daily, it should be seen as a tool that can improve their education in school, and
studies show that it can be a source of motivation. Angel Lin and Tracy Cheung argue in their
chapter “Designing an engaging English language syllabus arts curriculum for English as a
foreign language (EFL) students: capitalizing on popular culture resources” that students need
to create identities and a connection to society in a difficult age, such as adolescence, and that
pop culture, such as songs, movies, and social media, can help provide a medium to develop
said connection (140). Nadera argues in their article “Promoting Student Motivation in EFL
Classroom: Through Extended Music Education” that music in the classroom can be a source
of motivation, as it brings an element of joy, and that, through music, students can learn about
sentence structure, explore new vocabulary, and develop their listening and oral skills (370).
According to the syllabus for upper secondary English 1, 2, and 3, students should be
given opportunities to engage with poetry, songs, and fictional literature (Natl. Ag. f. Ed.
“Syllabus™).! Therefore, the use of an album in teaching is not primarily a question of the
medium itself, but rather of the content it presents. The syllabus emphasizes that students are
to interact with and analyze various forms of fictional literature and be exposed to different
literary genres. It also states that students should “develop an understanding of different living

conditions, social issues, and cultural relationships in different parts of the world where English

' The translations used in this essay are done by the author. The original in Swedish reads as follows:
Undervisningen i &mnet engelska pa niva 1 ska behandla foljande centrala innehall: Skonlitteratur och annan
fiction. Sanger och dikter. Undervisningen i &mnet engelska pa niva 2/3 ska behandla f6ljande centrala innehall:
Talad engelska och texter, dven av relativt komplex och formell karaktir, fran olika medier.
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is used” (Natl. Ag. f. Ed. “Syllabus™).? In line with these requirements, teachers are given
considerable freedom in selecting materials that address social issues, cultural relationships,
and living conditions. The album Preacher’s Daughter offers a multifaceted exploration of such
themes, incorporating diverse narratives and literary elements. It addresses topics such as queer
experiences, religious trauma, and socioeconomic hardship, all of which align with the aims of
the syllabus. Consequently, the album can be considered a relevant and valuable resource for
the EFL classroom, as it provides ample material that supports students’ engagement with the
themes and analytical practices outlined in the curriculum.

While the previous studies on Preacher’s Daughter show how the album explores the
Southern Gothic and engages the listeners with the source material, and studies on multimedia
material explore how music is relevant material for the EFL classroom, none of them look at
the connection between these topics. Furthermore, the studies do not explore how the creation
of agency is represented in the lyrics of the album, and how it can be connected to the artist’s
queer identity. They also do not explore how agency can be taught through the usage of music
and literary analysis, leaving this pedagogical dimension unexplored.

This thesis aims to analyze Preacher’s Daughter and how agency is represented through
queer aesthetics and queer temporality, two parts of queer theory, showing how non-linear
narrative structures and trans-coded aesthetic strategies differ from heteronormative structures
and create space for agency. The thesis argues that this approach offers valuable applications
for queer pedagogy in the EFL classroom. The following section will develop these ideas and

explain what educational implications this thesis aims to imply.

2 The original in Swedish reads as follows: Forstaelse av kulturella och sociala forhallanden i olika sammanhang
och omraden dér engelska anvénds.
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2 Queer Theory and Queer Pedagogy

This section of the essay will introduce queer theory and the two major concepts that will be
used in the analysis. It starts with a short introduction of queer theory and then goes into the
two concepts, queer aesthetics and queer temporality. To explain and conceptualize the two
concepts, they are differentiated under two different rubrics. The section concludes by outlining
the methodological procedures of the study, which employs a close-reading approach to
selected lyrics to identify how queer aesthetic strategies contribute to representations of agency.
Following this is a section that will develop the pedagogical claims of the study and explain the
usage of queer pedagogy. The section will work as a guideline for the application of the thesis’s
analysis in the EFL classroom and will help develop the pedagogical theories being used.
Together, these theoretical and pedagogical perspectives establish the interpretive and

educational foundations upon which the subsequent analysis is built.

2.1 Queer Theory as an analytical tool

Queer theory is born of resistance to the heteronormativity in our society today. The goal of
queer theory is to shed light on different power structures that seek to lessen or worsen queer
people’s right to exist and act with agency (Whittle 117). When talking about “queer people,”
it is important to note what is meant by “queer,” given its multiple meanings and historical
iterations. When writing about queer people, I refer to people who are a part of the LGBTQIA+
community, meaning Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Asexual, and Intersex
people. Some prefer to say that not all the LGBTQIA+ community are on the queer spectrum,
or that queer is not a sufficient term as it brings in too many different iterations of otherness
and sexual expressions, “in other words, if all that we share is a non-normative sexuality and a
disenfranchisement, then why not be totally inclusive?” (Danuta Walters 8). Although these
concerns can seem alarming, it could be seen as though non-normativity is a categorization that

resonates with people, as many have adopted the term within the queer community. It can also



Edlund 6

be said that queer theory, a relatively young field, is already an established body of thought
with a broad spectrum of issues. In the 1990s, queer theory was derived from abstract theory
and applied to reading (Hall 1). Judith Butler writes in the preface of her book Gender Trouble
(2" edition) that it was “cited as one of the founding texts of queer theory” (Gender Trouble
vii). In the book, Butler argues that “If a stable notion of gender no longer proves to be the
foundational premise of feminist politics, perhaps a new sort of feminist politics is now
desirable to contest the very reifications of gender and identity, one that will take the variable
construction of identity as both a methodological and normative prerequisite” (Gender Trouble
9). This means that if gender and identity are performed and not fixed, there needs to be a
change in how it is looked at; These ideas are what made Butler one of the founders of queer
theory. Further, Butler added a section about performativity in the preface of the 2™ edition,
where she claimed that “the view that gender is performative sought to show that what we take
to be an internal essence of gender is manufactured through a sustained set of acts, posited
through the gendered stylization of the body” (Gender Trouble xv). She argues that the innate
gender that is believed to be the norm does not really exist, and that it is merely performed
through the presentation of social norms around gender. Thus, Queer theory, as a literary
framework, challenges the idea of fixed and stable identities. Butler’s concept of performativity
suggests that identity is produced through repeated acts rather than stemming from an essential
core, allowing literary texts to be analyzed as sites where identity is constructed, contested, and
destabilized. Given the broad spectrum of issues for which queer theory is used, I have chosen
specific parts of the theory to use, as this will narrow the analysis. In this study, I will be using
queer theory to look at transgender issues and feminism within queer theory.

Through discourse and subjugation, gender and social norms around genders are
created. Butler, a pioneer within queer studies as previously stated, asks the question “is

subjection not the process by which regulations produce gender?” (Undoing Gender 41),
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meaning that gender does not exist until it is forced upon someone. Gender and sex are two
different things; gender is a social construct that categorizes and subjugates people into different
social groups and expectations around behavior, and sex is a biological function of the body
that is comprised of chromosomes and hormones (Sedgwick 83). Transgender individuals
operate outside of these social constructs and can be seen as working outside of the normative
insistence that there are two genders (Butler, Undoing Gender 43). Butler further explains that
gender norms create different regulations that state what the normative way to live is, how
couples should look (heteronormativity), and how gender should be performed (Undoing

Gender 56). These are the viewpoints on gender that this essay will be based on.

