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FILM ESSAY

The Id follows: It Follows (2014) and the existential crisis of
adolescent sexuality
Joseph Barbera

The Department of Psychiatry, University of Toronto, Toronto, Canada

Introduction

It Follows is a critically acclaimed independent horror film,written anddirectedbyDavid Robert
Mitchell. This groundbreaking film pays homage to slasher films of the past while at the same
time rejuvenating this otherwise tired genre with a complex narrative and visual aesthetic that
makes it an original film in its own right. Themovie centres around Jay, a young teenager, and
her attempts to evade an unnamed entity that is transmitted from victim to victim through
sexual intercourse. The film has been interpreted in various ways, including as a parable for
HIV (Lyne 2015) and as a film about teenage sexual anxiety (Parkin 2015). The film, however,
contains a depth and complexity of material that leaves it open to a richer interpretation,
informed by psychoanalytic theories of unconscious experience and adolescent sexuality.

Film synopsis

The film opens on a peaceful suburban neighbourhood. A young woman dressed only in
sleepwear runs frantically out of her house, looks around the street in terror, and to the
bewilderment of her father, drives away into the night. The next morning we see her
lying dead on a beach, her right leg sticking up into the air and hyperextended nearly
ninety degrees at the knee, as if subjected to an inhuman force.

In the next scenewe see Jay, a 19-year-oldwoman, floating peacefully in an above-ground
pool in her backyard. Subsequent scenes illustrate Jay’s typical suburban life, shared with her
sister Kelly, and friends Yara and Paul. Jay goes on a date with a youngman, Hugh, whom she
has recentlymet. During the date Hugh leads Jay abruptly out of amovie theatre after seeing
a girl in a yellow dress whom Jay herself cannot see. On a subsequent date, parked behind an
abandoned building, Jay and Hugh have intercourse for the first time in the back of Hugh’s
car. While Jay lies in the back of Hugh’s car, Hugh renders her unconscious by putting a rag
over her mouth. Jay awakens, still dressed only in her underwear, tied to a wheelchair in the
parking garage of the abandoned building. Hugh’s intent is not to harm Jay but to warn her
about “this thing”which he relates is going to follow her, an entity that someone gave to him
andwhich he passed to her in the car, i.e. during the act of intercourse. He further relates that
“It” can take on various forms, including strangers or loved ones, in order to get close to you.
The only way to get rid of It is to pass it along to someone else by having sex with them.
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Furthermore, if Jay is killed by It, the entity will simply revert to following him again. As Hugh
explains this, and as if to prove his point, Jay watches as a naked woman enters the parking
garage and slowly walks towards them. Hugh wheels Jay to safety and later in the night
leaves her on the road in front of her house.

The police are called and we subsequently learn that “Hugh” is a fake name used by the
man Jay had dated in order to rent a house somewhere in the city. Jay’s traumatic reaction
to the incident is evident in a brief hospital stay and her subsequent return home. Return-
ing to school, Jay is sitting in a lecture (on The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock) when she
looks out of the window to see an old woman dressed in a nightgown shambling
across the school lawn, apparently heading straight for her. Jay runs out of the classroom
only to encounter the woman in the hallway still heading straight for her, prompting Jay to
run out of the building altogether.

That night, Jay’s friends Paul and Yara agree to stay with Jay in her home. During the
night, It breaks into the kitchen through a window. It (who can only be seen by Jay)
appears as a woman dressed in a tight skirt and a pulled down bra exposing one of her
breasts, urinating on the floor as she shambles towards Jay. When Jay locks herself in
her room, It appears as an abnormally tall man. Jay runs out of her house to a park,
where she is found by her sister, friends and Greg, a young man who lives across the
street from her. Greg offers to drive Jay and the others in search of Hugh. The group
tracks down Hugh (whose real name is Jeff), and he reaffirms what he has already told Jay.

