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Abstract

This paper explores male body shaming and corporeal insecurity in T. S. Eliot’s The Love Song
of J. Alfred Prufrock (1915). Although widely interpreted as a poem of spiritual paralysis and
social alienation, Prufrock also engages deeply with the physical vulnerabilities and self-
perceptions of the male subject. J. Alfred Prufrock’s anxieties—centered around balding, thin
limbs, aging, and public scrutiny—offer a rich case study in the cultural construction of male
body shame. Drawing upon masculinity studies, psychoanalysis, and body theory, this paper
argues that Prufrock reflects a modernist crisis of masculine embodiment, in which the male
body becomes a site of judgment, inadequacy, and social failure. Eliot’s fragmentary poetic form
further externalizes Prufrock’s fragmented sense of self. Through close reading and critical
theory, the paper situates Prufrock within the discourse of insecure masculinities and modern
body politics.
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Introduction

T. S. Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (1915) is widely recognized as a cornerstone of
modernist poetry, often discussed in terms of its psychological complexity and fragmented
narrative voice. While much critical attention has focused on its themes of alienation,
temporality, and paralysis, relatively little scholarly work has examined the poem through the
lens of masculinity studies, particularly male body shaming and the internalized insecurities of
the male subject. Prufrock, the poem’s neurotic protagonist, embodies a masculinity that is
marked by self-doubt, bodily shame, and a fractured sense of self. This paper explores how Eliot
constructs Prufrock as a symbol of insecure masculinity, reflecting broader cultural anxieties
about the male body, aging, and desirability in a rapidly modernizing world.

The Crisis of Masculinity in Modernist Context
The early twentieth century marked a turning point in Western perceptions of gender, identity,

and authority, particularly in relation to masculinity. This period, shaped by rapid
industrialization, urban alienation, the traumatic aftermath of World War I, and the disintegration
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of rigid Victorian moral codes, gave rise to a pervasive cultural anxiety around the role and
identity of men. The “crisis of masculinity” was not merely a sociological phenomenon but a
psychological and symbolic rupture in how masculinity was performed, understood, and
represented.

Historian Michael Kimmel notes that masculinity is often constructed in opposition to what it is
not—femininity, weakness, dependency—and must be constantly proven and performed
(Kimmel 5). In the modernist period, however, these boundaries began to collapse. Traditional
male roles, once grounded in imperial conquest, economic independence, and stoic rationality,
were severely disrupted. The brutal mechanized warfare of World War | emasculated the ideal of
the heroic soldier. Urbanization fragmented community life, replacing rural stability with
anonymous, competitive metropolitan existence. The rise of the "New Woman"—independent,
educated, and sexually autonomous—challenged patriarchal dominance and questioned the
cultural monopoly of male rationality.

T. S. Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock (1915) offers a striking poetic manifestation of
this crisis. Prufrock is not the confident Victorian gentleman nor the Nietzschean Ubermensch,
but a self-conscious, hesitant, and emotionally paralyzed figure. His neurotic inner monologue
reveals a profound insecurity about aging, sexuality, social worth, and bodily decay. He laments:

“With a bald spot in the middle of my hair—
(They will say: ‘How his hair is growing thin!”)” (Eliot, 11. 40—41)

This physical self-scrutiny reflects a deeper anxiety about emasculation and societal judgment.
Prufrock's fear is not simply personal but cultural—he is a product of a world where older
models of masculinity no longer offer coherent or empowering narratives. He fears exposure,
ridicule, and above all, rejection by women and by the social elite. The poem is marked by a
pervasive failure of action: “Do I dare?”” he asks repeatedly, only to retreat into abstraction and
deferral (Eliot, I. 38).

Modernist literature, as exemplified by Eliot, James Joyce, and Virginia Woolf, often focuses on
the interior, fragmented consciousness, exposing the fragility of identities once considered stable.
In Ulysses, for example, Leopold Bloom, another anti-heroic male figure, embodies a feminized,
pacifist masculinity, contrasting with the aggressive masculinity of past eras. Freud’s
psychoanalysis had a profound influence on such depictions, emphasizing the unconscious and
the sexual as central to identity. For many male modernist protagonists, including Prufrock, the
body becomes a site of shame rather than strength. The male form is no longer virile and
dominant, but aging, anxious, and fragmented.

Furthermore, Prufrock’s relationship with time underscores his inability to assert traditional
masculine agency. He is caught in a loop of imagined futures and remembered pasts, paralyzed
by the weight of indecision and social expectation. His temporal dislocation mirrors the broader
disillusionment of a postwar generation confronting the failure of Enlightenment ideals and the
chaos of modern life.
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The poem’s allusions to Dante, Shakespeare, and biblical narratives further highlight Prufrock’s
alienation. He compares himself not to Hamlet, the decisive prince, but to an attendant lord, “one
that will do / To swell a progress, start a scene or two” (Eliot, 11. 112-113). This self-effacement
speaks to his diminished masculine role—he is not the actor but the observer, not the hero but the
footnote. The performative nature of masculinity, once a site of honor and public respect,
becomes a source of insecurity and shame.