2.2 Theoretical Foundation for Literary Analysis (Queer
Aesthetic/Temporality Theory)

The contemporary landscape of queer theory is increasingly concerned with how identity is
produced through aesthetic and narrative practices rather than through stable categories of
gender or sexuality. Therefore, this chapter aims to explain the concepts of two rhetorical moves
that are prominent among queer artists: queer aesthetics and queer temporality. These rhetorical
moves will serve as a guide for analyzing different aspects of the lyrics in Preacher’s Daughter.
I will use scholar Caél M. Keegan’s analysis of queer aesthetics in his book Lana and Lilly
Wachowski to better understand how queer identities can be shown through different aesthetic
choices, such as atmospheric building, thematic choices, and voice that challenge
heteronormative structures. I will also use Judith Halberstam’s book /n a Queer Time and Space
to help me define and create a framework for analyzing how queer temporality is used within
the album. Queer temporality is a framework that challenges the normative structures regarding
time, especially those connected to familial expectations. Queer temporality can be shown and
expressed through different descriptions of time and linearity, which can create a focus on queer

narratives.
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2.2.1 Queer Aesthetics

Keegan explores queer narratives through the work of trans film producers Lana and Lilly
Wachowski, in his book Lana and Lilly Wachowski, by examining how “trans” can function as
an interpretive framework rather than a fixed identity category. He introduces the idea of
“sensing transgender”, where narratives can evoke a trans* experience without explicitly
representing a trans identity (6).? Through storytelling and aesthetic choices, a feeling or mode
of perception associated with trans can be constructed, even when it is not overtly expressed
(Keegan 4). In this way, trans* becomes less about representation and more about how
perception, subjectivity, and reality are reorganized within a text.

As an example, Keegan looks at the film Bound and demonstrates how the opening
scene, set inside a closet, functions as a fundamental architecture for both queer and trans
oppression. He further explores how the film’s narrative develops through the two main
characters’ attempt to escape restrictive systems, noting that “the pleasure of exiting the
structure of the law, which is also the structure of gender, is erotic” (Keegan 15). The act of
committing a crime and evading authority then becomes more than a plot device, functioning
instead as a disruption of the social and gendered structures that constrain the characters. In this
sense, the characters’ actions can be understood as paralleling trans experiences of resisting and
reconfiguring imposed norms, where identity is negotiated through movement across fixed
frameworks.

This approach opens a broader conversation of trans narratives and how they are
constructed within cultural texts. Keegan argues that trans* aesthetics does not require explicit
representation but can emerge through formal and narrative strategies that destabilize normative

ways of perceiving identity, embodiment, and experience. Through different actions,

3 Keegan uses the asterisk * as a visual tool to infer the ability to transform one reality into another
based on the transgender’s felt imaginary (3). Trans* is used to avoid the mix up of sensed representation and
actual trans identity.
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perspectives, and aesthetic techniques, authors and artists can produce a sense of trans
experience that invites the reader or viewer to engage with identity as fluid, unstable, and
continually reconstituted.

Using queer theory in conjunction with Keegan’s framework, these aesthetic strategies
can be understood as operating against normative and patriarchal structures within literature
and film. Queer theory allows for the interrogation of fixed identity categories and highlights
how texts challenge dominant assumptions about gender, sexuality, and subjectivity. In this
study, Keegan’s concept of “sensing transgender” will be used as a central framework to
analyze Preacher’s Daughter, focusing on how the album’s aesthetic choices, such as shifts in
perspective, fragmentation of identity, and disruption of perception, construct a trans* mode of
experience. Rather than reading the album solely through explicit themes of identity, this
approach enables an analysis of how meaning is produced through form, allowing the album to

be understood as creating a queer and trans* aesthetic at the level of perception.

2.2.2 Queer temporality

Halberstam writes in her book /n a Queer Time and Space that queer uses of space and time are
created in opposition to different institutions such as family, reproduction, and heterosexuality
(1). Queer temporality can therefore be understood as a framework that challenges normative
structures of time, particularly those tied to life progression, inheritance, and reproductive
futurity. Halberstam argues that queer individuals often experience time differently, especially
in response to historical conditions such as the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s, which altered
expectations of longevity and the future. Halberstam writes that the poet Mark Doty addresses
a “constantly diminishing future [and how it] creates a new emphasis on the here” (2),
highlighting how queer time shifts focus away from linear futures and toward the present or a

fragmented temporal experience.
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Queer temporality is not simply a difference in how time is perceived, but a rejection of
the heteronormative timelines that structure life through ideals of family, stability, and
reproduction. As Halberstam suggests, the queer subject is not bound by these expectations and
instead exists within temporal frameworks that are non-linear, disrupted, or open-ended. Time,
therefore, becomes flexible and unstable, rather than something that progresses predictably or
conventionally.

Keegan explores temporality in the Wachowski sisters’ movie Bound, where he
describes how “we have entered a box that symbolizes heteronormative control of sexuality but
also a form of ‘pleated time” [...] that mimics the folded back temporality of gender transition”
(13—14). Here, he demonstrates how queer temporality can be constructed aesthetically, where
the treatment of time mirrors the experimental nature of gender transition, where past and
present identities coexist and inform one another, disrupting chronological coherence.

Queer temporality can be expressed through techniques such as flashbacks, looping
structures, and other distortions of narrative time. However, as both Halberstam and Keegan
suggest, these techniques must do more than alter chronology. The disruption of time must
serve a specific purpose, challenging heteronormative assumptions and producing a different
experience of subjectivity. In particular, the manipulation of time should create a sense of
transition, instability, or reconfiguration that reflects the subject’s relationship to identity,
gender, or lived experience.

This understanding of queer temporality will guide the analysis of Preacher’s
Daughter, as the album employs a range of temporal strategies both across its narrative structure
and within individual songs. By examining how time is disrupted, layered, and experienced,
this study will explore how the album constructs a non-linear and unstable sense of temporality
that aligns with queer and trans* frameworks. To be able to identify queer aesthetics and queer

temporality, [ will use a close reading method on selected lyrics from Preacher’s Daughter. To



Edlund 11

control the scope of this essay, a selection of six songs has been made, which should provide
ample material for analysis. The selected songs are “Family Tree (Intro)”, “American
Teenager”, “Western Nights”, “Hard Times”, “Ptolemaea”, and “Strangers”; all the songs can

be found in the appendix.

23 EFL Classroom Application

This thesis aims to establish a queer analysis that can contribute to queer pedagogy in the EFL
classroom and address how the usage of music in the EFL classroom can be helpful in bringing
attention to difficult topics. Queer pedagogy can be understood as an educational approach that
challenges normative assumptions about identity, gender, and sexuality, while critically
examining how these norms shape teaching practices and classroom environments. Queer
pedagogy offers a “critical view of the practices of exclusion that are naturalized in the
classroom by a banal heteronormativity that makes those who don’t fit into a certain standard
invisible” (Nemi Neto 591). The queer lens offers a view of different sexual and gender
expressions, without seeking to label them, to challenge the heteronormative standard.

The usage of music in the EFL classroom is not a new concept; as discussed in the
introduction, it is a method that can help with student motivation and the social development of
students (Nadera 75, Lin, & Cheung 140). April Prince argues that music can be used as a tool
to address difficult topics in the classroom, helping students realize music’s historical and
cultural role and how it can be used to reclaim or distort different narratives (116). She writes
that “the value of general curriculum rests in not content coverage, but in guiding students to
think and engage with content that challenges them in meaningful and dynamic ways” (Prince
116), meaning that through scaffolding, students can learn meaningful lessons if they engage
with material that challenges them to think differently. Looking at how both queer narratives
and narratives that explore the creation and loss of agency can be seen as difficult and hard to