The group decides to buy time from the pursuit of It by driving out of the city and
staying at Greg’s family’s lakeside cottage. In the morning the group is sitting on the
beach and they are confronted by It, which takes on various forms including that of
Yara dressed in underwear, the abnormally tall man, a small screaming boy and the
woman killed at the beginning of the film. While only Jay can see It at any given time,
the others can see its actions, such as when It throws Paul with great force after he tries
to hit It with a chair, or when It kicks through the door of a shed they are trying to hide
in. When Jay shoots It in the head, with a gun Greg has taught her to use, It is only tem-
porarily incapacitated. Jays drives off on her own to escape the horror but crashes into a
cornfield. Jay awakens in the hospital with a broken arm and a head injury. Terrified that It
will get her in the hospital, Jay has intercourse with Greg in her hospital room.

Shortly thereafter, Jay looks out the window of her home at night to see Greg, dressed
in long underwear, smash the front window of his home and enter it. Realizing she is
seeing It, Jay tries to telephone Greg, but failing to contact him runs over to his house
and enters it through the broken window. Upstairs she sees It in the form of Greg’s
mother, dressed in a nightgown with one breast exposed. It lunges at Greg as he
answers the door. In the room Jay witnesses a horrifying scene: It is straddled over
Greg’s body, still in the guise of his mother, thrusting her pelvis violently against him as
a viscous fluid emanates from her body. Greg is quickly killed and Jay runs out of the
house, now pursued by It in the form of Greg in his long underwear.

Jay spends the night sleeping on the hood of her car by the side of a lake. The next
morning she sees three young men partying on a boat offshore. She undresses down
to her underwear and wades into the water, presumably with the intent of having sex
with one of the boys.

Jay barricades herself in her room. She declines Paul’s offer to have her pass It onto him,
but Paul comes up with another plan. As the group drives away from the house, Jay looks
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on disturbed as she sees an old man standing naked on the roof of her house, intently
watching her. The man looks similar to a picture of her grandfather seen earlier in the film.

The group breaks into an indoor pool in the city which they had frequented as children.
They place various plugged-in electrical devices (typewriters, lamps etc.) around the per-
imeter of the pool and have Jay wade in the pool to wait for It. Jay sees It enter the pool
area in the appearance of a bearded man in an undershirt and boxer shorts. Instead of
entering the water as the group had anticipated, It starts throwing the electrical devices
into the water as Jay frantically tries to leave the pool. Paul throws a sheet over It and
shoots it in the head, causing It to fall into the water. It grabs Jay and they struggle
under the water until a second shot incapacitates It, as evidenced by the pool filling
with blood.

In the next scene Jay, again barricaded in her room, has intercourse with Paul. Later we
see Paul driving through a derelict neighbourhood and approaching two sex workers. In
Jay’s room we see a picture of Jay and her sister as children with their parents, Jay’s father
being the bearded man who had appeared in the pool.

In the final scene we see Jay and Paul leisurely walking down a suburban street holding
hands. In the distance we see a young man slowly walking behind them.

Analysis

It follows is a film that is simple in plot but rich in details, and it is these details that give the
film a depth far beyond the classic slasher genre film that it appears to be on the surface.

Firstly, there is much in the film to suggest that it is best understood in terms of primary
process thinking. The setting of the film alternates between the sleepy, tree-lined suburbs
inhabited by the main characters and the crumbling ruins of the inner city of Detroit, the
latter in particular evoking the archaic remnants of the unconsciousness. Various bodies of
water feature significantly in the film – from Jay’s backyard pool to nearby lakes. Several
key scenes in the movie occur at dusk, including both its opening and closing scenes,
suggesting a liminal zone between wakefulness and sleep, or between consciousness
and unconsciousness, as one may consider a dream or nightmare to occupy. There is a
striking ambiguity with regards to the temporal setting of the film. Early in the film
Jay’s friend Yara is reading The Idiot on what appears to be an e-reader in the form of a
clamshell (a device that, as far as this author is aware, does not actually exist). In compari-
son, the rest of the film is filled with anachronisms: even while Yara reads from her
compact e-reader the other characters watch a black and white science fiction film on a
cathode-ray television; Jay’s mirror is lined with Polaroid pictures and she uses a push
button phone to make phone calls; both Hugh and Greg drive vintage cars; and among
the items used to combat It in the final scene are a dated clock radio and a manual type-
writer. In fact, Yara’s compact e-reader aside, there is a curious lack of cell phones and
other electronic devices that have become the staple of modern youth. The result is a
film that could be contemporary in its setting but could equally be placed in the late
1970s or 1980s, a time period that puts it in the era of classic slasher films such as Hallow-
een or Friday the 13th. The evocation of such films is further enhanced by a minimalistic
electronic soundtrack and specific visual elements such as the use of wide angle shots.
The film, thus, need not be seen as occurring in any particular time or even place, but
rather occupies a space within our collective, pop cultural, consciousness. As one critic
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put it, the film takes place in “John Carpenter’s backyard” (Crow 2015). The film’s ambigu-
ities of time and setting also place it firmly within the realm of unconscious experience.