In this way, Prufrock stands as a poetic emblem of the modernist crisis of masculinity—a
disenchanted male subject adrift in a world that no longer validates traditional forms of male
authority. His anxiety, indecision, and corporeal vulnerability are not individual quirks but
cultural symptoms of a broader historical transformation. Through Prufrock’s interior drama,
Eliot critiques the untenability of rigid gender norms in a rapidly changing modern world.

Prufrock and the Shamed Male Body: A Crisis of Embodied Masculinity

At the center of T. S. Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock lies a profound anxiety
surrounding the male body, manifesting not only in physical self-consciousness but in a deeper,
existential insecurity about identity, power, and visibility. Prufrock is not merely concerned with
aging; he is consumed by the fear of exposure and inadequacy—particularly bodily
inadequacy—which undercuts traditional ideals of masculine authority and desirability.

The lines

“They will say: ‘How his hair 1s growing thin!”” (Eliot, line 41)
“They will say: ‘But how his arms and legs are thin!”” (line 44)

emerge as refrains of self-surveillance, wherein Prufrock projects his own shame through the
imagined judgments of others. The repetition of “They will say” underscores the internalization
of a societal gaze that evaluates and devalues the body. This rhetorical structure closely mirrors
the mechanisms of the “male gaze” as theorized by Laura Mulvey—except here, Eliot reverses
the dynamic: the male subject becomes the object of a scrutinizing public, and his body is
evaluated with a kind of relentless, gender-neutral judgment. The female gaze is not literally
present, but its symbolic reversal in Prufrock’s imagined onlookers destabilizes the usual
gendered hierarchy of observer and observed.

This introspective dissection of the male body challenges traditional representations of
masculinity. As Prufrock fixates on his thinning hair and spindly limbs, the reader is invited to
witness a masculinity that is not dominant or virile but frail and self-conscious. His body
becomes a site of symbolic failure—an emblem of aging, decay, and impotence, both physical
and psychological.

Such vulnerability aligns with what masculinity theorists describe as the shaming of the male
body, a phenomenon historically obscured by cultural narratives that equate masculinity with
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stoicism and physical prowess. Rosalind Gill’s scholarship on body image and gender identifies
how the cultural pressure to perform a “successful” male body—muscular, youthful, desirable—
has intensified in recent decades, though often in more covert or less acknowledged ways than
for women (Gill 38). While Gill is writing in a contemporary context, Eliot’s poem prefigures
this crisis of the body in male subjectivity, illustrating that the seeds of male body anxiety were
already sown in the early modernist imagination.

This preoccupation with bodily failure gestures toward what Jack Halberstam terms “low
masculinity”—a counterpoint to hegemonic masculinity that embraces passivity, failure, and the
refusal of traditional masculine heroism. Halberstam argues that such expressions of masculinity,
often seen as “incompetent” or “unheroic,” disrupt the binary framework that valorizes strength
and dominance as essential masculine traits (Halberstam 156). Prufrock embodies this ethos of
low masculinity. His hesitations, his lack of assertiveness, and his dread of social and romantic
exposure paint a portrait of a man estranged from the myth of virile masculinity. He is not the
confident male lover or the stoic intellectual but a man whose very body betrays him.

Moreover, Prufrock’s anxiety about his body dovetails with the broader modernist theme of
fragmentation—a motif that Eliot deploys formally and thematically. Just as the poem is
fractured into disjointed thoughts and images, so too is Prufrock’s selfhood splintered by doubt,
shame, and bodily unease. The male body in Prufrock is not a stable or coherent entity but one
caught in flux, decay, and disintegration. This challenges the classical ideals of the unified,
rational male subject and opens the space for a critique of masculinity as a fragile, performative
construct.

In this light, Prufrock’s body is not merely aging—it is metaphorically castrated by cultural
expectations and internalized shame. His dread of the question “Do I dare?” and his repeated
apologies for taking up space, time, and attention reflect a deeply gendered anxiety about
masculine presence. He fears being looked at and found wanting, a condition that transforms his
physical form into a spectacle of inadequacy.

In sum, Prufrock’s body—thin, aging, and scrutinized—becomes a powerful metaphor for the
crisis of modern masculinity. Eliot’s poem foregrounds how the male subject, too, is vulnerable
to the effects of cultural shaming, aesthetic judgment, and bodily alienation. In doing so, The
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock anticipates the later developments in masculinity studies and
adds a critical dimension to the conversation on gendered embodiment in literature.

The Fragmented Self and the Mirror of Modernity

Prufrock’s bodily insecurities contribute to a deeper fragmentation of the self. His inner
monologue oscillates between desire and paralysis, hope and dread. He constantly questions
himself:

Vol. 11, Issue 1 (June 2025) Page Dr. Siddhartha Sharma
Editor-in-Chief

147



[)
www. TLHjournal.com IW “ ’ZIMM ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal

Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF)

“Do I dare?”
“Do I dare disturb the universe?” (Eliot, lines 45-46).