teach, music can be a way to explore those topics with the right type of scaffolding and
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constructive feedback. Prince argues that scaffolding is a necessary part while working with
sensitive topics in assignments, considering that sometimes the projects can “invalidate the
social justice work at the core of these assignments” (Prince 115). To prevent this, Prince
suggests that teachers should “provide constructive feedback, suggest a reframing in terms of
perspectives, ask students to reconsider classroom materials, and brainstorm with the team on
ways to move forward” (Prince 115). The teacher must act as a guardrail for the project to
prevent the core element of the assignment from being too far removed or interpreted in a way
that removes it from its context. Seeing as music can be used as both a tool for motivation and
social development by helping students understand difficult topics, this analysis of the album
Preacher’s Daughter will provide ample material for work within the EFL classroom.
Introducing narratives that differ from the heteronormative standard is left to teachers
to deal with. The Swedish curriculum states that “education should feature openness and respect
toward people’s differences” (Natl. Ag. f. Ed “Curriculum”), meaning that teachers should
include different lived experiences and perspectives from different groups.* However, while the
National Agency for Education requires inclusivity in education, there are no set standards for
how this shall be done within the English subject in Swedish schools. This task is the teacher’s
own, which can be difficult to do considering that standard English textbooks do not include
LGBTQ+ narratives. According to Emma Leinonen, who studied queer representation in EFL
textbooks used in Sweden, textbooks do not explicitly talk about any LGBTQ+ topics, but
“these chapters could, however, be used as a basis for discussion about other types of
relationships, but it would require teacher initiative” (24). The two different textbooks she looks
at, used in the Swedish EFL classroom, do not give teachers any sort of information about
different non-heteronormative relationships or non-cisgender perspectives. Leinonen also

found that teachers mostly use examples of discrimination against queer people and point out

4 The translations used in this essay are done by the author. The original text in Swedish reads as follows:
Utbildningen ska préglas av 6ppenhet och respekt for manniskors olikheter.
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the need to show respect towards them as methods of introducing LGBTQ+ topics in the
classroom, and that while teachers “[understand] the importance of inclusion and
representation, they still consider it difficult to approach these topics in practice” (25).
Therefore, 1 will provide an EFL application part in my analysis that may help teachers
understand how they can introduce queer pedagogy and use it within the classroom as a tool for

critical learning and thinking.
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3 Aesthetic and Temporal Queering of Preacher’s
Daughter

The following section provides an analysis of Ethel Cain’s album Preacher’s Daughter through
queer theory. The analysis will be executed by applying queer aesthetics and queer temporality,
and it is divided into two different sections. The analysis is followed by a section that explores

the EFL applications of the findings in the analysis, discussing the applications by using queer

pedagogy.

3.1 Queer Aesthetics

The opening track, “Family Tree (Intro),” establishes the album’s aesthetic framework by
constructing a sensory world in which identity, religion, and embodiment are experienced as
inseparable and constraining forces. From the first line, “These crosses all over my body,”
(Cain, “Family Tree (Intro)”), the song situates the body as a site of inscription, where religious
symbolism is not external but physically embedded.> Rather than functioning purely as a
metaphor, this imagery produces what Cael M. Keegan describes as a trans* aesthetic, in which
the boundaries between internal sensation and external structure are destabilized (13). The
listener is not simply told that religious pressure exists, but is made to feel its weight as
something that presses onto and shapes the body itself.

This destabilization of perception continues in the lines “And Christ forgive these bones
I’m hiding. From no one successfully” (Cain, “Family Tree (Intro)”), where the distinction
between what is visible and what is concealed becomes blurred. The attempt to “hide”
something that remains perceptible produces a tension between interiority and exteriority,
suggesting that identity cannot be fully contained within the self. Drawing on Keegan’s concept
of “sensing transgender,” the song constructs identity as something that exceeds visibility,

existing simultaneously as felt and externally read. The body becomes a site of involuntary

5 The lyrics can be found in the Appendices
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legibility, “an intra/intersubjective experience of entangled sensories — a constant navigation
between what is internally sensed and what is externally perceived” (Keegan 110). The lyrics
manage to encapsulate the feeling of duality, the clash between inner and outer perceptions, and
how others’ judgment deems a person one or the other.

The song further intensifies this aesthetic logic through its engagement with lineage and
inheritance. In the lines “Jesus can always reject his father. But he cannot escape his mother’s
blood,” (Cain, “Family Tree (Intro)”), identity is presented as something materially inescapable,
tied to bodily origin and familial structures. However, rather than establishing a fixed identity,
this framing produces a tension between agency and constraint, as both familial and religious
systems impose meaning onto the subject. In this sense, identity is not self-determined but
emerges through overlapping structures that shape how the subject is seen and understood.

This sense of entrapment culminates in the final lines, “The fate’s already fucked me
sideways. Swinging by my neck from the family tree,” (Cain, “Family Tree (Intro)”), where
temporality, identity, and embodiment converge. The image of being suspended from the
“family tree” suggests not only death but a form of immobilization within inherited structures.
The subject is both part of this lineage and destroyed by it, positioned simultaneously within
and against it. Through this imagery, the song produces a form of aesthetic experience in which
identity is felt as constrained, exposed, and inescapably entangled with the past. Following
Keegan’s framework, this can be understood as a trans* aesthetic that operates not through
direct representation, but through the reorganization of perception, where the listener is made
to experience identity as unstable, overdetermined, and resistant to containment.

The album then follows Cain’s thoughts on her teenage years in the song “American
Teenager,” which explores youth and the transition into adulthood within a restrictive familial
and communal structure. In contrast to the darker, Gothic Americana aesthetic of the opening

track, the song shifts toward a more expansive and seemingly uplifting sonic landscape through
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the use of electric guitars and organ-like instrumentation associated with church music.
However, this aesthetic shift does not resolve the tension established in “Family Tree (Intro),”
but instead reframes it through what Keegan would describe as a transformation of the
sensorium (47). The soundscape produces a feeling of openness and possibility, yet the lyrics
simultaneously undermine this by reintroducing violence, control, and disillusionment.

This tension is particularly evident in the chorus, where the lines “Say what you want,
but say it like you mean it with your fists for once. A long cold war with your kids at the front”
(Cain, “American Teenager”) destabilize the idealized imagery of American youth. Rather than
presenting adolescence as a period of freedom or self-discovery, the song constructs a
perceptual environment in which youth is aligned with conflict and sacrifice. This is reinforced
in the opening verse, where “The neighbor’s brother came home in a box... Another red heart
taken by the American dream” (Cain, “American Teenager”) reframes the “American dream”
as a structure that produces loss rather than fulfillment. Through this juxtaposition between
sound and lyrical content, the song enacts a trans* aesthetic in Keegan’s sense, as it invites the
listener to perceive a reality that appears hopeful on the surface but is experienced as
fundamentally unstable and violent.

The second verse further complicates this aesthetic by shifting into the space of the
church, where the subject appears intoxicated: “I’m sorry if I sound off, but I was probably
wasted. And didn’t feel so good.” (Cain, “American Teenager”) Rather than simply depicting
substance use, this moment alters the mode of perception through which the listener engages
with the scene. Intoxication disrupts clarity and coherence, producing a disoriented sensorium
that reflects the subject’s inability to reconcile personal identity with the expectations imposed
upon her. While substance use among queer individuals can be understood sociologically, as
noted by Green and Feinstein, who argue that queer people are more susceptible to alcohol and

drug addiction due to experiences of prejudice and identity-related stress (16), the song
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mobilizes this condition aesthetically. The disorientation produced by intoxication becomes a
way of sensing otherwise, aligning with Keegan’s notion of trans* aesthetics as a
reconfiguration of perception rather than a direct representation of identity.

This disorientation culminates in the direct address to Jesus: “And Jesus, if you’re there
. Why do I feel alone in this room with you?”” (Cain, “American Teenager”’) Here, the expected
presence of divinity is undermined by the subject’s experience of absence, creating a tension
between what should be felt and what is actually perceived. The church, typically constructed
as a space of community and spiritual connection, becomes a site of isolation instead. The
subject is positioned within a structure that promises guidance and support, yet she experiences
it as empty and unresponsive. This gap between expectation and experience reflects a broader
destabilization of authority, as the figure of Jesus no longer provides meaning or direction.