And then there is It, the ever stalking phantasmagoric entity that seems to be the very
stuff of nightmares. Like a nightmare figure, the terror of It is diffuse and all pervading (eli-
cited in the film by any passing stranger), while the true identify of It remains ill-defined
such that even until the end of the film It remains otherwise nameless. Furthermore, as
in a dream, we see a striking suspension of critical thinking on the part of the characters
in the film as it pertains to It. Despite It’s extraordinary nature, the existence of It is taken for
granted by the characters in the film (only Greg retains some doubt as to the supernatural
nature of It, and he succumbs to It as a result of his disbelief). While they expend a great
deal of thought, time and energy in evading It throughout the course of the film, none of
them ever asks what It actually is, nor is such an explanation provided by the film. A
number of details pertaining to It drive the film’s storyline, which proceeds convincingly
in accordance with its own internal logic; but such details prove questionable, and even
absurd when examined more critically. Why is It transmitted like a sexually transmitted
disease? Who was the first victim of It? What is the motivation of It, if any? Why does It
go back to attacking a previous host if it manages to kill its present host? Why can
those not infected by It not see It but still see and feel its physical effects? None of the
characters in the film ask themselves these questions, and neither may the viewer until
after the film is done, as when one awakens from a dream and only then recognizes its
absurdity.

The sexual content of horror films, as discussed by Wood (1979), has long been recog-
nized (and as Petridis [2014] points out, the horror genre made its first appearance with
the birth of cinema itself). A common element of this genre is “the monster,” which
served, according to Wood (1979), as the “return of the oppressed,” while simultaneously
serving as a punishment for sexual expression. This is no more evident than in the slasher
film, as Clover (1992) points out, where the “sexual transgressors of both sexes are sched-
uled for early destruction” (33). In classic slasher films such as Halloween and Friday the
13th, nothing is more likely to bring on the ire of a Michael Myers or a Jason Voorhees
than two teenagers furtively engaged in the act of coitus; and as Clover (1992) points
out, the victims of such psychotic killers are almost invariably teenagers. What is now
considered a trope of the genre may in fact constitute the essence of such films, the psy-
chotic killer embodying the psychological conflicts of the sexually developing protago-
nists he seeks to destroy (and who, not surprisingly, represent the core audience for such
films).

For Freud (1905), puberty represented a series of changes that gave infantile sexual life
its final shape. In particular, he emphasized the transformation of sexual instinct during
puberty from auto-eroticism to object oriented, and the subjugation of separate instincts
and erotogenic zones to the primacy of the genital zone. Likewise, Anna Freud (1937)
characterized puberty as the advance from pregenital to genital instinctual aims, owing
to the attainment of physical sexual maturity. She also noted that puberty was a phase
of sexual development that brought about a recapitulation of the infantile sexual
period while also contributing something of its own to an individual’s sexual life. For
Laufer and Laufer (1984), puberty activated a process of “experiencing, reorganizing and
integrating one’s past psychological development within a new context of sexual matur-
ity” (4). Such a process is fraught with threats. Laufer and Laufer (1984) noted that with the

396 J. BARBERA



physical and sexual maturity of puberty, previously safe and acceptable prepubertal
wishes and impulses take on an incestuous meaning, and oedipal wishes become
tested within the context of an individual having physically mature genitals. “Developmen-
tal breakdown” resulted from the unconscious rejection by the adolescent of his or her
sexual body (Laufer and Laufer 1984; Laufer 1997). Anna Freud (1937, 1965) emphasized
the fact that the increase in drive activity during adolescence resulted in a predictable bol-
stering of defences.