This indecision stems not just from social anxiety but from a fractured masculine identity, one
caught between cultural expectations and personal inadequacy. The modern cityscape—
anonymous, crowded, and indifferent—mirrors Prufrock’s alienation. He feels disembodied,
floating through rooms of “muttering retreats” and “women talking of Michelangelo” (lines 13-
14), never quite present, never quite seen.

Drawing from Judith Butler’s theory of performativity, one might argue that Prufrock fails to
perform masculinity successfully. His speech is marked by hesitation rather than assertion, and
his failure to propose—romantically, intellectually, or sexually—marks him as “unmasculine”
within dominant frameworks (Butler 25). In this way, The Love Song stages a performance of
failed masculinity, intensified by a consciousness of physical decline.

Shame, Aging, and the Masculine Psyche

Age becomes a potent source of psychological vulnerability for J. Alfred Prufrock, functioning
as a site of masculine crisis rather than mere biological decline. When he proclaims, “I grow
old... I grow old... / I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled” (Eliot, lines 120-21), the
repetition serves not only to emphasize his dread of aging but also to dramatize a gradual erosion
of agency and self-worth. This line—oddly specific in its imagery—conveys a kind of sartorial
helplessness, a capitulation to the social codes of elderly masculinity, which no longer promises
power, sexual potency, or admiration. In Prufrock’s world, aging is not dignified—it is a slow
slide into irrelevance.

In the early 20th-century modernist context, where youth and virility were increasingly
commodified and sexual desirability became inextricably linked to bodily image, Prufrock’s
anxiety reflects a broader cultural pathology. His preoccupation with appearance— “Shall I part
my hair behind? Do I dare to eat a peach? "—is laced with irony and self-consciousness. These
seemingly trivial concerns illustrate a deeper embodied shame, where even simple bodily
gestures become potential violations of masculine decorum. The question “Do I dare?” captures
the fear of being watched, mocked, or judged, reinforcing Michel Foucault’s notion of the
internalized gaze: the idea that subjects discipline themselves under the imagined scrutiny of
others.

Susan Bordo’s influential work on the male body provides a compelling framework for
understanding Prufrock’s dilemma. Bordo argues that the male body, once considered a stable
and unmarked norm, has become increasingly vulnerable to aesthetic judgment—once the
province of female objectification (Bordo 198). In this light, Prufrock’s psychological
disintegration can be seen as a prophetic reflection of a shift in cultural consciousness. His
neuroses presage the contemporary masculine condition, wherein men too are caught in the
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paradox of performance: compelled to project strength while secretly burdened by the fear of
bodily failure or decline.

Thus, Prufrock is not merely a man afraid of aging—he is a figure who registers the collapse of
traditional masculinity in the face of modern scrutiny. His body is not just aging; it is
performing, failing, and being judged. The poem exposes how masculinity, far from being a
fixed identity, is a fragile performance mediated by the gaze of others and destabilized by time
itself. In this sense, Prufrock becomes an early twentieth-century emblem of the crisis in
masculine subjectivity—alienated not by war or labor, but by shame, aging, and the tyranny of
bodily expectations.

The Gaze, Desire, and Erotic Failure

Much of Prufrock’s anxiety stems from erotic failure—his inability to connect with women or
assert himself sexually. His recurring fixation on female judgment suggests a fear not just of
rejection but of emasculation. “Would it have been worth while,” he wonders, “To have bitten
off the matter with a smile... / To say: ‘I am Lazarus, come from the dead’” (lines 87-94). The
invocation of Lazarus—resurrected but not triumphant—implies that even bold declarations
would fall flat. Prufrock fears becoming ridiculous in the eyes of women, which aligns with
Laura Mulvey’s notion of the “to-be-looked-at-ness” that destabilizes agency (Mulvey 62).
While Mulvey primarily discusses female representation, Prufrock occupies a unique space
where male identity is feminized—his sense of self is constructed in relation to a judging gaze he
cannot control.

His sexual shame is further revealed in the phrase “And I have seen the eternal Footman hold my
coat, and snicker” (line 85). Death becomes a voyeur, mocking Prufrock’s impotent desire. The
body here is not a vessel of conquest but a site of humiliation.

Conclusion

T. S. Eliot’s The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock offers a nuanced, ahead-of-its-time portrayal of
male body shaming, insecure masculinity, and the fragmented male self. Through Prufrock’s
anxious introspection, Eliot critiques the societal norms that equate masculinity with dominance,
control, and physical perfection. Prufrock’s failure to embody these ideals is not simply personal
but emblematic of a cultural moment where masculinity is under siege.

In this way, Eliot participates in a modernist redefinition of male identity—one that exposes its
fragility, performativity, and dependence on external validation. By foregrounding shame, aging,
and erotic failure, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock dismantles the myth of the strong, self-
contained man, offering instead a poetics of masculine vulnerability that remains deeply relevant
in the twenty-first century.
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