Rather than simply illustrating a loss of faith, this moment produces a shift in agency.
The absence of external intervention forces the subject to confront her position independently,
suggesting that agency does not emerge through institutional or divine support but through the
recognition of their failure. In this sense, “American Teenager” constructs agency not as
something granted, but as something that must be produced within a fractured and unreliable
perceptual world. Through its interplay of sound, disorientation, and conflicting structures of
meaning, the song exemplifies a trans* aesthetic that reshapes how reality is experienced,
positioning identity, belief, and belonging as unstable and continually negotiated (Keegan 4).

In the fourth song on the album, “Western Nights,” there is a significant shift in both
narrative and aesthetic structure, as Ethel leaves her family and enters a new environment that
initially appears to promise freedom. The introduction of the biker figure, “He’s never looked
more beautiful. On his Harley in the parking lot. Breaking into the ATMs” (Cain, “Western
Nights™), constructs a romanticized image of rebellion and movement. However, this sense of

escape is immediately destabilized through imagery that reveals underlying violence. The song
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does not simply depict a new phase in the narrative but reconfigures how this environment is
perceived, shifting from apparent liberation to a space structured by control and harm.

This destabilization is particularly evident in the line “I watched him show his love
through shades of black and blue” (Cain, “Western Nights”), which produces an ambiguous
and fractured mode of perception. The phrase “shades of black and blue” simultaneously evokes
bruising and coloration, allowing for multiple interpretations to coexist. On one level, it
suggests a literal visual field shaped by violence, in which Ethel’s perspective is mediated
through physical injury. On another level, it functions as a characterization of the man’s
expression of affection, where violence and intimacy become indistinguishable. Rather than
resolving this ambiguity, the song sustains it, producing what Keegan would describe as a trans*
sensorium: a mode of experience in which meaning is unstable, and perception is continually
shifting (6).

This instability extends into the following lines, “The neighbors beat on the walls while
I’m face-first in the bed. Show me how much I mean to you, while I’'m lying in these sheets
undressed” (Cain, “Western Nights”), where the boundaries between desire, coercion, and
violence become difficult to distinguish. The scene is constructed in such a way that sensory
details such as sound, bodily position, and physical exposure overwhelm narrative clarity. The
banging walls could indicate sexual intensity or physical abuse, while “face-first” suggests both
passivity and potential harm. Through this layering of possibilities, the song does not fix the
situation into a single interpretation, but instead produces a perceptual environment in which
agency becomes obscured. Ethel’s body is central to this construction, positioned as both the
site of intimacy and the object of control.

This erosion of agency is further emphasized in the pre-chorus, where Ethel states, “I’d
hold the gun if you asked me to. But if you love me like you say you do. Would you ask me

to?” (Cain, “Western Nights”). The “gun” operates as both a literal object and a symbolic
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extension of the relationship’s power dynamics, representing Ethel’s willingness to enter into
violence on behalf of her partner. However, the phrasing introduces a moment of hesitation that
briefly disrupts this dynamic. By questioning whether love would demand such an act, Ethel
exposes the contradiction at the center of the relationship.

Importantly, this moment does not fully restore her agency but instead highlights its
instability. In keeping with Keegan’s framework, agency here is not a fixed condition but
something that emerges unevenly within conflicting structures of desire, violence, and
dependency. The song, therefore, constructs an aesthetic experience in which both intimacy and
oppression are simultaneously present, and where the subject’s perception is shaped by this
tension. Rather than depicting abuse as a clear or singular reality, “Western Nights” produces
a trans* aesthetic that situates the listener within a disorienting emotional and sensory field,
where love, harm, and agency cannot be easily separated.

The sixth song on the album, “Hard Times,” marks a significant shift in perspective, as
Ethel turns inward and revisits her childhood. This shift is not only narrative but aesthetic, with
the music slowing into a mellow soft guitar and slow drumbeats, creating a sense of emotional
suspension. Rather than presenting memory as stable or distant, the song collapses temporal

and perceptual boundaries. This temporal instability is established in the opening verse:

Hide me there

Under the leaves

Nine going on eighteen

Lay it on me

Tell me a story

About how it ends

Where you're still the good guy
I'll make pretend

'Cause I hate this story

Where happiness ends and dies with you
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(Ethel Cain, “Hard Times”)

The line “nine going on eighteen” disrupts chronological logic by collapsing two distinct stages
of life into a single perceptual moment. The phrase “going on” typically signals progression,
but here it produces a disjunction, suggesting that something associated with adulthood has
been prematurely forced into childhood. Rather than depicting a linear development, the song
constructs a temporal overlap in which past and future states of the self coexist. This reflects a
broader collapse of temporal structure, where trauma reshapes how time is experienced rather
than simply remembered.

This disruption is closely tied to the song’s treatment of embodiment and memory. The
request to be “hidden” suggests a desire to withdraw from visibility, while the image of being
“under the leaves” places the body in a vulnerable and exposed environment. As the verse
progresses, Ethel asks to be told “a story. About how it ends. Where you’re still the good guy,”
(Cain, “Hard Times”), producing a fractured narrative in which the abuser remains morally
intact. Rather than functioning as simple denial, this creates a tension between conflicting
realities, aligning with Keegan’s notion of “sensing transgender,” where multiple, incompatible
meanings coexist within the same perceptual space (49).

The second verse extends this instability by juxtaposing innocence and violence: “In the
corner on my birthday. You watched me. Dancing right there in the grass.” (Cain, “Hard
Times”) The scene is initially constructed as ordinary and harmless, yet this perception is
retroactively destabilized by the line “I was too young to notice. That some types of love could
be bad.” (Cain, “Hard Times”) Here, memory does not unfold linearly but is reconfigured from
a later perspective, transforming a moment of innocence into one of latent harm.

The conclusion of the song reinforces this persistent entanglement between past and
present through the repeated lines “I’m tired of you still tied to me. Too tired to move, too tired
to leave.” (Cain, “Hard Times”) The phrase “still tied to me” suggests that the past is not

contained but continues to structure present experience. As Mullennix notes through Ethel’s
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transmedial storytelling, the father functions as both abuser and lingering presence within the
narrative, shaping her identity even after his death (56-57).

Rather than depicting a complete loss of agency, “Hard Times” constructs a split
subjectivity in which multiple temporal versions of the self coexist. The line “A little girl that
needs her daddy real bad” (Cain, “Hard Times”) reflects both the child’s dependency and the
adult subject’s retrospective awareness, producing a layered identity that cannot be resolved
into a single position. In this sense, the song exemplifies a trans* aesthetic that destabilizes the
coherence of identity through its collapse of time, its fractured narrative, and its reconfiguration
of memory as an ongoing sensory experience (Keegan 14).

The ninth song on the album, “Ptolemaea,” represents a radical escalation of the album’s
aesthetic logic, moving beyond unstable perception into a complete breakdown of sensory
coherence. Unlike earlier songs, where instability emerges gradually, “Ptolemaea” overwhelms
the listener through abrupt shifts in sound, volume, and vocal delivery. The presence of multiple
voices, most notably the distorted, intrusive male voice, fractures the subject’s perspective,
producing what could be described as an aesthetic of “sensorial assault,” in which perception
itself becomes unreliable and invasive (Keegan 76). Rather than offering a stable point of
identification, the song situates the listener within a field of competing and hostile sensory
inputs, mirroring Ethel’s loss of control over her body and environment.

This rupture is particularly evident in the way the song destabilizes the boundary
between internal and external experience. The male voice does not function as a separate,
clearly defined speaker but instead appears to intrude upon Ethel’s own sensory field, creating
the impression that it exists both outside and within her. This collapse of boundaries aligns with
Keegan’s notion of trans™* aesthetics as a disruption of fixed forms, where distinctions between

self and other, perception and reality, can no longer be maintained (46). The listener is forced
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into an embodied experience of disorientation, where meaning cannot be easily processed or
contained.