For Wood (1979), the monster in horror films represented “the Other,” an entity that
exists external to one’s culture or self but contains that which is repressed by the self
and projected outwards in order to be hated and disowned. The monster thus represents
for Wood “the return of the repressed.” In this regard I would contend that It, the creature
that comes to stalk Jay after her first sexual encounter with Hugh, embodies the libidinal
instincts that threaten to overwhelm her. Laufer and Laufer (1984) note that splitting and
projection are expressions of an adolescent’s hatred towards his or her sexual body. It, as
per the premise of the entire film, is an entity that torments an individual if they have had
sex with someone infected by It. It is almost always portrayed as naked or wearing under-
garments, suggesting its sexual nature, but never in a form that would be considered
erotic. Indeed, when It first enters Jay’s house it appears as an object of disgust—the
woman dressed in underwear with one breast exposed, urinating on the floor as she
shambles towards Jay. While It often appears overtly aggressive in nature, at other
times it appears as a mindless, zombie-like creature, merely following its victims as if
driven solely by instinct. Like Michael Myers from Halloween and Jason from the Friday
the 13th series, It remains mute through the film, reflective of its preverbal origins. The
multitude of forms It takes on, including loved ones, suggests the various pre-oedipal
and oedipal objects contained within the unconscious (Hugh suggests in the film that
It takes on various forms to get close to its victim, and adds: “… sometimes I think it
looks like people you love just to hurt you”). It’s rapidly changing form, which also
includes strangers and individuals distorted in size (the tall man), further emphasizes its
archaic state. It is this vacillation and combination of the familiar and strange, the com-
monplace and the bizarre, that lends It the quality of the Uncanny as described by
Freud (1919).

Even the fact that It has no name, being referred to only as “It,” suggests its nature as a
product of the non-verbal Id. Freud’s original term for the Id was the German word “Es”
which, directly translated into English, is in fact the impersonal pronoun “It” (Freud
1923, 1933) (English translators seem to have chosen to use the Latin neuter form of
the impersonal pronoun [Id] to convey this element of the unconscious, rather than a
more direct translation). Freud had felt that the term was well suited to express the
alien nature of the Id with regard to the Ego (Freud 1933). The portrayal of It in the film
is almost directly taken from Freud’s description of the Id:

It is filled with energy reaching it from the instincts, but it has no organization, produces no
collective will, but only a striving to bring about the satisfaction of the instinctual needs
subject to the observance of the pleasure principle. (Freud 1933, 92)

When Greg is attacked by It in his bedroom, we see the consequence of being caught by
the entity. In the guise of Greg’s mother (no less), It straddles his body and thrusts violently
against him in a manner that is simultaneously sexual and superhumanly violent.
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The libidinal nature of It is of course seen in the fact that It is drawn to an individual
through a sexual encounter, and the only way to stave off It is to have sex with another
individual and “pass it on,” i.e. to express or release the libidinal desires that threaten to
overwhelm oneself. Such a strategy, however, as per the rules established by the film,
can never completely rid oneself of It but merely serves to lessen the likelihood of its
return, or at least temporarily delay its return. It, furthermore, can only be seen by those
infected by it, or more specifically those who have brought it into their existence
through a sexual encounter with another infected by it. This fact, along with the other fan-
tastical elements associated with It, distinguish the creature from classic psychopathic
killers in the slasher genre such as Michael Myers and Jason Voorhees and place It more
in line with Freddy from the A Nightmare on Elm Street series, a creature which as part
of the narrative itself exists in the subconscious of its victims (Kendrick 2009).