The sonic structure of the song further reinforces this effect. Sudden dynamic shifts
from near silence to overwhelming distortion produce a heightened awareness of vulnerability,
as the listener is repeatedly caught off guard. This unpredictability mirrors the loss of bodily
autonomy that the song thematizes, as Ethel is no longer able to anticipate or control what
happens to her. Rather than representing violence at a distance, the song enacts it through its
aesthetic form, placing the listener within a destabilized sensorium where safety and coherence
are stripped away.

In this sense, “Ptolemaea” exemplifies a trans* aesthetic not through representation of
identity, but through the transformation of perception itself. The song dismantles the listener’s
ability to interpret or stabilize experience, reflecting a condition in which subjectivity is
fractured, and agency is severely constrained. By pushing the album’s aesthetic strategies to
this extreme, it marks a turning point where perception no longer merely shifts but collapses
entirely.

The final song on the album, “Strangers,” extends this aesthetic disruption into a
radically different configuration, reconstructing perception in the aftermath of death. While
“Ptolemaea” breaks down sensory stability, “Strangers” reorganizes it, presenting a narrative
perspective in which Ethel continues to perceive, narrate, and interpret events after the
destruction of her body. This represents a clear instance of what Keegan identifies as a transreal
aesthetic, where subjectivity is no longer bound to a singular, physical form and instead exists
across multiple states of being.

The song’s use of present-tense narration is central to this effect. Despite describing
events that occur after her death, Ethel speaks as if they are unfolding in real time, collapsing

the distinction between life and the afterlife. This produces a perceptual paradox in which the
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subject is both absent and present, removed from the body yet still intimately connected to it.
The listener is positioned within this unstable perspective, experiencing a form of consciousness
that exceeds the limits of conventional embodiment.

This aesthetic is further complicated by the dual address within the song, as Ethel speaks
both to her killer and to her mother. These overlapping modes of address create a fragmented
communicative structure in which different relational positions exist simultaneously. Ethel is
at once a victim, observer, and narrator, occupying multiple subject positions that cannot be
reconciled into a singular identity. This multiplicity reflects Keegan’s understanding of trans*
aesthetics as a movement across forms, where subjectivity is not fixed but constantly shifting
and reconstituted.

The imagery of bodily fragmentation, particularly in relation to consumption and
containment, reinforces this destabilization. While her body is being physically reduced and
transformed, her narrative voice persists, suggesting that identity is not located solely within
the physical body. Instead, it becomes dispersed across different forms of existence—memory,
narration, and perception. This creates a tension between material destruction and narrative
continuity, in which the body’s loss paradoxically enables a new form of agency.

Through this reconfiguration, “Strangers” does not resolve the instability introduced
throughout the album but intensifies it in a new direction. Rather than restoring coherence, it
presents a form of subjectivity that exists beyond conventional limits of time, embodiment, and
identity. In doing so, the song exemplifies a trans* aesthetic that transforms the conditions of
perception itself, allowing Ethel to retain narrative control even in a state where physical agency
has been entirely removed. A form of “utopian response to modernity’s order of experience,
[that] enacts a trans® horizon that widens our proprioceptive positions, giving us sensations of
a thickened “now” and a multiplied “here”.” (Keegan 111) as Keegan explains the defying of

what he calls “colonial temporality”. The refusal of death and the creation of agency over the
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narrative puts a heavy perspective on what is happening in the moment to Ethel’s body, and to
the place where it is all happening, giving her a final moment to tell her own story and describe
her death and afterlife.

While the aesthetic choices across the album constantly foreground trauma, particularly
religious and physical abuse, they also create the conditions for Ethel to reclaim a form of
agency through storytelling. Rather than positioning herself as a passive subject of violence,
Preacher’s Daughter constructs a narrative framework in which she actively shapes how her
experiences are perceived and understood. This agency does not emerge through control of
events themselves, but through the reconfiguration of perception. By narrating her story across
fragmented perspectives, shifting temporalities, and unstable sensory conditions, Ethel asserts
authority over the meaning of her experiences, even when she is unable to control them
happening.

This is particularly significant in relation to the album’s engagement with religious
trauma, where institutional structures that traditionally define identity and morality are
repeatedly destabilized. The dominance of Ethel’s perspective allows her to reinterpret these
structures, exposing their limitations and contradictions. Rather than accepting fixed narratives
of sin, redemption, or familial belonging, she reconstructs them through her own experiential
lens. Mullennix writes that “both artist and fans reclaim their autonomy and voice in ways that
may otherwise be limited or muted” (69), highlighting the impact of reclaiming the narrative
and creating autonomy. In doing so, the album transforms trauma into a site of narrative
production, where meaning is no longer imposed from external authority but generated from
within the subject’s own perception.

Consequently, agency in Preacher’s Daughter is not presented as total autonomy or
escape, but as a fragmented and ongoing process. It emerges with moments of instability,

contradiction, and re-narration, reflecting the album’s broader trans* aesthetic in which identity
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is continuously negotiated rather than fixed (Keegan 35). Through this, Ethel does not fully
overcome the forces that constrain her, but she resists their authority by refusing to allow them

to define her story unchallenged.

3.2 Queer Temporality

There are two ways that temporality will be examined in Preacher’s Daughter. Firstly, I will
analyze temporality on a structural level within the album, focusing on the progression between
songs and the development of the overarching narrative. Secondly, I will examine how
temporality operates within individual songs, considering how it is structured, how it manifests,

and how it shapes agency through temporality.

3.2.1 Queer Temporality in the album

Preacher’s Daughter consists of thirteen tracks spanning over seventy-five minutes and
functions as a concept album structured around a cohesive narrative. However, while the album
presents a chronological storyline at a surface level, its treatment of time does not follow the
conventions of linear storytelling. Instead, temporality within the album is fragmented,
recursive, and frequently disrupted, aligning with Halberstam’s concept of queer temporality
as existing outside heteronormative frameworks of development and progression.

The opening track, “Family Tree (Intro),” does not function as a traditional narrative
beginning but instead presents Ethel’s life retrospectively, framing her identity through memory
and inherited structures. By starting with reflection rather than chronological action, the album
establishes a temporality in which the past is already embedded within the present. This
temporal layering continues in early tracks such as “American Teenager” and “A House in
Nebraska,” where Ethel’s experiences are narrated from a later perspective, suggesting that the
story is being reconstructed rather than lived in real time. Even when the narrative appears to
move forward, such as in “Western Nights,” this progression is repeatedly interrupted by

moments of reflection and retrospection that prevent time from unfolding straightforwardly.
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As the album progresses, these disruptions become more pronounced. Songs such as
“Family Tree” and “Hard Times” move further back into Ethel’s past, revisiting formative
experiences and trauma. This backward movement challenges the expectation of narrative
development, instead presenting time as recursive, where past events continually shape and re-
emerge within the present. In “Hard Times,” this is particularly evident, as Ethel positions
herself both within and outside her own memory, reliving traumatic experiences while
simultaneously narrating them from a distance. This dual position destabilizes temporal
perspective and reinforces the idea that time does not move forward but instead collapses into
itself.

While sections of the album return to a seemingly linear progression, such as in
“Thoroughfare,” “Gibson Girl,” and “Ptolemaea,” this forward movement is consistently
undermined by shifts in tense and perspective. The use of past-tense narration in
“Thoroughfare” introduces a sense of inevitability, as events are framed as already completed,
while the present-tense immediacy of later songs intensifies the sense of entrapment and
inevitability. As a result, time within the album does not function as open or future-oriented but
instead as predetermined and increasingly constrained, further aligning with queer
temporality’s resistance to normative notions of progress and futurity.

The most significant disruption of temporality occurs in the final section of the album,
where the narrative continues beyond Ethel’s death. Through the instrumental tracks “August
Underground” and “Televangelism,” the album marks her death while simultaneously refusing
to treat it as an endpoint. Instead, subsequent songs such as “Sun Bleached Flies” and
“Strangers” depict Ethel as continuing to perceive, narrate, and interpret events from beyond
death. This challenges the most fundamental boundary of linear temporality, where death
conventionally signifies closure. By extending subjectivity into the afterlife, the album queers

the distinction between life and death itself, presenting time as open-ended and unbounded.
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Across the album as a whole, temporality is therefore not structured through linear
progression but through repetition, retrospection, and extension beyond normative limits. In
line with Halberstam’s framework, time is experienced as fragmented and recursive, resisting
the heteronormative life cycle of development, resolution, and closure (2). This temporal
framework not only shapes the narrative but also creates the conditions for Ethel’s agency, as
she gains control over her story by choosing how and from where it is told. This structural
disruption of temporality is further articulated within individual songs, where shifts in tense,

perspective, and narrative position enact queer temporality at the lyrical level.

3.2.2 Queer Temporality within the songs
The temporal shifts in the first song, “Family Tree (Intro),” illustrate how Ethel’s identity is

constructed across multiple temporal registers simultaneously. The movement from the present
tense “These crosses all over my body” to past-oriented reflection “remind me of who I used to
be” (Cain, “Family Tree (Intro)”) collapses the distinction between past and present selves. This
suggests that identity is not linearly developed but persistently haunted by prior states. This
reflects Halberstam’s notion of queer temporality as a disruption of normative sequencing,
where the past is not left behind but continues to structure the present. It also opens up for the
discussion about how the “subcultural and avant-garde as opposed to mainstream
configurations of the transgender look refuse to subordinate narratives of alternative
embodiment to the rigidly conventional plot sequences” (Halberstam 109). In this way, Ethel’s
agency is constrained as she cannot fully detach herself from the identity imposed on her by her
religious and familial structures. However, by articulating these temporal overlaps, she also
reclaims narrative control, transforming memory into a site of partial agency and refusal of
normative gender conventions.

The song “Hard Times” presents one of the clearest examples of queer temporality

within Preacher’s Daughter, as it collapses the boundaries between past and present through
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its representation of trauma and memory. The line “Nine going on eighteen” (Cain, “Hard
Times”) signals a disruption of normative temporal development, as the phrase suggests that
Ethel’s childhood is prematurely overwritten by adult experiences. Rather than depicting a
linear progression from childhood to adulthood, the lyric merges these temporal states, creating
what Halberstam conceptualizes as queer temporality: a refusal of normative sequencing and
life stages (174). The subject is therefore positioned as a child and an adult simultaneously,
indicating that the trauma experienced in childhood continues to structure her present self.

This temporal collapse is further reinforced through the song’s retrospective narration,
in which the adult Ethel reflects on her past while reliving it from within. The past is not
distanced or resolved but remains immediate and ongoing, suggesting that time, in the context
of trauma, does not move forward but instead loops back on itself. This is evident in the repeated
lines “I’m tired of you, still tied to me” and “Too tired to move, too tired to leave” (Cain, “Hard
times”), where repetition functions as a form of temporal stasis. The insistence on being “still
tied” indicates that the speaker is unable to detach from the past, while the repetition of
exhaustion signals an inability to move on both physically and temporally.

In this way, the song exemplifies queer temporality by resisting heteronormative
expectations of healing, growth, and forward movement. Instead, time is experienced as frozen
and looping, making the speaker and reader reflect on the ongoing impact of the abuse. This
has a direct implication for how agency is created and lost; the subject is stuck within the
temporal stasis of the song and is unable to escape from their past, therefore losing their agency.
However, the act of narrating and structuring the experienced trauma through a fragmented
temporality allows Ethel to gain control over the portrayal of the events.

The last song of the album, “Strangers”, represents a strong manifestation of queer
temporality by disrupting the linear boundary of life and death. While death conventionally

marks the endpoint of narrative and subjectivity, Ethel continues to narrate her experiences after
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her death, observing her body and addressing both her killer and her mother. The continuation
of the story challenges normative temporal structures, which are typically organized by clear
endpoints such as birth, reproduction, and death (Halberstam 2). Instead, time in “Strangers”
extends beyond its expected limits, creating a form of temporality that exists outside of the
conventional cycle of life.

The use of the present tense in the song further reinforces this temporal disruption, as
Ethel describes events that occur after her death as if they are happening in real time. This
creates a sense of what Halberstam describes as “persistent present,” where temporal
boundaries become unstable and multiple states of being coexist (11). Ethel is simultaneously
dead and being active by narrating, existing both inside and outside of the events she describes.
This lets the listener “listen to the ghost, to hear the unspoken, and to see the invisible”
(Halberstam 60), unveiling perspectives that would be hidden or distorted if they were told from
another person’s perspective. This destabilization of temporal perspective reflects on queer
temporality’s resistance to linear progression, as the narrative no longer moves toward
resolution but instead lingers within a suspended state between life and death. This offers
different “modes of being and becoming that scramble our understandings of time,
development, action, and transformation” (Halberstam 205), as Ethel operates in a different
temporal perspective that offers the listener a chance of reinterpreting life and its meaning.

This temporal structure implies a form of representation of agency for Ethel.
Throughout the album, Ethel’s bodily autonomy has been repeatedly abused, leading to her
death. However, in “Strangers,” she regains a form of agency through narration. By continuing
to tell her story beyond death, she asserts control over the narrative that could otherwise be
defined solely by violence and victimhood. In this sense, queer temporality does more than
disrupt time; it reconfigures the conditions for agency, allowing Ethel to reclaim authorship of

her experience even when her physical agency has been entirely removed. Halberstam writes
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about Michael Cunningham’s retelling of Mrs. Dalloway, in which he allows Clarissa Dalloway
to live out her queer fantasies that the original author, Virginia Woolf, never let her do with her
storytelling. With this text, Halberstam emphasizes that “Cunningham turns Clarissa away from
the seemingly inexorable march of narrative time toward marriage (death) and uses not
consummation but the kiss as the gateway to alternative outcomes” (Halberstam 3). In the same
way, Ethel is granted a gateway to alternative outcomes, not through external help, but by
becoming her own narrator through “persistent present” (Halberstam 11).

Taken together, these songs demonstrate that Preacher’s Daughter constructs
temporality as fundamentally unstable, resisting the linear progression typically associated with
identity formation, development, and narrative closure. In “Family Tree (Intro),” Ethel’s
identity is already presented as temporally layered, shaped by the persistence of past selves
within the present, which disrupts any coherent sense of personal progression. This temporal
instability intensifies in “Hard Times,” where trauma collapses the distinction between
childhood and adulthood, producing a recursive temporality in which the past remains
continuously active. Finally, in “Strangers,” this disruption is extended to its most extreme
form, as temporality exceeds even the boundary of death, allowing Ethel’s subjectivity to persist
and narrate beyond the limits of the life cycle. In line with Halberstam’s concept of queer
temporality, time across the album is not linear or developmental but fragmented, recursive,
and open-ended, existing outside heteronormative structures of growth and closure. This
reconfiguration of time has significant implications for the representation of agency: while
Ethel is repeatedly constrained by inherited structures, trauma, and violence, the destabilization
of temporality allows her to retain narrative control over her experience. By refusing temporal
resolution, Preacher’s Daughter suggests that agency does not emerge through progression or

escape, but through the ongoing reinterpretation of identity across time.
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3.3 EFL Application

The analysis of Preacher’s Daughter can be extended into an EFL classroom context by
positioning the album as both a literary and cultural text that enables students to engage with
complex questions of identity, perspective, and experience. Within a queer pedagogical
framework, the aim is not only to introduce non-heteronormative narratives but to critically
examine the structures that shape how identities are understood and represented (Nami Neto
591). By using music as a medium, students are offered an accessible entry point into difficult
topics, allowing them to engage emotionally and analytically with themes that may otherwise
be challenging to approach.