Laufer and Laufer (1984), in discussing adolescent sexuality, defined “developmental
breakdown” as the unconscious rejection of the sexual body and a subsequent feeling
of passivity in the face of regressive demands coming from one’s own body. The break-
down, they felt, was “in the process of integrating the physically mature body image
into the representation of oneself” (22). Such a breakdown was also an expression of ado-
lescent anxiety or panic when suddenly faced with a sexually mature body. In the film we
see Jay’s life reduced to a constant need to evade the ever stalking It as it pursues her
through her school, her neighbourhood and her home. To allow It to catch her is to
end her very existence. When Jay returns from the hospital after being assaulted by
Hugh, she stares at herself in the mirror in her underwear as if no longer recognizing
herself, and when she lifts her underwear and looks at her genitalia she starts to panic.
The disavowal of her sexual body is evident in the scene where she has sex with Greg
in the hospital, Jay lying passively and staring off into the distance as Greg thrusts into
her. It is also noteworthy that Jay, in her attempts to evade the persecutory figure of It,
engages in a number of self-destructive behaviours, such as having sex with strangers
and driving into a cornfield, such acts being viewed by Laufer (1996) as an expression
of the adolescent’s hatred of their sexual body.

Concurrent with the theme of the threatening nature of sexual maturity is the theme of
loss of innocence that appears in the film but conversely the re-emergence of infantile
wishes and fantasies that characterize adolescence (Freud 1937; Laufer and Laufer
1984). When Hugh and Jay go on their first date, the two, while waiting in line at a
movie theatre, play something Jay refers to as “the trade game.” The game involves
each of them picking someone from the crowd they would want to trade places with
and the other person guessing who they picked. Jay guesses incorrectly that Hugh has
picked a young man successfully flirting with his girlfriend. Hugh, however, has actually
picked a small boy at the theatre with his father. Hugh, who has already been infected
with It, asks “… how cool would it be to have your whole life ahead of you… ?” He
even jokes that as a boy you “can go to the bathroom any time you want,” thus having
“total freedom,” suggesting a longing for a pre-oedipal stage of sexual development.
After Jay has had intercourse with Hugh, lying in the back of his car, she reminisces
about how when she was younger she would daydream about being old enough to go
on dates and have the freedom to drive beyond the city. It is while she is reminiscing in
this fashion that Hugh chloroforms her and exposes her to It. In the scene where Jay is
staring at her genitalia in front of a mirror, she is interrupted by a ball hitting the
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window. Jay stares at the red ball lying in her yard for a moment and we see a young boy
hiding just below her window who had been peeping in on her. At the beginning of the
film Jay laughs off the boy who, along with a friend, had been furtively watching her as she
was lying in her pool. The boy appears again as one of the forms of Itwhen it attacks her at
the lakeside cottage (screaming as it enters the garage where she has taken refuge). The
boy, who parallels It in his stalking behaviour, appears once more near the end of the film,
watching the group leave Jay’s home for their final confrontation with It. While the boy
may be seen as displaying Jay’s subjection to voyeuristic surveillance (Murphy 2015;
Hahner and Varda 2017), he concurrently represents Jay’s growing awareness of herself
as a sexual object. Indeed, he may be seen as representing Jay herself as a child, becoming
curiously aware of her own sexually developing self (and playing with her newfound sexu-
ality as represented by the red ball). The fact that the child is a boy does not rule him out as
a symbol of Jay as a child, or more specifically an idealized pregenital individual. As Laufer
and Laufer (1984) contend, it is only in adolescence that the image of oneself as either
male or female is finally established. Similarly, Freud (1905) suggested that humans may
be innately bisexual, with an individual’s final sexual orientation determined only after
puberty based on a number of constitutional and psychosocial factors (Freud 1905), a
view likewise held by Anna Freud (1965). Contemporary authors have also emphasized
the fluidity and complexity of gender identity and object choice (Kulish 2010). The ideal-
ized pregenital figure represented by the boy in the film is in contrast to the figure of It,
whose gender-shifting, bisexual nature reflects the fluid, complex and ambivalent pro-
cesses by which gender identity and object choice develop during adolescence. More gen-
erally, the various objects and partial identifications implied by the various incarnations of
It also suggest the complexities of a new identity under construction.