From an EFL perspective, Preacher’s Daughter can be treated as a narrative text, where
meaning is constructed through language, perspective, and aesthetic form. This aligns with the
aims of the Swedish curriculum, which emphasizes that students should be able to interpret
different text types and understand different perspectives (Natl. Ag. f. Ed “Curriculum”).
Through close reading of lyrics, students can analyze how identity, relationships, and
experience are constructed, while also developing their linguistic and interpretative skills.

For example, songs such as “Family Tree (Intro)” and “Hard Times” can be used to
explore how narrative perspective and memory shape the understanding of events. By analyzing
these elements, students are encouraged to move beyond surface-level interpretation and
instead consider how meaning is produced within the text.

Drawing on Keegan’s concept of “sensing transgender,” students can be encouraged to
examine how meaning is created through perception rather than explicit representation. Instead
of focusing on whether a character is identified as queer or trans, students should analyze how
perspective, ambiguity, and sensory experience shape the narrative. For instance, in songs such
as “Western Nights,” students can discuss how the relationship between love and violence is
presented through ambiguous imagery. This allows for classroom discussions that focus on

interpretation, perspective, and emotional experience, supporting critical thinking while
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avoiding the need for fixed definitions of identity. While this serves to be a useful implication
of the album, teachers must be aware that this type of analysis of the song highlights the abusive
nature of the relationship in the narrative. This can be tough, traumatizing, and may not be
suitable for students to work with, and it is necessary to be mindful of any resistance from
students who feel uncomfortable. The material should be applied in classrooms with students
who are over the age of 18, due to the themes brought up in the album. Most importantly,
teachers should be aware of and comfortable with using trauma-informed pedagogy, as some
students, statistically, will have suffered from abuse.

Halberstam’s concept of queer temporality can be applied by encouraging students to
examine how time is structured within the album. Through analyzing non-linear elements such
as flashbacks, repetition, and the collapse of past and present in songs like “Hard Times,”
students can develop an understanding of how narratives challenge conventional structures of
time. This aligns with the curriculum’s emphasis on understanding different ways of structuring
texts and allows students to explore how experiences of identity and memory are shaped
through non-linear storytelling. The most important lesson is teaching the students about how
Ethel claims the right to tell her story in her own way, there is some agency for her in that, and
she takes it to be her own. This can give the students an understanding of what analytical
findings they can expect, but also, it provides a different perspective on life. It may encourage
the understanding that a different temporal mindset can enable the agency to take control of the
narrative of their life. In this context, however, the abusive nature of the song can prove to be
hard to work with, so it should be noted that alternative texts could be needed for students who
cannot work with the material.

Through a queer pedagogical lens, classroom discussions can move beyond
representation to critically examining norms and assumptions. As Nemi Neto argues, queer

pedagogy challenges the forms of exclusion that are normalized within educational contexts
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(591). By engaging with the album, students can reflect on how societal expectations related to
gender, relationships, and identity are constructed and challenged within the text. Importantly,
this approach does not require students to categorize or label identities. Instead, it encourages
openness, reflection, and critical engagement with difference.

The use of Preacher’s Daughter within the EFL classroom aligns with several core
aspects of the Swedish curriculum. The curriculum emphasizes that education should promote
“openness and respect toward people’s differences” (Natl. Ag. f. Ed “Curriculum”), which can
be supported through engagement with diverse narratives and perspectives. Additionally, the
English 3 subject syllabus highlights the importance of developing students’ ability to
understand different cultural contexts, interpret texts, and discuss social and ethical issues (Natl.
Ag. f. Ed “Syllabus”).® Through analyzing the album, students are allowed to engage with topics
such as identity, belonging, and agency, which support these educational goals.

By integrating music into the classroom, teachers can also support student participation
and “activate a huge amount of interest and investment” (Lin and Cheung 140), while creating
space for discussions that connect language learning with broader social and cultural
understanding. This is due to the reward of reading popular culture texts being instant rather
than the felt extrinsic rewards associated with school texts.

In practical terms, the album can be used in a variety of classroom activities. Students
may be asked to analyze specific lyrics in small groups, focusing on themes such as identity,
perspective, or time. Follow-up discussions can encourage students to reflect on how these
themes relate to broader social issues. Writing assignments can also be used, where students

respond to the songs through reflective or analytical texts, allowing them to develop both

8 The original text in Swedish reads as follows: Undervisningen i imnet engelska pé niva 3 ska behandla
foljande centrala innehall: Samhaéllsfragor, sociala, kulturella, politiska och historiska forhallanden samt aktuella
etiska och existentiella fragor i olika sammanhang och omréden dir engelska anvands, dven i jamforelse med
egna erfarenheter och kunskaper.
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language skills and critical thinking. Additionally, comparative exercises, where students relate
themes from the album to other texts or personal experiences, can further deepen their
understanding. Through these activities, students are not only developing their English
language skills but also engaging with complex perspectives in a structured and supportive

environment.
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4 Conclusion

This study has examined how Preacher’s Daughter constructs a queer and trans* aesthetic
through its use of narrative, perception, and temporality, demonstrating that the album does not
simply represent identity, but actively reshapes how it is experienced. Drawing on Cael M.
Keegan’s concept of “sensing transgender,” the analysis has shown how the album destabilizes
perception through fragmented perspectives, ambiguity, and shifting sensory conditions,
allowing identity to emerge as fluid and continuously negotiated. Through Halberstam’s
framework of queer temporality, the album’s non-linear structure and collapse of past and
present further challenge heteronormative models of time, positioning identity outside of fixed
developmental trajectories.

Together, these approaches reveal that Preacher’s Daughter constructs a complex
experiential framework in which trauma, memory, and agency are intertwined. Agency within
the album is not presented as stable or complete, but as fragmented and situational, emerging
through narration and reinterpretation rather than control over events. In this sense, the album
exemplifies how queer and trans* aesthetics operate beyond representation, reshaping how
identity, experience, and meaning are perceived and understood.

The study has also demonstrated the pedagogical relevance of such an analysis within
the EFL classroom. By approaching the album as a literary and cultural text, teachers can
support students in engaging with complex perspectives on identity, agency, and difference,
while aligning with the Swedish curriculum’s emphasis on openness, critical thinking, and
intercultural understanding. The use of music provides an accessible entry point for discussing
difficult topics, allowing for both linguistic development and critical reflection within a
structured learning environment.

While this study has focused on a single album, further research could expand this

approach by analyzing additional musical texts or other media forms to explore how queer and
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trans® aesthetics function across genres. Future studies could also investigate how students
respond to such material in classroom settings, examining the practical impact of queer
pedagogy in EFL contexts.

Ultimately, this thesis demonstrates that integrating queer theory, trans* aesthetics, and
literary analysis not only offers new ways of understanding cultural texts but also creates
opportunities for more inclusive and critically engaged teaching practices. In doing so, it
highlights the importance of not only representing difference, but of reshaping how difference

is perceived, understood, and experienced.
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Appendix 1

“Family Tree (Intro)”

These crosses all over my body

Remind me of who I used to be

And Christ forgive these bones I'm hiding
From no one successfully

Jesus can always reject his father

But he cannot escape his mother's blood

He'll scream and try to wash it off of his fingers
But he'll never escape what he's made up of
The fate's already f*cked me sideways
Swinging by my neck from the family tree
He'll laugh and say, "You know I raised you better than this"

Then leave me hanging so they all can laugh at me

source: https://lyricsondemand.com/ethel cain/album/preachers_daughter#family

_tree_intro

Appendix 2

“American Teenager”
Grew up under yellow light on the street
Putting too much faith in the make-believe

And another high school football team (ah-ah)
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The neighbor's brother came home in a box

But he wanted to go, so maybe it was his fault
Another red heart taken by the American dream
And I feel it there, in the middle of the night
When the lights go out and I'm all alone again
Say what you want, but say it like you mean it
With your fists for once, a long cold war

With your kids at the front

Just give it one more day, then you're done, done
I do what I want, crying in the bleachers

And [ said it was fun

I don't need anything from anyone

It's just not my year, but I'm all good out here
Sunday morning, hands over my knees in a room full of faces
I'm sorry if I sound off, but I was probably wasted
And didn't feel so good

A life of whiskey but I always deliver

Jesus, if you're listening let me handle my liquor
And Jesus, if you're there

Why do I feel alone in this room with you?