The slow but relentlessly stalking It may of course be interpreted as death, or more
specifically as an awareness of one’s mortality (Kelly 2017), as punctuated in the film
by references to The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock and The Idiot. An awareness of
one’s mortality may indeed become particularly acute in adolescence, and consequently
heavily defended against (Doka 2015). The film’s references to death, however, may not
necessarily be taken literally, but rather reflect the transition from childhood to adult-
hood that occurs during adolescence. Kohut (1987) described late adolescence and
early adulthood as a time when one more or less formed self-image gives way and is
replaced by a new self-image, a transformation that naturally threatens the cohesiveness
of the self. It is this loss of self-identity, I would contend, that is being equated with death
in the film.

Jay’s transition from childhood to adulthood is deftly symbolized in the film by her
backyard pool. When we first see Jay, she is leisurely floating in a small above-ground
pool in her backyard, the size of the pool suggesting it is a remnant of her childhood.
The pool is an obvious source of pleasure and solace for her. It is here that she laughs
off the two small boys peeping in on her from some bushes. After she has sex with
Greg in the hospital and the threat of It seems to be temporarily neutralized, we see
her once again in her pool, although now she is looking anxiously at the fence surrounding
her yard. After Greg is killed by It, Jay drives out to the shore of a lake where she spends the
night. She then swims out to three men she sees partying on a boat, presumably to have
sex with one of them. When she returns home, we see her pool destroyed on one side and
drained of water, most likely an intentional act by Jay herself. In these scenes the presence
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of water seems to symbolize the unconsciousness, or more specifically the source of libi-
dinal instincts that in Jay’s youth were a source of pleasure for her, but in adolescence
prove to be an existential threat. Her act of draining the pool suggests an anxiety
driven reaction on her part to deal with such a threat. The pool also contains an intrauter-
ine quality, which at the beginning of the film is a source of maternal attachment for Jay,
but later comes to represent her own sexual maturity which, according to Laufer and
Laufer (1984), signifies to the female her ability to procreate.

Freud (1923) described the Id as the “great reservoir of the libido” (25) and had
expressed the view that the therapeutic effect of psychoanalysis was to strengthen the
ego in order for it to appropriate portions of the Id—“not unlike the draining of the
Zuider Zee” (Freud 1933, 100). In addition to Jay’s pool, bodies of water play a prominent
role throughout the film (Murphy 2015). The initial woman running from It escapes to a
beach where she is found killed the next morning. Prior to their having sex, Hugh leads
Jays through a wooded area to the shore of a lake where they passionately kiss. It
attacks the group on the beach at Greg’s lakeside cottage. As noted, after Greg’s death,
Jay has to swim through water in order to have sex with the men on the boat (in fact
we never see her having sex with the men but simply see her strip down to her underwear
and enter the water, this act alone enough to imply what must occur next). Finally, it is a
large pool which Jay and her friends had visited as children that provides the setting for
the climax of the film, the final confrontation with It.

The repression of infantile sexuality is suggested in several scenes. When Paul stays with
Jay the next night, awaiting It, the two reminisce about how they were actually each
other’s first kiss. They then recall an incident when they found some pornography maga-
zines in an alley and how they naively looked at them on Greg’s front lawn without realiz-
ing “how bad it was,” until Greg’s mother, shocked, scooped them up. As a result, the
children were given “the sex ed talk” the next day, calling to mind Freud’s view that
one of the most important tasks of society is the control and restriction of the sexual
instinct in accordance with its mandates (Freud 1916, 1930). The film’s setting moves
between the orderly suburbs and the crumbling ruins of Detroit, reflecting the division
seen in other slasher films between the dangers of the urban city and the perceived
safety of suburban life (Kelly 2017). Significant scenes involving the characters venturing
into the urban centre include Hugh’s assault of Jay, the characters seeking Hugh in the
abandoned house he had lived in (where interestingly they find, among other things, a
pile of pornography magazines) and the final confrontation with It. The ruins of Detroit
suggest the archaic remnants of the unconsciousness or the Id itself, along with its
repressed drives, while the suburbs, where the characters were raised by their parents,
suggest elements of the Ego or Superego (Kelly [2017] further adds that the characters
living in the tarnished inner suburbs inhabit a liminal zone between the inner city and
the wealthy outer suburbs). On their way to the final confrontation with It, the characters,
at dusk, travel to an abandoned neighbourhood to the mausoleum-like structure that con-
tains the pool where they attempt to destroy It. The pool, we are told, was one that the
group frequented when they were younger, and was even the location where Paul and
Jay had first kissed. As they walk to the pool, Yara relates that when she was a little girl
she was not allowed to go south of 8-mile road, the division between the suburbs and
the inner city. She adds how “shitty and weird that was,” in particular how she had to
ask permission from her parents to go to the State Fair with her best friend because it
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was just a few blocks south of 8-mile road, i.e. she objects to the arbitrariness of the pro-
hibition to cross this dividing line. Jay adds that her mother had said the same thing.

The film of course culminates in the final confrontation with It, not only in terms of the
plot, but also psychologically in light of previous considerations. The group’s plan is for Jay
to intentionally wade in the middle of the pool in order to lure It, i.e. to plumb the depths
of her unconscious in order to confront the archaic forces from which she had, up until
now, sought to flee. The devices that the group place around the pool with the intent
of electrocuting It are antiquated ones (a typewriter, an analogue clock radio, a VCR
etc.), suggesting remnants from Jay’s childhood. A dark thunderstorm brews outside as
they wait for It. While this seemingly suicidal plan may be seen as a final act of self-destruc-
tion on Jay’s part, it may alternatively be viewed as her finally accepting her passivity in
relationship to her sexual body, a fear which Laufer (1996) described as being omnipresent
in adolescence. When It does appear, Jay’s sister asks Jay what she sees and Jay states “I
don’t want to tell you.” It appears as a bearded man in undergarments that we will later
learn is her father. Jay’s reaction to seeing It is to want to immediately leave the pool (“I
don’t want to do this. I just want to get out”). The pool soon does become a source of
mortal danger for her as It starts throwing the various electrical devices into the water.
When It falls into the pool, after being shot in the head by Paul with a pistol, It holds
onto Jay’s ankle as she struggles to escape its grasp. An additional shot incapacitates It
and Jay is able to escape the pool. After struggling to catch her breath at the side of
the pool, she crawls back to the pool to witness a blossoming of blood within it. As
with Jay’s pool, the public pool also carries with it an intrauterine symbolism (an
element of the “terrible place” which Clover [1992] described as a common element in
slasher films) and the blossoming of blood suggests the onset of menstruation, which is
linked with the adolescent’s awareness of sexual maturity (Laufer and Laufer 1984). The
scene that follows is Jay, on the same night, having sex with Paul, thus resolving the
tension that has been between them since the beginning of the film.

The appearance of It in the form of Jay’s father of course carries an oedipal meaning (as
does the appearance of It as Greg’s mother prior to killing him). Freud (1916) related that
during puberty, when the demands of the sexual instinct are at full strength, the “old fam-
iliar incestuous objects are taken up again and freshly cathected with libido” (335). Anna
Freud (1937) likewise discussed the re-emergence of oedipal wishes during adolescence.
Laufer and Laufer (1984), as noted, discussed the testing of prepubertal wishes and fanta-
sies in the context of sexual maturity. At the very beginning of the film, when Jay is pre-
paring for her date with Hugh, we see on her mirror a Polaroid of her father with her as a
smiling infant. Jay’s mother is only seen twice in the film, and in both scenes her face is
never fully revealed, as if to indicate her status as an insufficient presence in Jay’s life.
Other than in pictures, Jay’s father is never seen in the film, nor is he even talked about
by the characters (the nearly complete ineptitude or absence of adults in slasher films
has been discussed by Clover [1992] and Gill [2002], with Gill [2002] linking this theme
to the decay of the family). Greg’s mother, looking in on Jay’s house after the police are
called following her assault by Hugh, states: “those people are such a mess.” The
absence of Jay’s father in itself suggests that he is a source of traumatic fixation for Jay,
with a repressed longing for him reactivated by her sexual encounter with Hugh. Of
course, given the themes of the film, one must also consider the possibility that Jay has
actually been the victim of sexual abuse, either at the hands of her father or her
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grandfather (who appears in the form of It, just before the final pool scene, standing naked
on Jay’s roof and staring at her in a predatory fashion as she watches in disgust). Thus, It
may be seen as representing Jay’s recurring psychological trauma, externalized and dis-
avowed after being triggered by her sexual encounter with Hugh, which in itself may
be seen as constituting a sexual assault (Murphy 2015; Morrow 2016; Hahner and Varda
2017) (interestingly, Hahner and Varda [2017] have illustrated how critics and audiences
themselves seem to have disavowed the elements of sexual assault portrayed in the
film). Without knowing any of the details of the trauma that has apparently made Jay’s
family “a mess,” the viewer is left to contemplate a myriad of possibilities, any of which
may be theorized as impinging on Jay’s adolescent development.