And I feel it there, in the middle of the night
When the lights go out, but I'm still standing here
Say what you want, but say it like you mean it

With your fists for once, a long cold war
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With your kids at the front

Just give it one more day, then you're done, done
I do what I want, crying in the bleachers

And [ said it was fun

I don't need anything from anyone

It's just not my year, but I'm all good out here
Say what you want, but say it like you mean it
With your fist for once, a long cold war

With your kids at the front

Just give it one more day, then you're done

I do it for my daddy and I do it for Dale

I'm doing what I want and damn, I'm doing it well

For me, for me, for me, for me

source: https://lyricsondemand.com/ethel cain/album/preachers_daughter#family

_tree_intro

Appendix 3

“Western Nights”

He's never looked more beautiful
On his Harley in the parking lot
Breaking in to the ATMs

Sleeping naked when it gets too hot

I watched him show his love through shades of black and blue
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Starting fights at the bar across the street like you do

The neighbors beat on the walls while I'm face-first in the bed
Show me how much I mean to you, while I'm lying in these sheets undressed
I'd hold the gun if you asked me to

But if you love me like you say you do

Would you ask me to

Trouble's always gonna find you, baby

But so will

Crying only because I'm happy

Hold me across every state line

I'm never gonna leave you, baby

Even if you lose what's left of your mind

'Cause you know I'll be right there beside you

Riding through all these western nights

I haven't spoken to my daddy in a long, long time

I don't want him to worry, always wondering if I'm alright
But the neighborhood keeps getting smaller

All starved out when the money's paper thin

All that's left are your walls and you'll die there

I should have known that there's no getting in

Trouble's always gonna find you, baby

But so will

Crying only because I'm happy

Hold me across every state line

Page
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I'm never gonna leave you, baby

Even if you lose what's left of your mind
'Cause you know I'll still be right behind you
Riding through all these western nights
Through these western nights

Crying in the light of the TV static

I'll still be alright

Clinging onto you like some love blind addict
I'll be screaming your name

Past the gas stations, trailing down the interstate
Please don't love how I need you

And know that one day, you and I could be ok

source: https://lyricsondemand.com/ethel cain/western_nights

Appendix 4

“Hard Times”

Hide me there

Under the leaves

Nine going on eighteen
Lay it on me

Tell me a story

About how it ends
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Where you're still the good guy

I'll make pretend

'Cause I hate this story

Where happiness ends and dies with you

I thought good guys get to be happy

I'm not happy

I am poison in the water and unhappy

A little girl who needs her daddy real bad

In the corner on my birthday

You watched me

Dancing right there in the grass

I was too young to notice

That some types of love could be bad

Praying I'd be like you

Doing all of the things that you do

And I still do

And that scares me

I'm tired of you, still tied to me (bleeding whenever you want)
Too tired to move, too tired to leave

I'm tired of you, still tied to me (it's just the way that you are)
I'm tired of you, too tired to leave (I just wanna sleep)
I'm tired of you, still tied to me (I just wanna sleep)

Too tired to move, too tired to leave (I just wanna sleep)

I'm tired of you, still tied to me (please, can I sleep, can I sleep?)
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I'm tired of you, too tired to leave
I'm tired of you, still tied to me

Too tired to move, too tired to leave

source: https://lyricsondemand.com/ethel cain/hard times

Appendix 5

“Ptolemaea”

I followed you in

I was with you there

I invited you in

Twice, I did

You love blood too much

But not like I do

Not like I do

Heard you, saw you, felt you, gave you
Need you, love you, love you, love you
Heard you, saw you, felt you, gave you
Need you, love you, love you, love you
Love you, saw you, love you, gave you
Love you, love you, love you, love you
Love you, saw you, felt you, love you

Love you, love you, love you, love you
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Love you, love you, love you, love you
Love you, love you, love you, love you
Suffer does the wolf, crawling to thee
Promising a big fire, any fire

Saying I'm the one, he's gonna take me
I'm on fire, I'm on fire, I'm on fire
Suffering is nigh, drawing to me

Calling me the one, I'm the white light
Beautiful, finite

Even the iron still fears the rot

Hiding from something I cannot stop
Walking on shadows, I can't lead him back
Buckled on the floor when night comes along
Daddy's left and Mama won't come home
You poor thing

Sweet, mourning lamb

There's nothing you can do

It's already been done

What fear a man like you brings upon

A woman like me

Please don't look at me

I can see it in your eyes

He keeps looking at me

Tell me, what have you done
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Stop, stop, stop, make it stop, stop

Make it stop

Make it stop, I've had enough

Stop, stop, stop, stop

I am the face of love's rage

I am the face of love's rage

Blessed be the Daughters of Cain, bound to suffering eternal through the sins of
their fathers committed long before their conception

Blessed be their whore mothers, tired and angry waiting with bated breath in a
ferry that will never move again

Blessed be the children, each and every one come to know their god through some
senseless act of violence

Blessed be you, girl, promised to me by a man who can only feel hatred and
contempt towards you

I am no good nor evil, simply I am, and I have come to take what is mine

I was there in the dark when you spilled your first blood

I am here now as you run from me still

Run then, child

You can't hide from me forever

source: https://lyricsondemand.com/ethel cain/ptolemaea
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“Strangers”

In your basement, I grow cold

Thinking back to what I was always told
Don't talk to strangers or you might fall in love
Freezer bride, your sweet divine

You devour like smoked bovine hide

How funny, I never considered myself tough
You're so handsome, walking over to me now
I tried to be good

Am I no good?

Am I no good?

Am I no good?

With my memory restricted to a polaroid in evidence

I just wanted to be yours

Can I be yours

Can I be yours

Just tell me I'm yours

If I'm turning in your stomach

Am I making you feel sick?

When my mother sees me on the side

Of a milk carton in Winn-Dixie's dairy aisle
She'll cry

And wait up for me

Edlund
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We'll make love in your attic all night
Euphoric in some strange delight
I'm happier here 'cause he told me I should be

You're so handsome when I'm all over your mouth

(When I'm all over your mouth
When I'm all over your mouth)
I tried to be good

Am I no good?

Am I no good?

Am I no good?

With my memory restricted to a polaroid in evidence

I just wanted to be yours

Can I be yours

Can I be yours

Just tell me I'm yours

If I'm turning in your stomach
Am I making you feel sick?
(Am I making you feel sick?)
Am I making you feel sick?
Am I making you feel

Am I making you feel sick?
Am I making you feel

Am I making you feel sick?

Am I making you feel sick?

Edlund

Page 11 (12)



Am I making you feel sick?

Am I making you feel sick?

Found you just to tell you that [ made it real far

And that I never blamed you for loving me the way you did
While you were torn apart

I would do it with you there

Don't think about it too hard

You'll never sleep a wink at night again

Don't worry 'bout me and these green eyes

Mama, just know that I love you

And I'll see you when you get here

source: https://lyricsondemand.com/ethel cain/strangers
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