For Freud (1905), the overcoming and repudiation of incestuous fantasies during
puberty allowed for a detachment from parental authority. Anna Freud (1965) described
the final developmental step towards adulthood as “the adolescent struggle around
denying, reversing, loosening, and shedding the tie to infantile objects, defending
against pregenitality, and finally establishing genital supremacy with libidinal cathexis
transferred to objects of the opposite sex, outside the family” (66). For Clover (1992),
the slasher film was essentially “a tale of sex and parents” where “the patently erotic
threat is easily seen as the materialized projection of the viewer’s own incestuous fears
and desires. It is this disabling cathexis to one’s parents that must be killed and rekilled
in the service of sexual autonomy” (49).

Ultimately, It Follows is not only about Jay’s struggle to evade It but her struggle to enter
into a meaningful relationship with another person. Hugh clearly turns out not to be such a
person, not so much by the fact that he infected Jay with It, but that his motive for being
with her in the first place turns out to have been deceptive and manipulative from the
beginning. This leaves two romantic interests for Jay to pursue, namely Greg and Paul,
both of whom are contrasted in the film. Greg is the handsome young man who lives
across the street from Jay. Throughout the movie his masculinity is emphasized. When
we first see Greg, he is washing his car (spraying it with a hose). In several scenes we
see him dating or flirting with other girls, even after he has had sex with Jay. He comes
to help Jay after It first attacks her in her house and gallantly offers to drive Jay and her
friends around in search of Hugh. He also takes Jay and her friends to his family’s
cottage where he shows Jay how to fire a gun. Greg is the first person Jay has sex with
in order to ward off It. Ironically, however, when Paul asks Jay why she picked Greg
over him for this purpose, she states that she had already slept with Greg in high
school so it “wasn’t a big deal.” Indeed, as already noted, her sexual encounter with him
in the hospital is for her a largely emotionless affair. Paul, in contrast, is presented as a
more nebbish, even effeminate male. In several scenes he seems to be the butt of the
girls’ jokes. His attraction to Jay is evident and he watches on jealously as her relationship
with Greg develops, but he does not seem to act on any of these feelings. Only later in the
film does he confront Jay as to why she picked Greg over him to pass It on. Jay initially
refuses to have sex with Paul when he offers, but this is more out of care for him. The
fact that Paul was her “first kiss” also suggests a kinship between him and her past.
When Jay does have sex with Paul, it is more tender and intimate than with Greg and
the film ends with Paul and Jay walking hand in hand through their neighbourhood.
Jay, in the film, is essentially presented with two object choices to replace her father,
and she chooses Paul. The final scene suggests that it is Jay’s choice of an appropriate
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object in her relationship with Paul that has, more than anything, saved her from It, i.e.
from the libidinal impulses that have threatened to overwhelm her. She has accomplished
what Laufer and Laufer (1984) considered the main developmental function of adoles-
cence, the establishment of the final sexual organization of the individual, a function
that subsumed changes in the relationship to one’s body, to one’s oedipal objects and
to one’s contemporaries. At the same time, however, as Jay is walking down the street
with Paul, we see a young man suddenly appear behind them, a likely intentional ambi-
guity, but one that suggests that while the threat of It may be mitigated with Jay’s new-
found maturity, she will never be entirely free from It.

It Follows, in many ways, represents not so much a reinvention of the slasher film as
its evolution, as seen in the analytical considerations discussed in this article. It Follows
cleverly makes the connection between adolescent sexuality and its threatening nature
more overt than in slasher films of the past (having sex in the film is literally what
brings the killer into existence), while at the same time weaving a complex psychological
narrative.
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